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Ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία are two terms used by the ancient sources to describe the Carthag-
inian presence in Western Sicily. Due to a lack of information about the character and de-
tails of this presence, it is crucial to precisely understand the terminology employed by our 
sources and all its nuances. The article challenges the widely accepted opinion that the nouns 
ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία can be treated as synonyms. To verify whether this assumption is 
correct or not, a careful analysis of how the ancient authors (Polybius, Diodorus Siculus and 
Plutarch) used both nouns, as well as other related forms, is conducted. To make up for the 
limited number of occurrences of ἐπικράτεια in the analysed corpus, the relevant part of the 
examination also includes the use of this noun in Strabo’s Geography. The analysis allows us to 
highlight a significant change in the meaning of the two terms between the 2nd century (Poly-
bius) and the mid-1st century BC (Diodorus). This change reflects a development in the Greek 
political and administrative vocabulary, which was adjusting to a new reality of the Mediter-
ranean world being organised into Roman provinces. The conducted analysis also allows us to 
better understand the complexity of the Carthaginian position in Western Sicily.
Keywords: Diodorus Siculus, Polybius, Plutarch, eparchy, province, Carthage, Sicily.

The terms ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία are both used by the ancient sources to describe 
the part of Sicily subject to the Carthaginians. As such, they are important to our under-
standing of Sicily’s status and, by extension, the Carthaginian policy towards such territo-
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ries in Sicily and elsewhere. Modern scholars usually consider the terms synonyms. In this 
article I put forward the hypothesis that the meaning of both terms evolved over time and 
that in the majority of our main sources the two terms are indeed very different and by 
no means interchangeable. To verify this hypothesis, I will first analyse the usage of both 
terms by the ancient historians who wrote on the history of Sicily (Polybius, Diodorus 
and Plutarch) and then try to offer an interpretation as to the difference in their meaning.

1. The status quaestionis

Ἐπαρχία, derived from ἄρχω, is a term commonly used by the ancient authors to de-
scribe the Roman province (e. g. Diod. Sic. 40. 4; Plut. Luc. 6. 1; Cic. 30. 1), which makes 
it easier to understand the character of the power involved. Ἐπικράτεια, derived from 
κρατέω, is more ambiguous and polysemous. It is also, as we shall see, much less common. 
It’s earliest recorded use for the Carthaginian part of Sicily can be found in (Ps.-?) Plato’s 
seventh letter (349c). 

Interpretations of ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία as synonyms reach at least as far back as 
S. Mazzarino’s monograph Introduzione alle Guerre Puniche, first published in 1946. The 
author’s definition of this phenomenon influenced a number of later studies.1 P. Anello, 
in her seminal article on the development of the Carthaginian ἐπαρχία in Sicily, suggest-
ed that the choice of terms may reflect the author’s preference (with Polybius favouring 
ἐπαρχία, while Diodorus and Plutarch preferred ἐπικράτεια) and hypothesised that our 
sources, Diodorus most of all, unwittingly projected the reality of the late 4th century (i. e. 
what Anello considers the proper ἐπικράτεια/ἐπαρχία) onto the last decade of the 5th cen-
tury.2 The majority of modern scholars adhere to this interpretation, varying slightly in 
their definitions, but not in the notion that they are dealing with what is essentially a pair 
of synonyms.3

The key reason behind Anello’s theory seems to be the necessity to explain the use 
of ἐπικράτεια for the last decade of the 5th century and the beginning of the 4th century, 
when archaeological and literary sources do not offer sufficient evidence to support the 
existence of any permanent administrative structure remotely resembling the Persian 
satrapy, the Hellenistic ἐπαρχία or the Roman province. If one assumes that ἐπικράτεια 
and ἐπαρχία were used by the ancient authors as synonyms, then one also has to face the 
resulting difficulty. Anello’s hypothesis is an attempt to solve it by suggesting a misunder-

1 “Continuità territoriale ‘esclusiva’ (…) nell’ambito delle ‘province’ o eparchie territorialmente defi-
nite, si esercita il controllo esclusivistico della potenza dominante, la quale stabilisce i limiti entro cui gli 
altri possono contrarvi rapporti comerciali” Mazzarino 2003, 65; Anello 1986, 124. For a recent use of a very 
similar definition of ἐπικράτεια see e. g., De Vincenzo 2013, 12. A precise definition of the relations within 
this term is very difficult (probably, as I will argue, by design). For possibly the best attempt to summarise 
our knowledge, see Ameling 2011, 50–51.

2 Anello 1986, 137, 150–151, 176–177. For the view that ἐπικράτεια came to be at the end of the 4th 
century see also Anello 2008, 97. All dates refer to the times before Christ, unless stated otherwise.

3 E. g. Bondì 1990–1991, 230; Anello 1990–1991, 209; De Vincenzo 2013, 13. Such a view is by no 
means limited to Italian scholars — it echoes also e. g., in Hans 1983, 119; Miles 2010, 131; Melliti 2016, 
118 or Hoyos 2010, 49, although the last two emphasize the complexity of the issue and the limits of our 
knowledge. Contra see Whittaker 1978, 62–63. New French translations offer, in most cases, a description 
(“la region soumise aux Carthaginois” in Bonnet and Bennet 1997, 14, 59, “le territoire contrôlé par les 
Carthaginois” in Goukowsky 2006, 68), but at times use a more direct “les possessions carthaginoises” (e. g., 
in Diod. Sic. 14, 54, 2: Bonnet and Bennet 1997, 75).
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standing on the part of our sources. For the late 4th century, there is much more evidence 
for Carthaginian control over Western Sicily, e. g., Carthaginian garrisons appear in the 
literary and archaeological sources and the local coin emissions disappear, while the leg-
ends on Siculo-Punic coinage suggest the appearance of new financial officials. Therefore, 
Anello suggested that our sources projected the reality of Agathocles’ times back onto the 
last decade of the 5th century — a point at which the Carthaginians re-entered the politi-
cal landscape of the island. From there, according to the Italian scholar, the Carthaginian 
presence evolved throughout the next century (with the treaty of 375 marking an impor-
tant turn), before it finally reached its proper form, deserving the name ἐπαρχία.4

Anello suggested that the responsibility for the use of ἐπικράτεια for the late 5th century 
laid with Diodorus, who drew it from his sources discussing later events. Given that Plutarch 
used this term as well, it is plausible that it had actually appeared already in Timaeus5 — 
likely a common source for the Sicilian events in Diodorus and Plutarch. Anello’s hypoth-
esis about a gradual development of the ἐπικράτεια allows her to remove Plutarch from the 
equation. Plutarch used the term at the earliest in reference to Dion’s return to Sicily in 356, 
roughly 50 years after the events for which Diodorus first used it and closer to the reality of 
Agathocles’ times. If we accepted Anello’s explanation, the use of ἐπικράτεια for that period 
would be much more justified — even if still not entirely appropriate. Nevertheless, this 
interpretation makes it possible to blame mainly Diodorus for creating confusion due to 
repeated use of supposedly inappropriate terminology. Such an explanation may have been 
plausible due to the well-established belief that the Library of History was a work of mere 
compilation and that its author “lacked the methodical skills of historiography to produce a 
keen analysis of his time and probably also the intellectual capacity”.6 However, this view of 
Diodorus and his methods has been questioned for some time.7

Anello’s explanation is plausible, but it is necessary to keep in mind that it was put 
forward in order to solve a particular problem — namely that the reality of the late 5th cen-
tury does not meet the criteria for ἐπικράτεια/ἐπαρχία proposed by Mazzarino and Anello. 
This definition rests on the assumption that there is no substantial difference between 
ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία. If this assumption could be disproved, the problem would cease 
to exist, and we would be left with the task of drawing out the difference between the two 
terms. Therefore, analysing the relations between them is crucial for our understanding of 
the history of the Carthaginian presence in Western Sicily.

The latest analysis of both ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία was offered by S. Cataldi in his 
article “Alcune considerazioni su eparchia ed epicrazia cartaginese nella Sicilia Occiden-
tale”, published in 2003. In his work, Cataldi analysed the use of these words in the context 
of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily.8 However, his analysis, while comprehensive and 

4 Anello 1986, 172–177.
5 Anello 1986, 137–151, following Meister 1967, 71–165 in most cases. For an analysis of the use of 

Timaean material in the Library of History see Dudziński 2016. 
6 Rathmann 2016, 352–353. This view of Diodorus was offered by Volquardsen 1868 and later firmly 

established by the authors and editors of RE, most notably Schwartz 1905 and Laqueur 1936, followed by 
many others e. g., Meister 1967, Pearson 1987.

7 See Palm 1955 on the coherence of the language of the Library of History. A major turn in the studies 
on Diodorus came with the publication by Sacks 1990.

8 Cataldi 2003. For earlier discussions on ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία and the nature of the Carthaginian 
position in Western Sicily see Anello 1986 and the proceedings of the symposium on this topic printed (with 
transcripts of discussions following each presentation) in issue XXXVI–XXXVII of “Kokalos” (especially 
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thorough, still suffers from the same assumption that both terms describe the same basic 
reality, albeit with different undertones: ἐπικράτεια being a harsh and violent rule and 
ἐπαρχία representing a more lenient and legal control over a territory.9

As we can see, the belief that ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία describe the same reality and, 
therefore, can be treated as synonymous, is the cornerstone of most historical interpreta-
tions concerning the nature of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily. This makes it even 
more surprising that so far it has not been challenged. In order to verify this assumption, 
we shall analyse the use of both terms by three major authors and main sources of infor-
mation concerning the history of Sicily: Polybius, Diodorus Siculus and Plutarch.

2.  Ἐπαρχία and ἐπικράτεια in Polybius

Of the three main sources for the history of Sicily, chronologically the earliest one is 
Histories by Polybius, whose work covered the period from the beginning of the First to 
the end of the Third Punic War (264–146) providing scholars with invaluable information 
about the background of these conflicts, in particular about the Romano-Punic treaties.

Polybius uses the terms ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία in both Sicilian and non-Sicilian con-
texts. The noun ἐπαρχία appears in Polybius’ work seven times (Polyb. 1. 15. 10; 1. 17. 5; 1. 
38. 7; 2. 19. 2; 3. 27. 4; 3. 29. 10; 7. 4. 2) and in all these cases it indicates a territory under 
the control of a political entity, be it Carthage, Rome or Syracuse. A particularly notewor-
thy example is Polyb. 2. 19. 2, where Polybius uses ἐπαρχία to refer to the Roman territory 
in Italy, which was never a province sensu stricto.

The verb ἐπάρχω is used extensively in Polybius’ translation of the Romano-Punic 
treaties. Within three chapters (3. 22–24), we find four out of the six occurrences of this 
verb, evidently carrying the meaning “to govern” or “to control” (cf. 21. 34. 10; 21. 46. 9). 
Similarly, Diogenes, the governor of Susiana, is referred to as the ἔπαρχος (5. 46. 7).10 The 
noun ἐπικράτεια appears in Polybius’ work merely four times, in a variety of contexts. 
In 2. 1. 3, ἐπικράτεια refers to the Carthaginian victory in the war against the merce-
naries in Africa after the First Punic War. Next, Polybius uses this term to describe the 
danger posed by the Bruttians and the Lucanians to the Greek colonies of Magna Grae-
cia (τῆς τῶν περιοικούντων βαρβάρων ἐπικρατείας, Polyb. 2. 39. 7). Whether we should 
interpret ἐπικράτεια in this context as a “territory”, “domination” or e.  g., “superiority” 
remains open to debate. In 12. 25. 3, Polybius refers to the famous bull of Phalaris, saying 
that it was removed from the city in the times of the Carthaginian ἐπικράτεια (κατὰ τὴν 
ἐπικράτειαν Καρχηδονίων). Again, it leaves the term open to interpretation as it can mean 
either a “victory”, “conquest” or even “superiority”. Finally, Polybius uses the term describ-
ing Antiochus IV Epiphanus’ claim to Coele Syria, citing among the arguments presented 
to emissaries “the ἐπικράτεια of Antigonus, the first king of Syria” (28. 20. 7), which, once 
again, may indicate “possessions” or “dominions”. In general, ἐπικράτεια in Polybius is 
used to denote superiority over someone or something, not necessarily a territory.

Tusa 1990–1991; see also Bondì 1990–1991; Anello 1990–1991). Cataldi’s arguments are considered defini-
tive by De Vincenzo 2013, 13.

9 Cataldi 2003, 218. Cataldi attempted to further support this claim by also pointing out the change 
in the language of the Athenian honorary decrees of proxenia, where κράτος replaced ἀρχή during the Pe-
loponnesian War — a fact he interprets as a reflection of the Athenians’ stricter control over their “subjects” 
during the war (Cataldi 2003, 234–237).

10 Mauersberger 1961, 866–867 (s.v. ἐπαρχία).



8 Philologia Classica. 2021. Vol. 16. Fasc. 1

In the case of the verb ἐπικρατέω, which is used by Polybius 43 times in his work, we 
find a very similar range of meanings, although the most common one is “to prevail” or 
“get the upper hand”, used in a variety of contexts ranging from describing a military (e. g., 
3. 84. 13; 6. 52. 8) or political (4. 17. 5) victory to even how Danube “overpowers” the sea 
waves at its mouth (4. 41. 1–9). There are also examples of this verb used in the context of 
“conquering” something (2. 18. 1) or “ruling” (6. 50. 3). When it comes to control over a 
territory or an area, ἐπικρατέω is used mainly in the military context: we find, for example, 
Rome “controlling” the rest of Sicily during the war against Carthage (1. 41. 6), or Persians 
controlling Asia (10. 28. 3). It is worth noting that quite often this verb is used to describe 
control over sea (e. g., 1. 11. 10; 1. 20. 5; 1. 39. 10), which may suggest that it indicates 
military control, or the ability to exert one’s power, not any sort of legal authority.11

Thus, in Polybius’ work the terms in question have different meanings. Most impor-
tantly, while ἐπαρχία always refers to a territory (although, as far as we can tell, never to a 
specific administrative unit), ἐπικράτεια is more abstract and the “superiority” it is denot-
ing can be frequently interpreted in a few ways. When ἐπικράτεια does refer to a territory, 
it does not offer any indication as to the administrative character of such a territory — its 
main focus is on the power that ultimately wields control over it. The fact that the term 
ἐπικράτεια is used also to describe Antiochus’ claim to Coele Syria seems to contradict 
Cataldi’s interpretation that ἐπικράτεια is used to depict a harsher and more oppressive rule. 
At the same time, ἐπαρχία is clearly less abstract and it always denotes a territory owned by 
some state. The former term in itself does not carry any information about the status of the 
territory it describes. It certainly cannot be by default interpreted as a province — a terri-
tory forming an administrative unit under the authority of a single official — as it is also 
used to describe Roman territories in Italia and the Syracusan holdings in Sicily.12

This situation changes once we move forward to Diodorus and Plutarch. To better 
understand what both authors meant by ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία, we shall take a look 
at the use of the two terms throughout their works. While more than half of Diodorus’ 
Library of History did not survive to our times in its entirety, the existing parts and frag-
ments of their works13 provide us with ample and diverse material for analysis. In the case 
of Plutarch, we will focus on the Lives, as the work constitutes a coherent and sufficiently 
large data set, while representing a biography — a genre akin to historical narrative.14

3. Ἐπαρχία in Diodorus and Plutarch

Diodorus used ἐπαρχία 29 times in the surviving parts of his work. Interestingly, the 
vast majority of these occurrences (24) comes from the second half of his oeuvre (books 
21–40 dealing with the period of ca. 301–60 BC) which survived only in fragments. As 
such, they cover, among other events, the whole existence of the Roman provinces up to 

11 Mauersberger 1961, 932–933 (s.v. ἐπικρατέω).
12 It should be noted that the definition of the Latin noun provincia also evolved over time. However, 

from the very beginning, provincia was associated with an official, indicating where he was supposed to 
exercise his authority (for an in-depth discussion and examples see Richardson 1992, 564–571).

13 In the Loeb Classical Library series, they are published in 12 vols. The new edition currently being 
published in the Collection Budé includes all fragments (revised and reorganised) in four volumes.

14 The noun ἐπικράτεια does not appear in the Moralia at all, although various forms of the verb 
ἐπικρατέω can be found.
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Diodorus’ own times.15 Unsurprisingly, this is also the meaning in which the term appears 
most often throughout this part (e. g., 33. 2. 1; 37. 5. 1), also referring to the province of 
Sicily (e. g., 34/35. 2. 3; 36. 3. 5; 37. 8. 1). However, the same noun is used throughout 
Diodorus’ work to describe administrative units, resembling the Roman province and 
governed by a single official, in other states (see e. g., Sittacene in 17. 65. 2; Commagene 
in 31. 19a. 1 or the division of Italy into two consular provinces by the rebels during the 
Social War in 37. 2. 6). There are also many examples of the term being used in the plural 
(e. g., 17. 105. 8; 37. 3. 5; 40. 4. 1). Most importantly, however, it is used once — and only 
once — in the context of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily (22. 10. 6).16

Beside the noun ἐπαρχία itself, Diodorus uses the term ἔπαρχος (seven times) and 
the verb ἐπάρχω (twice), but those are comparatively rare. It is worth noting that the term 
ἔπαρχος is not reserved for the governors of an ἐπαρχία, but it is used for any person in 
charge, such as a military commander (e. g., 14. 7. 7; 14. 113. 5).

Plutarch, on his part, used ἐπαρχία 79 times throughout his Lives. Once again, it is 
mostly used to describe Roman provinces and, therefore, appears predominantly in the 
biographies of great Romans. In the Greek Lives we find merely three occurrences of this 
term, one in Pelopidas (30. 1) and two in Demetrius (7. 2; 30. 1). Coincidentally, all three 
are used in the plural. The meaning of the term, therefore, stays the same as in Diodorus: 
an administrative unit, resembling the Roman province, and governed by a single official. 
Interestingly, in Plutarch’s works we can see the ἐπαρχία as a predetermined territorial unit 

15 In this case in particular the high proportion of occurrences coming from the fragments, surviving 
only in Byzantine collections of excerpts, brings up the question of their transmission. Naturally, the 
possibility of the excerptors’ intervention in the text cannot be definitively excluded, but from what we can 
tell about the working methods and criteria behind the major collections of excerpts (such as the Excerpta 
Constantiniana), their authors emphasised accuracy and while capable of rephrasing their material, 
they strived to maintain its structure and vocabulary (Manafis 2020, 31–42). In the case of the Excerpta 
Constantiniana, we can actually see the decision was made to follow the principles of appropriating the 
excerpts as intact as possible, instead of summarising them (Németh 2018, 56 and Manafis 2020, 39–40). 
Németh (2018, 86) concludes his discussion of the practice of excerpting by stating that “modifications in 
the Excerpta tended to be minimal and each excerpt carefully followed the original text” and, therefore, 
“[t]his principle enables scholars to use the Excerpta for the reconstruction of the originals as fragments”. 
In the case of Photius, we can actually see his method of excerpting in direct comparison to Diodorus in 
the description of the Red Sea (Phot. Bibl. 250. 447B–460A cf. Diod. Sic. 3. 12–48), which was based on 
the work of Agatharchides of Cnidus in both authors. Palm 1955, 16–26 demonstrated that Photius stayed 
more faithful to the original text than Diodorus. Therefore, while the excerptor’s intervention remains a 
possibility, it is rather unlikely to have changed the vocabulary used by the author of the source.

16 Walton 1957, 69  in his translation interpreted ἐπαρχία in this passage as the domain of Pyrrhus 
rather than the Carthaginians. This position is accepted also by Cataldi 2003, 233–234  and Goukowsky 
2006, 70 (Diod. Sic. 22. 22. 6), 215 n. 146. The latter notes the problem with the use of this term by Pyrrhus’ 
Sicilian allies and suggests that Diodorus may have “rejuvenated” the speech. However, the context in which 
the term is used suggests that it may be referring to the Carthaginian ἐπαρχία in Sicily. The passage does 
not discuss the king’s territorial gains per se, nor Sicily’s future status. It refers to his Sicilian allies’ goal of 
forcing the Carthaginians completely out of Sicily. Therefore, the focus of the sentence is firmly on Carthage. 
Introducing Pyrrhus’ ἐπαρχία in the same sentence without any commentary seems improbable. Moreover, 
it is very unlikely that Pyrrhus’ Sicilian allies would be so willing to give up their independence and become 
a part of his kingdom, especially if we bear in mind that shortly after, when he executed Thoenon and 
forced Sosistratus into exile, a number of Sicilian cities turned against him, some of them even joining the 
Carthaginians (Plut. Pyrrh. 23. 4–5). Furthermore, there is no record of Pyrrhus planning to turn Sicily into 
an eparchy of his own. The only information on his plans we have comes from Justinus, who claims that 
Pyrrhus wanted to turn Sicily into a kingdom for his son, Helenus (Just. Epit. 23. 3. 3). Therefore, I would 
consider the ἐπαρχία in Diod. Sic. 22. 10. 6 as referring to Carthage rather than Pyrrhus.
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even more clearly — see e. g., Aem. 10. 3 for the assignment of provinces by lot, or Cat. Ma. 
10. 1 for the province having a proper name. Same as before, we can see ἐπαρχία used in 
the plural on numerous occasions (e. g., Luc. 20. 5; Mar. 45. 1). Unlike Diodorus, Plutarch 
never used this term in the context of the Carthaginian part of Sicily (although it is used 
for the Roman province in Sicily: Pomp. 61. 1).

The noun ἔπαρχος (11 occurrences) is also used in a manner similar to what we know 
from Diodorus. It is used to describe various people in power, from military commanders 
(e. g., Galb. 8. 2) to the prefect of engineers (τεκτόνων ἔπαρχος: Cic. 32. 2). Forms of the 
verb ἐπάρχω appear very rarely (four occurrences overall).

As we can see, the meaning and the pattern of use of the noun ἐπαρχία remain un-
changed between Diodorus and Plutarch, but they differ in one significant way from what 
we observed in the case of Polybius. Compared to the historian from Megalopolis, who 
used this term to describe different kinds of territories, both Diodorus and Plutarch em-
ploy it in an extremely consistent and precise manner, always referring to an administra-
tive unit governed by a single official — although not necessarily a Roman province (see 
17. 65. 2 for a Persian satrapy, 31. 19a. 1 for the Seleucid eparchy of Commagene and 37. 2. 
6 for two consular provinces of the Socii during the Social War). There is no trace of any 
ambiguity evident in Polybius’ work, such as using ἐπαρχία to describe Roman territories 
in Italy or Syracusan in Sicily. It seems that between the times of Polybius and Diodorus 
the term changed its meaning, becoming much more precise. This process was necessi-
tated by the growing number of Roman provinces, as well as their increasing importance 
in both the internal and foreign affairs of the Republic. In the 1st century BC, provincial 
governorship became one of the primary means of advancing one’s political career — by 
providing either an opportunity to wage war or to gather financial resources needed in 
future campaigns.

It is of particular interest that, while ἐπαρχία is widely used by both Diodorus and 
Plutarch, out of 108 occurrences only one (Diod. Sic. 22. 10. 6) appears in the context of 
the Carthaginian presence in Sicily. Let us now move on to the second term — ἐπικράτεια.

4.  Ἐπικράτεια in Diodorus, Plutarch and Strabo

Diodorus used the noun 14  times throughout the surviving parts of his work. Τhe 
translations “realm”, “dominion” and in one case “domination” are suggested in J. I. McDou-
gall’s A Lexicon to Diodorus Siculus.17 The vast majority of occurrences (13) pertain to the 
Carthaginian presence in Western Sicily, that is Καρχηδονίων (Φοινίκων) ἐπικράτεια vel 
sim. (Diod. Sic. 13. 81. 3; 13. 109. 4; 14. 8. 5; 14. 41. 1; 14. 41. 3; 14. 47. 5; 14. 54. 2; 15. 73. 1; 
16. 69. 5; 16. 73. 1; 16. 78. 1; 16. 82. 3; 22. 10. 2). An interesting case is Diod. Sic. 16. 82. 3, 
where Diodorus relates the terms of the peace treaty between the Carthaginians and Timo-
leon of Corinth, signed after the crushing defeat of the Carthaginian forces in the battle of 
Crimissus River. According to Diodorus, the Lycus River was supposed to be the border 
between the two ἐπικράτεια — the Carthaginian and the Syracusan (Λύκον καλούμενον 
ποταμὸν ὅριον εἶναι τῆς ἑκατέρων ἐπικρατείας). Given that Diodorus and other histori-
ans held a good opinion about Timoleon, the use of the term ἐπικράτεια in the context of 
the Syracusan position under his leadership suggests that the term did not carry inher-

17 McDougall 1983, ε 172. 



Philologia Classica. 2021. Vol. 16. Fasc. 1 11

ently negative connotations. To address this issue, Cataldi points to the absence of the word 
ἐπικράτεια from Plutarch’s version of this treaty, as well as from other known agreements 
between the Carthaginians and the Greeks. In the centre of his argumentation lies the claim 
that the official text of the treaty could not possibly have used a “more propagandistic than 
legal” term like ἐπικράτεια.18 This, however, is an example of a circular argument: if we dis-
regard evidence against the interpretation of ἐπικράτεια as a negative, propagandistic term, 
we will inevitably conclude that it was indeed negative and propagandistic. Moreover, the 
question of whether or not the term ἐπικράτεια was used in the official text of the treaty is 
beside the point. The important thing is that Diodorus (certainly well-aware of Timoleon’s 
fame as the liberator of the Sicilian Greeks) apparently considered this term appropriate 
to describe the part of Sicily subject to Syracuse under the leadership of the Corinthian 
general. Therefore, it seems that we should not easily disregard this testimony — quite the 
contrary, it may well shed important light on our understanding of ἐπικράτεια.

Another example which deserves closer attention is Diod. Sic. 14. 47. 5, where Dio-
dorus remarks that the Acragantines joined the campaign of Dionysius I “hating as they 
did the heavy hand of Phoenician epikrateia” (μισοῦντες μὲν τὸ βάρος τῆς τῶν Φοινίκων 
ἐπικρατείας). While the territorial meaning “realm” or “dominion” is still very much pos-
sible, a more abstract translation (resembling Polybius’ “superiority”) seems to be prefer-
able, especially since the given dominating factor is not Carthage, but the Phoenicians.19

The only occurrence of the noun ἐπικράτεια in the Library of History beyond the Sicil-
ian context is in the last book, where Diodorus discusses the history and customs of the 
Jews, citing Hecataeus of Abdera.20 Diodorus informs his readers that many Jewish tradi-
tions were changed in the times when they were under foreign rule (κατὰ δὲ τὰς ὕστερον 
γενομένας ἐπικρατείας: 40. 3. 8), under the hegemonies of the Persians and the Macedo-
nians (ἐπί τε τῆς τῶν Περσῶν ἡγεμονίας καὶ τῶν ταύτην καταλυσάντων Μακεδόνων: 40. 
3. 8).21 In this context the term clearly means control over the Jews as a people, hence the 
abstract meaning of “superiority” or “rule” is more appropriate. It is worth noting that Dio-
dorus offers two examples of ἐπικράτεια: hegemonies of the Persians and the Macedonians. 
Especially in reference to the latter, the term can hardly be suspected to carry a clearly nega-
tive meaning, particularly as it corresponds to the more common and neutral ἡγεμονία.

In general, in Diodorus ἐπικράτεια most often (12 out of 14 occurrences) refers to a 
territory under Carthaginian control (with 16. 82. 3 referring to both Carthage and Syra-
cuse); in one further case (14. 47. 5), such a translation is also possible. Only once does 
the term clearly have a more abstract character (40. 3. 8), describing the Jews under the 
Persian and Macedonian ἐπικράτεια (“superiority”, or as it is described in the same pas-
sage — “hegemony”). The consistent use of the term to describe a territory clearly sets 
Diodorus apart from Polybius, who evidently used it with a more abstract meaning.

Apart from the noun ἐπικράτεια, Diodorus also uses the verb ἐπικρατέω (32 occur-
rences throughout his work). The verb maintains a variety of meanings similar to what we 
have already seen in Polybius’ work. The dominant meaning is still “to prevail” or “to win” 

18 Cataldi 2003, 225–226.
19 Accordingly, both Oldfather 1954, 145 and Bonnet and Bennett 1997, 68 offer “domination”.
20 Photius (cod. 244, pp. 542–543) actually gives the name of Hecataeus of Miletus (Μιλήσιος). Both 

Walton (1967, 287) and Goukowsky (2014, 298) accept Wesseling’s emendation to ὁ Ἀβδηρίτης.
21 It has to be emphasised that in this case we are dealing with a fragment of Diodorus’ text preserved 

in Photius’ Library of History. See n. 15 above.
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(e. g., 4. 49. 6; 13. 112. 5; 18. 15. 3), but the term may also be used as “to outnumber” (4. 
19. 2; 17. 18. 4). In Diod. Sic. 5. 38. 2, Diodorus uses this verb to talk about the develop-
ment of silver mining in Iberia under Carthaginian control. In a few other cases, it is also 
possible to understand ἐπικρατέω as “to control”, or something similar, but in general such 
an interpretation is not necessary. For example, in 34/35. 30b. 1 Diodorus points out that it 
was the weakness of its rivals, rather than its own strength, that contributed to “τὴν Ῥώμην 
ἐπικρατεῖν”, which may be understood several ways: as Rome’s “conquests”, “control” or 
“victory”. Similar is the case of Diod. Sic. 37. 27. 1, where Diodorus may be referring to 
the time when Mithridates was “controlling” Asia, when he was “conquering” it, or when 
he was “prevailing” there.

In Plutarch’s works, ἐπικράτεια occurs six times (Tim. 24. 4; 25. 2; 30. 1; 30. 3; Dion 
25. 5; Pyrrh. 22. 4). In every case it refers to the part of Sicily under Carthaginian control, 
closely resembling Diodorus’ use of this term. The use of the verb ἐπικρατέω also follows 
the same pattern, with the meaning “to prevail” still being the most frequent. Like Poly-
bius before him, Plutarch more often than Diodorus used this verb to describe military 
control, e. g., of a sea (Plut. Sull. 11. 2; Luc. 2. 2) or a river (Plut. Sert. 13. 4). In no case in 
Plutarch’s Lives, however, can the verb ἐπικρατέω be understood as “to govern”.22

Once again, the patterns of use of the noun ἐπικράτεια remain virtually the same in 
Diodorus and Plutarch, but they differ from what we have seen in the case of Polybius. 
While in Polybius’ work the ἐπικράτεια reflects a whole range of the meanings associated 
with the verb ἐπικρατέω, in the works of Diodorus and Plutarch its meaning is restricted 
only to the territory subject to a single power (while the possible meanings of the verb 
remain unchanged). At least in the case of Diodorus, the use of this term to describe the 
Greek part of Sicily or Macedonian rule over Judea seems to testify against it having a 
particularly negative character.

What is striking, however, is that both Diodorus and Plutarch employ ἐπικράτεια and 
ἐπαρχία in a very consistent manner when it comes to Western Sicily. Both authors use 
ἐπικράτεια almost exclusively in the context of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily (19 out 
of 20 occurrences), while ἐπαρχία — used 108 times by both authors in total — is only 
once applied in the same context.

Perhaps the most important observation is that both authors use the noun ἐπικράτεια 
almost exclusively in the singular, with the sole exception of Diod. Sic. 40. 3. 8, which 
discusses the results of the Jews mixing with foreigners under the Persian and Macedo-
nian hegemonies. However, drawing conclusions based on such a limited number of cases 
would be premature. Therefore, it seems useful to take a look at the use of this term by 
Diodorus’ near contemporary, Strabo (c. 64/63 BC–24 AD).

Strabo uses the term ἐπικράτεια 25 times across the surviving parts of Geography. The 
term appears in many different contexts, such as the spread of Greek dialects (8. 1. 2) or 
the structure of the “mixed” peoples (14. 5. 25). However, the vast majority of occurrences 
(18 in total) describe relations of power. On eight occasions, ἐπικράτεια is best understood 
as “conquest” and half of them are related to a particular moment in time (e. g., 5. 1. 1; 16. 
1. 19). In five cases, the meaning is more ambiguous and can be translated as “domination” 
or “superiority” (1. 2. 1; 4. 1. 5; 9. 4. 11; 11. 6. 4; 11. 13. 11). Finally, in five cases, ἐπικράτεια 

22 Aside from the noun ἐπικράτεια and the verb ἐπικρατέω, Plutarch mentions the name Ἐπικράτης 
twice.
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clearly refers to a territory of a certain state or city (Rome: 2. 3. 4; Narbonne: 4. 1. 14; Cyre-
naea: 17. 1. 5; ancient kings of Egypt: 17. 1. 46; the Libyans and the Aethiopians: 17. 2. 3).

In Strabo, ἐπικράτεια has a wider meaning than in Diodorus and in Plutarch’s Lives, 
resembling more of Polybius’ use of the term. It is, however, important that when it comes 
to the use of ἐπικράτεια in the context of territory, Strabo follows closely the same pattern 
as Diodorus and Plutarch. Indeed, not even once does the noun appear in plural form in 
the surviving parts of Geography. The recurring use of the noun ἐπικράτεια in reference 
to the Roman domination, domain and conquests seems to confirm that the term did not 
carry any negative connotation for Strabo.

5. The evolution of the meaning of ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία

The above analysis allows to make several observations that provide us with informa-
tion necessary to understand the development of both terms as well as the relationship be-
tween them. The use of ἐπικράτεια in particular differs between the four historians. While 
Polybius uses this term in its abstract meaning (“supremacy” vel simile), Diodorus and 
Plutarch use it almost exclusively in the territorial sense (with the exception of Diod. 40. 
3. 8 and, possibly, 14. 47. 5). Strabo is situated somewhere in between these two extremes: 
the clear territorial meaning is present (2. 3. 4; 4. 1. 14; 17. 1. 5; 17. 1. 46; 17. 2. 3), but the 
more abstract meaning (e. g., “superiority”) appears to be more frequent.

The meanings of both terms apparently changed in the century between Polybius 
and Diodorus. The pattern of use of both terms is significantly different in Diodorus and 
Plutarch, compared to Polybius. First of all, while there are numerous examples of the 
plural form of ἐπαρχία, referring to a number of administrative units (provinces, satra-
pies), ἐπικράτεια is almost always used in the singular by all of the four analysed authors. 
Among the 49 occurrences in total, 25 of which are clearly of a territorial character, the 
single exception to this rule is Diod. Sic.  40. 3. 8, describing the periods in which the 
Jews were ruled by foreigners (Persian and Macedonian).23 Such consistency cannot be re-
garded as a pure coincidence and, in turn, testifies to a difference in meaning between the 
two terms. Secondly, when we examine the vocabulary used to describe the Carthaginian 
position in Western Sicily closely, a surprising pattern emerges. While in general ἐπαρχία 
is a much more popular term, appearing over 100 times in the Library of History and Lives, 
it is used only once in the context of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily (22. 10. 6). On 
the other hand, ἐπικράτεια appears almost exclusively in this context, also with a single 
exception (40. 3. 8). Once again, this is striking consistency, suggesting that there indeed 
was a reason why Diodorus and Plutarch used this unusual terminology to describe the 
Carthaginian control over Sicily.

It is possible that both authors were influenced by a common source, probably Ti-
maeus of Tauromenion. Nevertheless, the arguments for such an influence are relatively 
weak. First of all, not only Diodorus and Plutarch, but also Polybius and Strabo (both used 
ἐπικράτεια mostly in an abstract sense and outside of the Sicilian context) knew and re-
ferred to Timaeus’ work. As a result, we cannot be sure how Timaeus himself understood 
this term, as it does not appear in any surviving fragments. It does, however, appear in 

23 Interestingly, there are cases in which Diodorus (Diod. Sic. 16. 82. 3) and Strabo (e. g., Strab. 11. 
26. 2) refer to multiple states, where we find the singular, not the plural form. I am grateful to the anony-
mous reviewer who has brought it to my attention.
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Polybius’ criticism of Timaeus’ treatment of the bull of Phalaris (12. 25. 3 = FGrH 566 F 
28b), where the historian from Megalopolis uses the term in a more abstract sense — the 
bull was to be transferred to Carthage “in the times of the Carthaginian epikrateia” (κατὰ 
τὴν ἐπικράτειαν Καρχηδονίων).24 While this statement is not precisely the viewpoint that 
Polybius attributed to Timaeus, it may be reasonably expected that his criticism reflects 
the terminology present in the latter’s work, especially since this matter was apparently 
thoroughly, if erroneously, discussed by Timaeus (Diod. 13. 90. 4–7 = FGrH 566 F 28a). 
Therefore, it seems unlikely for Polybius to have used ἐπικράτεια in a noticeably different 
sense than it appeared in Timaeus, which leaves us with more evidence for an abstract 
meaning in Timaeus than for a territorial one.25

One could argue that Diodorus is particularly likely to reproduce Timaean terminology 
the most closely, since his dependence on Timaeus for his Sicilian narrative was widely ac-
cepted for a long time.26 However, an investigation into the use of Timaean material by Dio-
dorus demonstrates that there is very little evidence to support this claim. Diodorus cited 
Timaeus’ work usually when he gave different figures, e. g., for the size of the Carthaginian 
army (14. 54. 5–6), every time juxtaposing them with another source, or in the digressions, 
such as his description of Acragas (13. 82. 1–83. 4). Only once does the information taken 
from Timaeus provide a detail significant for the historical narrative (13. 85. 3). Therefore, 
Diodorus’ complete dependence on Timaeus has to be taken with a pinch of salt.27

At this point, we lack sufficient evidence to support the hypothesis that Diodorus and 
Plutarch were influenced by Timaeus’ use of ἐπικράτεια in a more significant way than 
Polybius or Strabo.

Regardless of the origin of the latter term, the analysis indicates that in all the authors 
there is a significant difference in the way the terms ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία are used, in 
particular in Diodorus and Plutarch. The main difference seems to be the absence of plu-
ral forms of ἐπικράτεια — with the exception of Diod. Sic. 40. 3. 8, where two hegemonies 
are discussed. This indicates that every state has only one ἐπικράτεια — a “dominion”, 
territory over which it has power, regardless of the precise legal status of each of its parts 
(cf. Strab. 2. 3. 4; 17. 1. 46). Therefore, this understanding brings to mind Polybius’ use of 
the term ἐπαρχία (cf. Polyb. 2. 19. 2), but stands in stark contrast to what we have seen in 
Diodorus and Plutarch, where this term is used to describe a Roman province or its east-
ern and Hellenistic counterparts.

This choice of the comparatively rare term ἐπικράτεια to describe the Carthaginian 
part of Sicily may seem surprising, considering that Greek offered a few other more com-
mon possibilities, such as δυναστεία and ἡγεμονία, and raises the question of the relation-
ship between ἐπικράτεια and these terms. While a thorough analysis of this relationship 
is beyond the scope of the present study, a few observations on the subject can be offered. 
First of all, δυναστεία is a term used to describe power, usually referring to power within 

24 On the bull of Phalaris see Walbank 1945, 39–42 and Dudziński 2013 with references to earlier 
scholarship.

25 While Polybius was certainly not above misrepresenting Timaeus when it suited his needs (for ex-
amples see Baron 2009), in this case one can hardly see the point of such a misrepresentation. On the other 
hand, the passage comes from the 12th book of Histories, which survived only in Byzantine excerpts, which 
makes changes in terminology possible, albeit not particularly likely (see n. 15 above).

26 Volquardsen 1868, Meister 1967, Pearson 1987. Some scholars argued for the predominant role of 
Ephorus of Kyme (Stylianou 1998, 52–84) or Silenus of Kale Akte (e. g., Manni 1990 = Manni 1957–1958).

27 For a more detailed analysis see Dudziński 2016.
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the state, and quite often to different forms of tyranny or monarchy (e. g., Diod. 14. 8. 4 — 
tyranny of Dionysius I; 14. 32. 4 — oligarchy of the Thirty Tyrants in Athens; 20. 77. 1 — a 
succession in Heracleia Pontica). On the other hand, ἡγεμονία often suggests the leader-
ship of a military alliance.28 It is clear that Diodorus perceived ἡγεμονία and ἐπικράτεια as 
different terms — he uses the former only once in the context of Western Sicily, referring 
to the situation from the last quarter of the 6th century, when the settlement of Heraclea by 
the Spartan prince Dorieus threatened the “hegemony of the Phoenicians” (τῶν Φοινίκων 
τὴν ἡγεμονίαν: 4. 23. 3). What is interesting is that Diodorus repeatedly uses the term 
ἡγεμονία to describe the Carthaginian empire elsewhere — in Libya and Sardinia (e. g., 
12. 83. 6; 14. 77. 1; 15. 24. 2), but never uses this term for the Carthaginian part of Sicily. 
It would suggest that some feature of the Carthaginian ἐπικράτεια (perhaps its heteroge-
neous character?29) precluded it from being described as ἡγεμονία. Similarly, the ethnic 
character of another term used by Diodorus, συντέλεια, also makes it ill-suited to the 
Carthaginian ἐπικράτεια, inhabited by the Phoenicians, Greeks, Elymians and Sicels — 
and possibly the others.30

Perhaps the change in meaning of the terms ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία was influenced 
by the development, growing number and importance of the Roman provinces, fixed ad-
ministrative units, which necessitated the use of a designated term. It seems that by the 
times of Diodorus the noun ἐπαρχία had become more precisely definable compared to 
how it was used by Polybius, and it described exclusively Roman provinces and simi-
lar administrative units. Consequently, authors like Diodorus, Strabo and Plutarch were 
forced to use a different term for the areas that were neither provinces or satrapies, nor 
hegemonies or alliances, but rather a mixture of a variety of communities and territories 
of a different status. The noun they chose seems to be ἐπικράτεια.31

No matter what reasons we attribute to the change in meaning of ἐπικράτεια and 
ἐπαρχία, the fact remains that the two may not be understood as synonyms. The use of the 
altogether uncommon term ἐπικράτεια to describe the Carthaginian presence in Western 
Sicily indicates that the ancient authors had some reservations about using another, more 
common nomenclature.

How do these observations impact our understanding of ἐπικράτεια and ἐπαρχία in 
the context of the Carthaginian presence in Western Sicily? Instead of treating ἐπικράτεια 
and ἐπαρχία as synonymous, I propose we do precisely the opposite — consider that the 
use of the term ἐπικράτεια instead of ἐπαρχία indicates that the ancient writers felt that the 
latter was inappropriate in the context of Carthaginian Sicily. Adopting such an approach 
will have, in my opinion, important consequences.

28 McDougall 1983, η 4–6 offers (I) “command” and (II) “rule, supremacy, leadership”.
29 Various passages in Diodorus indicate that the Carthaginian ἐπικράτεια included the old Phoe-

nician colonies (since Dionysius I blamed the “Phoenicians from the epikrateia” for incursions into his 
territory in 368, Diod. Sic. 15. 73. 1), the Elymian and Sican allies (e. g., note the Halykiai, Segesta and En-
tella remaining loyal to the Carthaginians in the face of Dionysius’ aggression: Diod. Sic. 14.48.4; Halykiai 
is explicitly called a part of the ἐπικράτεια in Diod. Sic. 14. 54. 2, see also Diod. Sic. 15. 73. 2) and Greek 
poleis — autonomous tributaries of the Carthaginians (e. g., Diod. Sic. 14. 41. 1; 47. 5; 15. 73. 2).

30 For a discussion of Diodorus’ use of συντέλεια see Cusumano 1996, 303–312. Cusumano (1996, 
312) notes Diodorus’ consistent use of the term throughout the Library of History and argues for its delib-
erate use by this author.

31 It is worth noting that the evolution of meaning of both nouns was not followed by the verbs related 
to them, which maintain the same range of meanings they had in Polybius’ times.
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First of all, it would indicate that the ancient authors — certainly Diodorus and Plu-
tarch — were sensitive to the differences between provinces or satrapies and the character 
of Carthage’s power.

Secondly, we should not frame the process of the evolution of the Carthaginian pres-
ence in Sicily into a model of linear progression, where ἐπικράτεια is considered a proto-
province, only by the end of the 4th century evolving into an ἐπαρχία (or, as Anello would 
argue, “vera e propria epikrateia”).32 While such an idea is certainly tempting, as it brings 
to the fore Carthage’s growing control over her sphere of influence in Sicily, it may be con-
cealing the complexity of this process.

6. Conclusions

The above analysis of the use of the nouns ἐπαρχία and ἐπικράτεια in Polybius, Dio-
dorus and Plutarch (and — in the case of the latter term — Strabo) leaves little doubt that 
ἐπαρχία and ἐπικράτεια could not have been used interchangeably. Especially Diodorus 
and Plutarch are very consistent in their use of these terms. Moreover, the same pattern of 
use for ἐπικράτεια (almost always in the singular) in the territorial sense is observable also 
in Strabo’s Geography, which indicates that it was not a technical term coined and used 
specifically for Carthaginian Sicily. It is clear that for all three authors — Diodorus, Strabo 
and Plutarch — ἐπαρχία and ἐπικράτεια carried very different meanings.

These observations indicate that the meaning of both terms evolved over time. In 
Polybius’ work ἐπικράτεια had a more abstract meaning, while ἐπαρχία referred to all 
kinds of territorial control. The analysis of Diodorus and Plutarch proves that from the 1st 
century BC onwards, ἐπαρχία assumed a much more precise meaning, as it was used to 
describe Roman provinces or their eastern and Hellenistic counterparts — administrative 
units governed by a single official appointed in the capital. At the same time, ἐπικράτεια 
was used by Diodorus and Plutarch to describe the Carthaginian presence in Western Sic-
ily, while Strabo used it to determine the extent of a single state’s whole dominion, regard-
less of the precise legal status of the territories.

Such a difference in understanding ἐπαρχία and ἐπικράτεια inevitably influences 
how we view the history of the Carthaginian presence in Sicily. In light of this analysis, 
ἐπικράτεια can no longer be considered the same as ἐπαρχία, a (proto-)province, governed 
by the Carthaginians. Instead, we should understand it as a far less structured patchwork 
of states, peoples and territories, which recognised Carthage’s superiority in various ways.
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