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Old and new history

In 1975 John Davies issued a forceful and timely plea for a new kind of ancient
history course in universities. As Peter Brunt (then Camden Professor of Ancient
History at Oxford) correctly observed, in an equally forceful rejoinder, ‘it is
obvious in Davies’s choice of sixteen major interpretative themes that for him the
social structure and economy are all-important’.2 Perhaps predictably, the new
edition of the Cambridge Ancient History has failed to take the full measure of
Davies’s plea.3 Yet even in the genuinely new historical enterprises of the 1980s
and 1990s the outlook for economic history, or the study of the economic in
history, has not proved to be obviously brighter.

As Theodore K. Rabb observed in 1982, with a note of palpable surprise, or
shock, ‘it is almost as if there were a shrinking from the physical world’.*
Historians, that is, or at any rate ‘new’ historians, seemed to Rabb to be in
headlong ‘flight from materialism’, driven by an ‘uneasiness with the material
conditions of life that until recently seemed so compelling’, an uneasiness itseif
inspired by ‘doubts . . . about the explanatory power of economic developments,
and. ..the defensiveness of the economic historians themselves’. Since 1982, that
tendency has if anything accelerated, with the widespread, if premature, dis-
crediting of materialist historiography of any kind and an avoidance of pure (or
mere) economic history.

We ancient historians of course tend to be congenitally suspicious, or posi-
tively contemptuous, of novelty, on the quasi-Aristotelian principle that what is
new is not true, and what is true is not new. But by a coincidental paradox, during
the past couple of decades we have found ourselves walking or running in parallel
with our more progressive colleagues in other historical fields regarding the
economic in history. It is not that the flight from economics in ancient Greek
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history has been by any means total. But here too there has long been discernible
a distinct turn from ‘how it might actually have been’ empiricist historiography
to ‘how it seems to have been thought or represented’ intellectual-cultural studies.

Economy (economies): what’s in a name?

All the main words of my title require prior definition, delimitation and specifi-
cation. Spatio-temporally, ‘ancient Greece’ will be taken to mean pretty much
Plato’s metaphorical ‘pond’,5 that is the Mediterranean and Black Sea Hellenic
world, between about 500 and 300 Bce. ‘Economy’ or ‘economies’, let alone ‘the
ancient Greek economy’, are more complex issues. Perhaps one might approach
them first by asking whose ‘economy’ or ‘economies’?

Objectively, students of ancient Greek economic life are faced with the
problem of generalizing usefully about a world of more than a thousand separate
political units, which were on the whole radically self-differentiated. Perhaps
there is a useful sense in which we might say that by 500 BcE the Greek world was
unified by intersecting lines of economic exchange via the long-distance trade in
staple goods (human as well as vegetable and mineral). But there is surely no
useful sense in which we might speak of the Greek world of 500 as one economic
system. When Herodotus attempted to define Hellenism (0 Hellénikon), in terms
of what all Greeks uniquely and distinctively had in common, economic life was
conspicuously not among his chosen ingredients, let alone economic ‘system’.6
Indeed, what strikes us perhaps most forcibly about ancient Greece is rather its
heterogeneous pluralism, in economic life as in other fundamental aspects of both
individual and communal activity.7 The economy of Sparta, for instance, however
precisely it is to be classified and analysed, is surely a different animal from the
economy of Athens — not to mention such further complications as whether
Athens and Sparta themselves can be said to have had a single economy or, rather,
to have comprehended a plurality of micro-economies.®

Subjectively, the issue turns in part on what one wishes to understand by
economy or economics: is it need-satisfying production, distribution and ex-
change of the goods required for the purpose of securing life? or is it want-
satisfying behaviour of those kinds with a view to achieving the good life? or
something of each, or something in between? Failure to make the explananda
clear from the outset is one reason for the long-running and now rather exhausted
debate between the so-called ‘primitivists’ and ‘modernizers’: those who argue
that the Greeks’ economy (or economies) differed wholesale from any modern
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(Western, capitalist) economy, and those who discern in ancient Greece smaller-
scale or inchoate versions of modern economic life and thought. Another reason
for its persistence is that the primitivists tend to be trying to explain how the 98%
of Greeks ‘economized’, that is, secured a bare livelihood within the framework
of the ideally (yet rarely) self-sufficient oikos or household; whereas the modern-
izers focus instead on the 2% of exceptions for whom macro-economic activity
at a regional or international level was the sole or prime source of their wealth.
(My percentages are of course purely notional and rhetorical. )

The other pivotal subjective factor in understanding ‘economy’ or ‘eco-
nomies’ is the modern interpreter’s choice of models or theory. One of the targets
of Moses Finley’s attack on the importation of anachronistic theory and assump-
tions into ancient Greek economic history was John Hicks’s ‘model for the “First
Phase of the Mercantile Economy”, in the city-state, which presupposes that “the
trade (oil for corn) is unlikely to get started unless, to begin with, itisa handsome
profit”’.10 Hicks at least was using an explicit model, but it was Finley’s
persuasive view that he (like many other, if usually less distinguished, scholars)
had got hold of the wrong one. For Finley’s reading of Weber and his follower
Johannes Hasebroek had honed his appreciation of cross-cultural comparison by
way of economic and cultural anthropology (especially that of Karl Polanyi out
of Richard Thurnwald) and had led him to embrace what came to be known as the

‘substantivist’ position as opposed to that of the ‘formalists’ on the location,
mental as well as material, of the economic in ancient Greece. 1

For the formalists, the ancient economy was a functionally segregated and
independently instituted sphere of activity with its own profit-maximizing, want-
satisfying logic and rationality, less ‘developed’ no doubt than any modern
economy but nevertheless recognizably similar in kind. Substantivists, on the
other hand, hold that the ancient economy was not merely less developed but
socially embedded and politically overdetermined and so — by the standards of
neoclassical economics — conspicuously conventional, irrational and status-
ridden. It is crucially important that this much more interesting and important
substantivist-formalist debate should not be confused, as it often is, with the
primitivist-modernizer debate. Not even the most ardent primitivist would deny
that quite a bit of extra-household economy was practised in ancient Greece. Not
even the most fervent modernizer would deny that some quite basic aspects of
ancient Greek economy were really rather primitive. The most serious misunder-
standings can arise when the debate about the level and quantity of Greek
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economic life becomes confused with the argument over its politico-social
location.'?

Finley, however, made things too easy for himself. From his almost tautologi-
cal demonstration that the categories of neoclassical economic analysis had no
useful application to ‘the ancient economy’ he proceeded to the illegitimate
inference that the ancients did not employ economic analysis because there was
no economy for them to analysc:.13 Granted that there is no question of ‘econom-
ics” having been conceptualized by ancient Greeks in the terms of an Adam Smith
or an Alfred Marshall, yet one might still prefer to use the non-applicability of
neoclassical theory as merely a preliminary heuristic. It might then be allowed that
the ancient Greeks both had an economy and practised economic analysis,
perhaps of an incommensurably different nature from anything familiar to or
recognizable by us as such." It is in these broader terms that both Plato and
Aristotle have been claimed on independent grounds as ‘discoverers’ of ‘the
economy’.”> However, it should go without saying that neither would have
dreamed of — nor could reasonably be imagined as — writing either An Inquiry into
the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations or The Principles of Economics.

Sources: evidence and/or models?

How then should we set about formulating usable and useful models? According
to Geoffrey de Ste. Croix, we should ‘formulate the necessary categories, from the
ground up’ on the basis of ‘a very large body of evidence about the economic life
of the Greek city . . . the great bulk [of which] comes from the late fifth and (more
especially) the fourth century’.16 This is right in principle, but right for the wrong
reasons. Actually, there did not exist a single, homogeneous, normative ‘Greek
city’, nor can we, as Ste. Croix claims, ‘steadfastly clear our minds of all
preconceptions derived from other periods of history’; and, finally, his phrase ‘a
very large body of data’ may be seriously misleading.

Notoriously, there are few good, let alone statistically significant, quantitative
data available, and so no possibilities of histoire sérielle on the Annales model.
We cannot even test anachronism-free qualitative hypotheses numerically. Docu-
ments generally are in very short supply.17 In theory, inscriptions and coins might
be thought our best prospects, but they are both flawed in practice. Inscriptions
disappoint chiefly by their incompleteness or limited scope.18 Coins do so, rather,
because it is often unclear what exactly it is that they represent.19 Archaeology
more broadly, including wrecks and amphora-stamps as well as intensive field-
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survey and limited site-excavation, can, again, take us only so far. Modern so-
called ‘proxy-data’, drawn from ex hypothesi relevantly similar contemporary
societies are quantitative, to be sure, even serial, and have a solidly empirical base
in accurate records. But they also have their own, rather different, problems in
retrospective application, above all the difficulty of ensuring that like is being
compared with, or substituted for, like.?!

It is sooner rather than later, therefore, that we find ourselves driven back on
‘literary’ sources of one sort or another. Empirically, their limitations are obvious.
Suppose, then, that we take them not as a pis aller but rather as primary in the
significatory sense, that is, as evidence of ancient Greek mentality, the whole
nexus of ideas in Greek culture;22 and suppose we assume, further, that mentality
does not merely reflect but also up to a point determines economic (as other)
reality. Yet this move too involves further, interconnected problems, namely how
to evaluate both the representativeness and the ideology of the extant writings.
Arguably, Aristophanes, Plato, Xenophon, Demosthenes and Aristotle shared an
identical or closely similar economic mentality, but were their views represent-
ative of a wider ‘Greek’ mentality, and, even supposing they were, how justified
would we be in assuming a snug fit between them and the economic realities on
the ground (in the agora and port, as well as within the private oikos)? Secondly,
since a crucial part of the evidence these writings provide is ideological — both
explicitly formulated theoretical reflections and pragmatic expressions of inexplicit
ideological assumptions — should that disqualify such evidence entirely as a basis
for our notionally non-ideological analyses?

In a sense, ideology is where Finley started — and ended. His ‘ancient
economy’ was a unitary construct because in his view the ruling €lites of Greco-
Roman antiquity shared, morally and operationally, a single economic outlook.
Finley, however, failed to allow sufficiently for ideology in the guise of false
consciousness, the deliberate resistance to and distortion of reality in defence of
aprecarious or challenged status quo. On the other hand, he was surely right about
the nature and function of dominant ideology: ruling ideas do tend to be the ideas
of a society’s rulers, and the writers mentioned above, like almost all our literary
sources, belonged in some sense to the ruling class. Certainly, there were those
outside the ruling classes or élites of ancient Greece who adhered to alternative
ideologies, but as long as politics dominated economics and traditional landed
property-owners dominated politics, ‘commercial’ or ‘market’ mentalities or
ideologies were not actually going to prevail. However reactionary one takes
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Aristotle to be, in his economic as in his political and social theory more broadly,
nevertheless his outlook ought still to have reflected with some fidelity the norms
governing the vast bulk of economic activity throughout the classical Greek world
—excepting perhaps only that which went on at Athens and, more particularly, in
the Piraeus.”

Politics

Aristotle wrote on practically everything under the sun, but what he conspicu-
ously did not write was economics.** Nor can it be shown that in works devoted
in significant part to what might plausibly be labelled ‘political economy’
Aristotle engaged in economic analysis properly so called.” A fortiori, on the
imaginary spectrum that runs from practical politicians, at one pole, through
economic political theorists, political economists, and economic actors to eco-
nomists, at the other pole, the ancient Greeks in general can barely be said to have
transcended the stage or status of ‘economic political theorists’.

On the other hand, almost everything that Aristotle wrote on interpersonal
social transactions can comfortably be placed under the general rubric of ‘poli-
tics’. It is simply not possible to overstate the degree to which ancient Greek life
- communal and private, individual and collective — was politicized.26 It is this
politicization which explains, for instance, the necessity (rather than the mere
desirability) of alienating market-exchange as far as possible beyond the tight
bonds of the civic community, displacing it for preference onto sub-citizen classes
excluded from full civic participation by reason of their legal status as women,
aliens or unfree.”’

Politics, however, is one thing, ‘the state’ quite another. That Latin-derived
term is harmless enough if it is used to denote the polis, a citizen-state or civic
community in a strong sense, united by constitutional and other laws defining who
was and who was not a ‘share-holder’, and especially (but not always, most
notably not in the case of democratic Athens) on the basis of the ownership of
landed prope:rty.28 Its use can, however, be quite gravely harmful if it conjures up
an entity in any significant way resembling the modern State: that is, a strongly
institutionalized and differentiated, centralized and bureaucratized public sphere
of professional government, in contradistinction from and opposition to the non-
political, private sphere of “civil society’. That modern State (capital ‘S’) is an
invention of the early modern and modern periods, and is simply not to be found
in ancient Greece, in which, as Aristotle succinctly put it, ‘the same ideals
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[literally ‘things’] are best in both public and private life, and it is the lawgiver’s

task to implant them in the souls of mankind’. »

Agriculture, ecology and ethnoarchaeology
This absence will have a particular bearing on our discussion of trade and
commerce. But I begin my substantive discussion of ancient Greek economics
with the normal and the normative rather than the exceptional and possibly
antinomian.’® The ancient Greek world was massively and unalterably rural. The
overwhelming majority of its inhabitants lived in and off the country, as farmers.
That much is not in dispute, though precise percentages and the nature of farming
activity undoubtedly are. Within the modern historiography of ancient Greece,
agriculture has been comparatively neglected, for two main reasons. First, the
ancients themselves whose writings have come down to us tended to despise or
affected to ignore its sordid realities.” The ancient literary sources, therefore, are
not only relatively poor in reference to matters agricultural, but are also skewed
by the perceptions and perspectives of the rich and leisured élite. Secondly, many
modern students of the ancient world have shared their contempt for the base
material factors of history, the economic infrastructure of civilized living.32
Yet although, or rather because, the available literary sources are inadequate,
especially for purposes of quantification, the study of ancient Greek agriculture
has in the last dozen years or so been refertilized and fructified by both the
development of new, and the more productive application of old, theories and
methodologies. These include: techniques of intensive field survey inspired by
the ‘New Archaeology’ that pay minute attention to how it actually was —and is
— on the ground, as opposed to how it is represented in either the elite texts of
ancient armchair agronomists or the digbooks of modern excavators;”
ethnoarchaeology, that is the participant observation and recording of contemporary
Greek or other Mediterranean peasant agrarian communities that farm in ex
hypothesi relevantly similar environments;>* experimental history and archaeology,
that is the modelling by computer-simulation of the domestic household
life-cycle, or the attempted replication of ancient farming procedures;
palaeoethnobotany; and then the renewed scrutiny, in the light of some or all of
these novelties, of the available literary and epigraphical documents.”> Many
problems remain, however, and many fundamentalissues are still open. Particularly
furious debate rages over the legitimacy of using modern ‘proxy data’ to substitute
for the original evidence we shall never have.>® But some incontrovertible gains
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can surely be registered.

Few intensive field-surveys in Greek lands are as yet either completed or fully
published; this is still new and largely uncharted territory.>’ But even the most
inchoate have already transformed our picture of the settled countryside. We now
have such a huge increase of raw information about human rural settlement in
Greek lands from the Neolithic age to the modern era that debates have inevitably
become more sophisticated or have shifted to different levels of analysis. For
example, what is it that the visible artefactual remains represent? If a ‘farm’, was
it the farmer’s sole or principal residence, all year round or seasonally? Was it part
of a nucleated or dispersed pattern of agrarian settlement? Did farmers deliber-
ately disperse their holdings to spread and thereby minimize risks and/or to
maximize efficient exploitation of different micro-environments?

Behind such questions, which are often unanswerable finally or globally, lurks
the will-o’-the-wisp of economic rationality. Were ancient Greek farmers as
rational in their choice, and as efficient in their pursuit, of economic goals as
(some) Greek philosophers and mathematicians famously were in their respective
fields of activity? Rationality? — whose rationality, it might well be asked,
especially since the collocation of ‘the Greeks’ and “the irrational’ is not quite as
paradoxical and outrageous as it appeared in 1951.%® However, the general
consensus would seem to be that ancient Greek farming practices were on the
whole well adapted to terrain, climate, labour-supply and otherenvironmental and
social variables, given of course the universally and distinctly ‘low’ technological
base and absence of what is understood today by infrastructure.

Some scholars indeed would go further. Sallares, for instance, has innovatively,
if speculatively, drawn attention to the palaecoethnobotanical possibilities of seed-
evolution by both natural and human selection. Gallant has reconstructed theoreti-
cally, with the aid of ‘proxy data’, a “working-model of the average Greek peasant
household life-cycle’ comprising a nicely calibrated scale of responses to risk and
crisis; this is certainly not intrinsically implausible (if as yet insufficiently fine-
grained). Exponents of the so-called ‘Alternative’ or ‘New Model’ of Greek
agriculture have even argued for not just the possibility, but the necessity, of
regular deviations from a regime of strict biennial fallowing and the evolution of
genuinely mixed farming, which would have involved systematic crop rotation
and much manuring (human as well as animal), and thus what has been dubbed
‘agro-pastoralism’.39 Probably the principal common factor behind these radi-
cally positive constructions is the concern to account for seeming population
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explosion(s) in many parts of the Greek world between about 500 and 250 BcE,
which have even prompted talk of a ‘great transformation’, a sort of ancient Greek
agricultural revolution.*” That is doubtless premature, but defenders of the
traditional model of biennial-fallow dry-farming without benefit of animal
manure are finding themselves having to fight a rearguard action.!

Industry, technology, and labour

To label the classical Greek world ‘pre-industrial’ is too vague; to call it ‘third-
world’ too precise.42 But if ‘primitive’ in its culturally loaded sense does have any
application to ancient Greece, surely it is in the domain of industrialization,
technology and labour. Whether or not the Greeks knew the wheelbarrow (a
perennial and partly humorous debate), this was unarguably a world still very
largely of human energy and man-power, and deficient in artificially generated
energy or power.43 The major exception in ancient pre-Roman Greece was wind-
power, used, however, not to turn mill-sails, but to fill the sails of the specialist
merchantmen that had been developed already by 600 Bce.* The contrast between
the ingenuity, time and material resources expended by the Greeks on sacred
constructions, on the one hand, and on industrial or agricultural ergonomics, on
the other, remains very striking indeed.*’

Three quarters of a century ago, a valuable account was published of the major
written sources on ancient agriculture, Roman as well as Greek, ‘from the point
of view of labour’.*® Since then, there have been studies of the Greek ideology of
labour in general: the pagan Greeks were mostly agreed that working for one’s
living was not an intrinsic good, and their term for hard physical toil, ponos, is
generally pejorative; to be without ponos was, according to Hesiod, to live like
the blessed immortal gods.47 Labour, moreover, as an abstract theoretical cat-
egory (as in ‘labour power’, or a ‘labour theory of value’) was unknown to the
ancient Greeks, by whom it was understood in the most concrete, physical sense.*®

Three major problems might be worth further consideration. First, was ancient
Greece in broad terms a ‘peasant’ economy (or society)? First find — or define -
your peasant. For some modern interpreters, the word is inherently negative,
because peasant status necessarily involves multi-directional subjection to
powerful outsiders and so is inappropriate at least for free Greek citizen farmers.”’
For others, there is no shame in peasant status — on the contrary: the Athenian
democracy was a ‘peasant’ republic. 50 Still others find the term unhelpful for
various reasons: because there was no ancient Greek equivalent term, because
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ancient Greek farmers differed crucially from medieval and modern peasantries,
and because use of the term has given rise to contradictory interpretations.51 There
is, I'suggest, a via media. Provided ‘peasant’ is allowed to retain its etymological
sense of country(wo)man and does not necessarily connote political subordina-
tion or subjection, it may be helpful in picking out a category of farmer below that
of the rich landed estate-owner and also in pointing unambiguously to the rural
and agrarian economic base of all ancient Greek culture and societies.

In the eyes of Burford, however, true peasants were to be found only ‘in all the
various tied populations . . . of the Greek world, men genuinely under obligation
and rendering labor services in return’.”> That includes populations such as the
Helots of Lakonia and Messenia, whose status, functions and social organization
constitute the second of my three major problems. It was on their backs that there
rested the peculiar economy and society of Sparta, one of the two great powers of
classical Greece before the rise of Macedon. Of that there is no question. On the
other hand, to use ‘peasants’ or ‘sharecropping tenants’ to categorize their status
seems seriously misleading and inappropriate.53 Although the Helots were ethni-
cally Greek, chiefly agriculturalists, and certainly a dependent population, in
official Spartan parlance they were also douloi (‘slaves’ or ‘unfree’), and they
were not merely ‘tied” to the land and its citizen owners, but also laboured
constantly under pain of summary death. In the nature of the evidence we shall
never attain anything like certainty or even consensus over the precise nature and
efficiency of Helot agricultural production, but perhaps we may at least avoid
terminological inexactitude in classifying their status.>*

Fortunately — or sadly — no such doubt surrounds the proper classification of
all douloi in Athens: in our parlance, they were chattel slaves, wholly owned,
natally alienated, socially, culturally and of course politically deracinated, and
legally construed as quasi- or un-persons. Scholarly doubt concerns rather the
nature, extent and effect of slaves’ enforced participation in agriculture. In 1992
Michael Jameson restated the case he had made some fifteen years earlier that ‘in
classical Attica the prevailing pattern was that of independent farmers who
worked their own land intensively and were commonly assisted by slaves
belonging to their household’.” Behind that deceptively bland statement lies a
massive controversy about the political economy of Athens. Against Jameson are
ranged both those who wish to minimize the role of slavery in agriculture56 and
those who wish to maximize the role of slaves (and others) in the non-agricultural

sector of ‘the Athenian economy’.57
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That controversy may never be finally resolved; the role of slavery in
manufacture presents a further seeming paradox. Wherever anything like indus-
trial craft-production existed in ancient Greece (shield-making, silver-mining,
temple-building, pottery-manufacture, textiles for non-domestic consumption,
wine for export), slaves constituted an important or major part of the workforce.”®
Yet for Aristotle, keen to defend the necessity of slavery for ‘politics’ as he
understood them, slavery was an essential component, not of poiésis (‘produc-
tion’), but of praxis (‘behaviour’, ‘action’, in the sense of living the good life of
the citizen). The explanation is political, in the sense of that word discussed above:
shields (etc.) could have been and sometimes were produced by free labour, but
without slaves no free Greek could in Aristotle’s view live the only truly good,
civic life of moral-political activity in the polis. That depended upon the leisure
that slaves provided, and were themselves by definition denied, that is, precisely,
freedom from the ponos of poiésis.59

Aristotle’s privileging of praxis above poiésis is therefore in large part
ideological, and yet it did also have a basis in material actuality. The observation
passed by David Hume on the non-association of the growth of any ancient city
with the establishment of a manufacture is still generally valid. 8 To the extent that
manufacture of goods for exchange on the domestic or external market always
played second fiddle to primary domestic production for autarkichome consump-
tion, the ideal-typical Greek city was always a ‘consumer” not a ‘producer’ 01ty
Defence of the territory and the securing of an external supply of basic foodstuffs
in case of domestic shortfall (a constant preoccupation at Athens from, at the
latest, 450 BcE) were regularly on the civic agenda figuratively speaking, and
literally so in democratic Athens.% Yet there was no overall city ‘budget’ nor any
global concern with a ‘balance of payments’, nor indeed with ‘the’ (or an)
economy as such, partly because of the nature of the political in Greece, and partly
for reasons that the next section should make clear.”

Trade, commerce, and plunder

It is probably in the context of trade and commerce that the question of the nature
of ‘the’ ancient economy has been most hotly disputed. There is, to be sure, still
plenty of room for legitimate disagreement over just how rational, profit-
maximizing and disembedded ancient Greek economy or economics could
become, at any rate in fourth-century Athens, and even more specifically in the
fourth-century world of the Piraeus emporion, with its sumbola, dikai emporikai,
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bankers, maritime loans, and naukléroi.®*

As a vehicle for the distribution of goods, trade may have to take its place in
the queue behind plunder and gift.65 Trade may also have to be distinguished from
commerce (i.e. ‘big business’): the transfer and exchange of goods over long
distances can be accomplished without developed market mechanisms, let alone
state regulation, and do not necessarily have major economic implications.66
Finley, it is true, was over-impressed by Marcel Mauss’s Essai sur le don (1925)67
and so exaggerated the narrowly economic, as opposed to the social-political and
ideological, importance of gift-exchange in his ‘world of Odysseus’.68 Homer
was after all epic poetry, composed mainly about and for the elite, which largely
screened out lower-class trade in a manner that a conservative eighteenth-century
English aristocrat might have found congenial.69

But Finley was not wrong to draw attention to the large amount of non-market
transfer of goods and to the non-commodification of exchange in the world of the
early Greek states.”® Serious changes, both structural and functional, are not in
fact clearly visible before about 600 BcE in round figures; and for some consider-
able time after that the Greeks remained backward by comparison with Phoenicians
and Etruscans, filling the role of pupils rather than teachers. Indeed, it was not
until the creation of the fifth-century Athenian empire and, in consequence, the
development of the Piraeus as both a commercial and a naval harbour that
anything resembling the State regulation of trade long familiar from, say,
Egyptian Naukratis came into being in the world of the Greek city.71 :

Even then, it is striking that there was no preferential treatment legally
prescribed for Athenian citizen traders; and, partly for that reason, most regular,
long-distance traders frequenting the Piraeus were aliens, not resident aliens
(metoikoi) but transient foreigners (xenoi), both Greek and non-Greek. The
Athenian community, moreover, pursued always and only an import interest
rather than an export interest. The city as such was not interested in economic
growth, in ‘developing the economy’. The wall between citizens and profit-
motivated investment was not perhaps as thick and impermeable as Finley
imagined.72 But it was there all the same, most obviously in regard to the
ownership of real property. In so far as the Piraeus economy (or economic activity
focused on the Piraeus) developed its own values, both material and moral, this
was perhaps something like the ancient equivalent of our black economy. It was
at any rate no accident that Hermes, ‘the god of good luck and whatever is
shadowy and chancy’, was patron god of thieves as well as of merchants.”
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However — contrast present-day Colombia or Russia — the ancient Greeks’ black
economy had no State, however weak, to contest, collude with — or evade.

Moreover, it was the loss rather than the acquisition of empire which prompted
the most innovative and far-reaching civic measures of intervention and control.
It cannot be emphasized too firmly that the extensive development by Athens of
a legal apparatus of would-be regulation was but a second-best option. Force,
military force, remained the ideal economic specific, in the fourth as it had been
in the fifth c:entury.74 Hence in Aristotle’s Politics war was automatically con-
ceptualized as a ‘natural’ means of production — not only for arms-manufacturers
and shipbuilders, but for the community as a whole, in the shape of the acquisition
of new resources, especially new cultivable land. Note also Xenophon’s choice
of episitismos—a process of restocking, especially in grain or food more generally
(sitos could mean either) — to describe a massive Spartan-led invasion of the rich
territory of Elis in the immediate aftermath of the economically exhausting
Peloponnesian War. On the high seas, too, piracy was not merely a relic of some
pre-political mode of acquisition, but even more prevalent in the fourth century
than earlier.” War-damage to agriculture or rather arboriculture (especially
olives) can be exaggerated,76 but it is difficult to overstate the Greeks’ engrained
booty-raiding mentality.

Most foreign wars pitted Greek against Greek over some disputed frontier
territory.77 Civil war (stasis) also had profound economic effects, by no means all
negative. Redistribution of land and cancellation of debts were the slogans of
oppressed peasantries, and staseis could result in shifts in the balance of power
and wealth of which modern political parties of Right or Left can only dream.”®

Symbolic capital

‘When Augustine spoke of the Passion in terms of a commercial transaction — ‘he
bought us when he was crucified. There he poured out his blood, the price for
us’” - he was using metaphorical language that we can instantly recognize; for
us too, ‘redemption’ has a secular economic as well as a transcendental spiritual
meaning. The classical Greeks likewise would have found nothing odd in the
assimilation or melding of the material and the spiritual, the political and the
economic. What better example than #imé? This good Homeric word for non-
material value, such as the honour due to the gods, in Classical Greece came to
mean also ‘census group’, ‘political office’, and yet more concretely ‘price’
(material cost, reward, recompense, valuation), without sacrificing one whit of its
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. . 80
original moral sense.

Such interference between culture and economy, or manipulation of ‘sym-
bolic capital’, is well attested both visually and verbally in the archaic period.81
But it can be explored most tangibly in classical texts, from Aeschylus to
Aristotle.” One might perhaps note especially the telling chapter-titles of Leslie
Kurke’s exploration of ‘the poetics of social economy’ in Pindar: “The economics
of nostos’, ‘The ideology of aristocratic exchange’, ‘Guest-friends and guest-
gifts’, and the title of Part III, ‘Pindar’s political economy’.83 Her more recent
interpretation of ‘the economy of kudos’ as ‘a circulation of powers and honors
whose goal is to achieve a harmonious sharing of this special commodity within
the city’ neatly captures the undoubtedly increasing commodification of goods in
classical Greece.®

This approach consciously reflects the turn of the so-called ‘new cultural
history’ towards what have been described as ‘agent-centered issues of meaning,
treating “the economic” as a category of representation, a field of negotiations for
knowledgeable actors in pursuit of their own goals’.85 A further illustration,
recalling the ‘whose economy or economies?’ debate with which I began, is von
Reden’s skilful development, and application to classical Greece, of the distinc-
tion between a positive, ‘long-term’ social model and a more morally question-
able, ‘short-term’ economic model of material exchange.86

Such an approach seems to me far more easily conformable to a model of
balanced reciprocity among Athenian citizen peers and negative reciprocity
between social and political unequals than to any modernizing market-centred,
profit-maximizing model of disembedded economy, and far more fruitfully 50.5
This preference may be due simply to a blinkered ‘Cambridge School’ vision, but
I submit that it is objectively based on the sorts of evidence discussed above, and
plausibly informed by the ‘substantivist’ mode of interpretation.

Presentism

No doubt, as Max Weber once put it, ‘the interest in a story is always keener when
the audience has the feeling, de te fabula narratur, and when the story-teller can
conclude his yarn with a discite moniti!” But what Weber went on to say, with
regard to the world of late antiquity, applies no less to our present topic:
‘Unfortunately, the discussion which follows does not fall into this enviable
category. We can learn little or nothing for our contemporary problems. . . [which]
are of a completely different character. "% To which, however,  would want to add
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that in other than directly practical ways difference, even polar otherness, of
socio-economic and cultural formation can be as instructive as close similarity.89
I close therefore with a concrete historical example that wears its revelatory
difference on its sleeve. It is taken from Thucydides’ famous account of the
Kerkyra stasis of 427 BCE:

The civil war at Kerkyra began when the [250 or so] prisoners taken in
the battles for Epidamnos were released by the Corinthians and returned
home. In theory they had been released on a payment of 80 talents as
security by the Kerkyraians’ diplomatic representatives among the citi-
zens of Corinth, but in fact they had undertaken to bring over Kerkyra to
Corinth. They set to work, approaching each of the citizens in the attempt
to detach the city from Athens. ..

A man called Peithias, who had volunteered to serve as diplomatic
representative of the Athenians and was the leader of the common people,
was brought to trial by these men on a charge of enslaving Kerkyra to
Athens. He was acquitted, and in turn prosecuted the five richest men on
a charge of repeatedly cutting vine-props from the sanctuary of Zeus and
Alkindos: a fine of one statér was prescribed for each prop. These men
were found guilty, and because of the size of the fine they went as
suppliants to the shrines, hoping to come to an arrangement over the
payment. But Peithias, who was also a member of the Council, persuaded
it to enforce the law . .. They [the condemned] therefore banded together
and, armed with daggers, suddenly burst into the Council chamber, killing
Peithias and about sixty other Councillors and ordinary citizens.”

The monetization and size of the ransom-payments and fines are of course
independently interesting and informative, and the evidence Thucydides provides
is all the more valuable for coming from outside the directly Athenian sphere. Yet
what strikes one most strongly here is the quintessentially classical Greek
mixture. Combined in this one episode are what we might want to call ‘econom-
ics’, together with war, civil war, politics (including both a highly politicized
attempt to exercise legal justice and a flagrant illegality), and — centrally, not
accidentally — religion. That peculiar cocktail surely exudes a strong aroma of the
substantive alterity of classical Greek oikonomia and oikonomika.
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at the European Cultural Centre, Delphi. Warm thanks are owed to Dr A. Courakis (as Trustee of
the John Hicks Foundation) for inviting me, and to my many helpful critics. Likewise to the editors
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audience. Yet this essay, like the original address, is a consciously selective survey intended to
stimulate productive debate and research. For further references to and discussion of recent
literature, see my articles and review-essays cited in notes 10, 30, 37, 74, below.
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favourable response to Cohen’s important book may be found in the review by T. Figueira, Bryn
Mawr Classical Review 5 (1994) 109-13.

11 On Hasebroek see briefly Cartledge, ““Trade and Politics” revisited: archaic Greece’, in Garnsey,
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