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The political influence of sports parties in the Byzantine
Empire
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Abstract
Over two hundred years, the Eastern Roman Empire witnessed a unique phenomenon: the rise and fall of a
quasi-political unit within Byzantine society: the horse racing factions. These factions played an active role in
Byzantine society. This arena was also important to the emperors, providing them with a venue to demonstrate
their wealth, power, and generosity to a large population. With around 80,000 citizens in the Hippodrome of
Constantinople, emperors were able to reach a large segment of the population in the late 4th and early 6th
centuries. The Hippodrome was the main place where people interacted with the emperor and socialized.
Factions were able to impose their political control by managing riots, reaching the Byzantine court, and
participating in Byzantine administrative decrees. Moreover, the appointment of the faction leader was ordered
by the emperor, and this evolved into the faction's participation in military coups. Examining the political
influence of these factions shows that the political role at that time was not limited to the emperor, the ruling

political elite, and religious institutions, but extended to include various classes of the population. This role is
very similar to that of political parties today.
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