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Weights and 
measures
as a social 
construct

 Product of a given society

 Correlation with technical and scientific developments

 Instruments for interaction with the environment

 Standardisation of the economy (production, 
distribution and consumption of goods)

 Development of a shared semantic memory and vision 
of the world
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Measures and 
men
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Context of 
measurement 
operations

Using specific measurement units

▪Weights, scales and capacity measures adapted to the 
commodities and the context of the metrological 
operations

➢ Different units for wholesale trade (emporion) and 
retail trade (agora)

➢ Specific units for certain commodities (e.g. wood 
and coal, wool, fruit, etc.)



“The sellers of walnuts (i.e. Persian nuts), almonds, hazelnuts (i.e. nuts of Heraclea), pine 
nuts, chestnuts, lotus seeds (i.e. Egyptian beans), dates, and any other delicacies which are 
sold with these, lupines, olives, and kernels, shall sell with a measure (μέτρον) having a 
capacity of three cereal half-choinikes filled to the brim, selling with this increased choinix 
having a depth of five fingers and a width of the rim of one finger. [...]” [Athens, ca. 115 BCE]

IG II², 1013, l. 18–23

A specific measure for certain fruits



5 fingers

(8 fingers)

1 finger

Lead seal (l. 64–65)

Capacity: 1.5 cereal
choinix (ca. 1.65 l)

A specific measure for certain fruits



Using specific metrological standards

▪Metrological standards may vary from one city-state to 
another and/or over time

▪Specific standards for certain commodities (e.g., 
commercial mine vs. monetary mine)

Context of 
measurement 
operations



“And the market mina shall weigh one hundred thirty-eight drachmas of the stephane-
phoros (silver), in accordance with the weights (στάθμια) which are at the mint, and shall 
have a makeweight of twelve drachmas of the stephanephoros (silver), and everyone 
shall sell everything else with this mina, except for what should expressly be sold in 
accordance with the silver (standard), balancing the beam of the scales at the weight of 
one hundred fifty drachmas of the stephanephoros (silver).” [Athens, ca. 115 BCE]

IG II², 1013, l. 29–33

Former commercial mina
(ἐμπορικὴ μνᾶ)
(138 drachmas)

New commercial mina
(ἐμπορικὴ μνᾶ)
(150 drachmas)

12 drachmas

Specific standards for certain commodities



Observing an imbalance of the scale

▪Relative weighing between two commodities or between a 
commodity and a reference weight

▪Need for a single weight or a simple set of weights

▪Faster and easier operation than measuring an exact mass

Modalities of 
measurement 
operations



“All morning, while the sacred light of day grew stronger, volleys of missiles from either 
side reached their mark, and warriors died. But when the sun had reached the zenith, 
Father Zeus took his golden scales (χρύσεια … τάλαντα), and placing mortal fates in 
either pan, one for the horse-taming Trojans, one for the bronze-clad Greeks, grasping 
the balance, raised it by the middle. Down it sank on the Achaean side, spelling doom 
for them. Their pan settled on the fertile earth, while the Trojans’ rose towards the wide 
heavens. Then Zeus himself thundered aloud from Ida, and sent a lightning bolt through 
the Greek army. Seeing it, they were dumbfounded, and terror seized them all.”

(Homer, Iliad 8.66–77)
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