This is a draft of an entry that will be published by Oxford University Press in the Oxford Classical
Dictionary (2021)

Economy, ancient, approaches to
Neville Morley, University of Exeter

Summary

The Greeks and Romans did not develop a concept of ‘the economy’ or discuss economic
matters at any length; the study of the ancient economy therefore began only in the late 18t
century, in parallel with the developing study of contemporary economic development, and
was heavily influenced from the beginning by the question of the relationship between
antiquity and modernity. The field has long been dominated by two different but closely
connected debates, about the nature and degree of development of the ancient economy
(was it ‘primitive’, or on the contrary proto-modern?), and about the correct theoretical and
methodological tools for studying it, with constant anxieties about the dangers of
anachronism. An especially important theme has been the changing weight placed on
material rather than literary evidence, as archaeologists have accumulated ever greater
information about economic activity, leading to calls in recent years to focus on ancient
economic performance rather than on the structures of culture and thought that supposedly
inhibited ancient development.

Keywords
economy, economics, historiography, development, primitivism, substantivism, formalism
Introduction

The subject of the nature and development of the economies of classical Greece and Rome
has long been highly controversial, even described by one eminent economic historian as
‘an academic battleground’.! It brings to the forefront questions about how to interpret limited
and fragmented evidence, much of which has no direct connection to economic issues but
can perhaps serve as a ‘proxy’ for what historians really wish to know. Further, because
economics and economic history are pre-eminently modern fields of study, associated with
social-scientific more than humanistic approaches, theoretical debates and contemporary
implications are rarely absent from the discussion.

The study of the ancient economy is unavoidably anachronistic, despite the fact that the
word derives from the Greek oikonomia, meaning the management of the household.
Ancient thinkers never developed any idea of ‘economy’ as an aspect of their world or as a
subject of study (see economic theory, Greek). With the exception of agriculture and
household management, writers showed little interest in discussing what we would today
define as economic matters; even their practical advice on farming was heavily influenced by
moral and political considerations rather than treated as a separate sphere of activity with its
own principles and values (see wealth, attitudes to and wealth, Roman attitudes to). This
intellectual gap or deficiency has been taken by some modern historians to be both a sign of
limited economic development — or else ancient authors would have recognised the
importance of the subject — and an active impediment to it. It is clear that economic activity
did develop significantly in both scale and complexity over the course of classical antiquity,
and this generated copious evidence of different kinds, especially material (see economy,
Greek, economy, Hellenistic and economy, Roman). However, these phenomena were
ignored by elite authors (or at best misunderstood and interpreted in moral and/or political



terms), and no attempt was made at studying or explaining them before the emergence of
‘political economy’ in modern Europe as a self-consciously new field of study.

Before the middle of the 19t century, the basic assumption of these proto-economists was
that the economies of classical antiquity and modern Europe were of the same basic nature
and subject to the same physical limitations; authors like Adam Smith therefore drew on
ancient literary sources without hesitation to inform their arguments about the development
of contemporary society.ii Indeed, many argued that Greece and especially Rome were
actually more powerful, wealthy and populous than any present-day state; the one
advantage possessed by the moderns was the discovery of political economy as a branch of
science, which might offer a basis for future improvement. The ‘discovery’ of the economy as
an object of analysis also served as a spur to historians to develop a better understanding of
this aspect of the past, as in August Boeckh’s ground-breaking 1817 study of the state
finances of classical Athens; they focused on the detail of the evidence, with increasing
reliance on non-literary sources like epigraphy in recognition of the limited perspective of
ancient writers, but had no hesitation in adopting the categories and assumptions about
economic life employed by the political economists.v

Over the course of the 19t century, two major intellectual shifts became evident. The first
was a growing perception of the technological differences between classical antiquity and
modern Europe — in terms of energy, communication and productivity — and their
implications, both for the potential of the modern economy and for the limitations of the
ancient (cf. energy and power). ‘Modernity’ was seen both as distinct from all previous
societies and as materially superior to them. Mainstream economics retained the belief that
underlying economic principles such as rational calculation and the workings of markets
were universal, but that meant antiquity was simply a less developed version of the present,
and hence of little interest to the discipline. In parallel, other branches of study increasingly
claimed to identify qualitative differences between modernity and pre-modern societies. For
example, Karl Marx identified ‘capitalism’ as a distinctive stage in historical development
rather than a universal condition, implying that all elements of ‘the economy’ are historically
specific, and argued that economists’ claims about the existence of transhistorical universal
principles were an ideological move intended to present capitalism as eternal¥ (see
capitalism and Marxism and classical antiquity). The sociologist Max Weber’s ideas about
the cultural and intellectual basis for the birth of capitalism, which he located in specific
historical circumstances in early modern Europe, equally implied that antiquity was non-
capitalist (or at best proto-capitalist) and hence under-developed in economic terms, despite
its sophistication in other respects.v

‘Primitivism’ and ‘Modernism’

Subsequent discussion of the ancient economy has, to a significant degree, simply echoed
these early debates. Arguments about the level and nature of economic activity in antiquity,
and the development or non-development of institutions and practices, return time and again
to the identification and evaluation of similarities and differences with modernity, and
whether these should be understood as qualitative — a different kind of economic
organisation and/or mentality — or simply quantitative, a matter of the scale of trade and
manufacturing activity. Clearly Greece and Rome were never fully modern, so arguments
generally revolve around comparison with early modern Europe, as the template for a
society that had then fully modernised. Thus much debate about the economic role of the
ancient city, for example, has focused on whether it was a ‘producer’, and so comparable to
the early modern cities that were (according to Weber) the crucibles of capitalism and
modern commerce, or was instead a parasitical ‘consumer’ that would have stifled any
tendencies towards development.vi It could be argued that the European experience was
simply better known at this time than that of other societies, resulting in this choice of
comparison, whereas scholars today both can and should bring the Byzantine or medieval



Arabic economies into the discussion. But that ignores the extent to which these debates
derived from a sense of Western exceptionalism, at least some of whose assumptions
continue to influence current debates.

The dominant attitude in the first half of the twentieth century among the limited number of
ancient historians who took an interest in the economy was implicitly ‘modernising’,
emphasising both the scale of ancient achievements and their sophisticated nature. In part
this suggests a tendency to over-value Greek and Roman civilization, both absolutely and in
comparison to other pre-modern societies, not least because the classical world was seen
as the birthplace of late European developments. When the economist Karl Blicher placed
classical antiquity at the ‘household economy’ stage in his schema of global historical
development, on the grounds of the absence of evidence for large factories or organised
firms, the response of the eminent ancient historian Eduard Meyer was primarily affronted
outrage that Greece and Rome should be classed with other ‘primitive’ societies.vii But the
same themes were echoed by scholars with greater expertise in economic history. As M.1.
Rostovtzeff remarked of the Roman Empire, ‘never before had so considerable a part of
Europe, Asia and Africa presented an aspect so civilized, so modern, one may say, in its
essential features’.* A vital influence on Rostovtzeff’s interpretation was his interest in the
material remains of antiquity, and those from relatively ordinary settlements rather than just
the great monuments of the capital cities. These seemed to indicate a high level of general
wealth and well-being which Rostovtzeff assumed to be possible only in a more ‘modern’
economy based on trade, manufacturing and the energies of an entrepreneurial urban
bourgeoisie. Other scholars, including those like Tenney Frank who focused on the
accumulation of evidence for economic activity and eschewed explicit interpretation, similarly
took it for granted that the categories of modern economic life were applicable to antiquity.x

A significant shift in perspective came after World War I, with the admission of A.H.M Jones
to an audience of economic historians that antiquity entirely lacked the statistics that were
the basis for the study of later economies, and that this lack reflected its general
underdevelopment. The idea was taken further by Jones’ Cambridge-based successors like
Moses |. Finley and Keith Hopkins, informed in part by their familiarity with the social
sciences and comparative approaches rather than naive positivism and ancient
exceptionalism. They advanced multiple grounds for seeing antiquity as significantly under-
developed, frequently emphasising (in the spirit of Max Weber) the close connection
between cultural ideas and values and material reality: the limited development of productive
technology going hand-in-hand with a lack of innovative mentality or interest in saving
labour, the reliance on slave labour as both a limit on development and a reflection of an
underdeveloped economy, the lack of integrated markets as both cause and consequence of
production strategies focused on subsistence. They presented the ancient economy as fully
embedded in ancient society and its values, rather than a separate field of activity —
economic relations were dominated by social factors, like a concern for status, whereas
modern social relations are dominated by the economic sphere - and thus subject to severe
constraints on the possibilities for real growth or change.x

Other historians in this period continued with the patient accumulation of evidence and
analysis of sources, but even where they eschewed wider interpretation of these data their
approach fits a general pattern of scepticism about the level of economic development
possible in antiquity. But the arguments of Finley sparked a reaction elsewhere against this
alleged ‘primitivism’ — a label applied by opponents of the ‘Cambridge’ school, rather than
adopted by them — on multiple grounds. Finley’s approach has been variously criticised as
relentlessly negative, obsessed with questions of terminology, dominated by examples from
archaic and classical Greece (Finley’s main area of expertise) that were simply assumed to
apply to later periods of antiquity, and excessively concerned with social and cultural factors,
neglecting the wealth of material evidence which pointed to a vast range of activity beyond



the rarified and ideological world of the texts. The Finleyite response was that such criticisms
over-estimated the significance of material remains and interpreted them optimistically, just
as Rostovtzeff had done, and relied on imagining the existence of ancient entrepreneurs and
market activity in the gaps between surviving evidence. To take a concrete example:
examples from early modern Europe did indeed indicate that, despite an aristocratic value
system that despised trade, plenty of aristocrats owed their fortunes to the commercial
activities of their forebears — but that is not enough to prove, in the absence of any direct
evidence, that the equally anti-trade value system of the Roman elite must necessarily have
been accompanied by elite entrepreneurs quietly operating below the radar©i (see traders
and trade, Roman).

Performance and Structure

Over the last few decades, given the impossibility of determining whether ancient values
reflected and/or determined ancient economic behaviour or on the contrary were a vain
attempt at controlling naturally entrepreneurial spirits, historians and archaeologists
impatient with the existing debate have argued for a shift to studying economic ‘performance’
rather than ‘structure’ i If we can identify significant improvements in individual nutrition,
health or quality of life, or in the level of industrial or commercial activity, that would indicate
the reality of economic development in antiquity, whatever we may think of the ‘pre-modern’
or ‘modern’ nature of ancient society and irrespective of how its inhabitants thought about
their world. Indeed, evidence for higher levels of economic performance might be taken to
prove that the structure of the ancient economy was indeed relatively modern. This new
approach has gone hand in hand with a vast increase in knowledge, based partly on new
forms of evidence (e.g. plant and pollen samples, ice cores, sediment deposits) and partly
on new scientific methods of analysis, as well as an increased focus on quantification.xv
However, the problem remains: the interpretation of much of this evidence, especially when
it is used as a proxy for something else, and still more the interpretation of its wider
significance, continues to rely on pre-existing assumptions about the broader context and
the most appropriate comparators for the economies of classical antiquity.

The main hope for further progress may be a shift to more explicit and refined analytical
models, using computational and statistical analysis to test hypotheses properly rather than
remaining solely within realm of natural language, such as the use of value-laden terms like
‘sophisticated’ or ‘developed’ without specifying their meaning properly.x This would involve
recognition that all economic systems are complex, simply in different ways, rather than
assuming that the obvious differences between modern and ancient mean the latter must be
simple and primitive. But this line of argument remains open to the objection that such
models will either be too simple and limited to bear the weight of interpretation, or too
abstract to be properly tested with the available evidence. The fragmentary evidence for the
ancient economy can always be fitted to different models and interpretations, and interpreted
optimistically or pessimistically.

The Use and Abuse of Theory

One significant reason for the interminable nature of the primitive/modern debate is that it
intersects with a different set of issues and is regularly confused with them: issues of theory
and methodology. The main positions are sometimes labelled ‘formalism’ and
‘substantivism’, drawing on ideas developed by the economic historian and anthropologist
Karl Polanyi and his associates in the mid-twentieth century. v In simplified terms, formalists
assume that mainstream economic theory has identified principles of human behaviour that
are universally valid, at least as simplifying assumptions in the analysis of a complex reality;
therefore they can be used to analyse past societies, and even fill in gaps in evidence or
discount contrary evidence. In brief, if we assume that humans are always essentially
rational maximisers of utility, then ancient literary evidence suggesting that Greek or Roman



individuals might prioritise moral or political values over opportunities for profit can be
discounted as rhetorical posturing.xi Substantivism, in contrast, argues that the principles
underpinning modern economic thought are at best operable only within the modern,
capitalist economy from which they have been derived; other, pre-modern and non-western
societies operated according to different principles of human behaviour, and so need to be
studied and interpreted in their own terms rather than through modern concepts.

The tradition of emphasising the distinctive culture and values of classical antiquity, and
therefore of emphasising the more limited role of the economy compared with the present,
clearly derives from this latter line of thought. Strictly speaking, the formalist/substantivist
debate is entirely separate from the modernism/primitivism one, but in practice the
formalist/moderniser and substantivist/primitivist positions have tended to go together. The
contrasting theoretical positions are more likely to be consciously adopted and articulated by
individual scholars, whereas ‘primitivist’ or ‘moderniser’ are commonly applied as labels to
intellectual opponents. As ever, a significant number of ancient historians eschew any
theoretical position, and are then criticised by substantivists for naively making use of
modernising terminology like ‘market’ or ‘capital’ without specifying its meaning in an ancient
context or recognising the risks of anachronism. To a formalist, on the other hand, this focus
on terminology may appear both as absurd pedantry and as revealing a fundamental
ignorance of economics, if not an openly ideological stance. Such debates are ultimately
irresolvable. To assume that the existence of concrete markets in ancient societies must
necessarily indicate the presence of a ‘market economy’ is undeniably problematic; but it is
also the case that no amount of empirical evidence for widespread market transactions and
regional interdependence in antiquity will undermine the theoretical position that the
language of markets is inherently inappropriate because of its roots in modern economics.

Economics is not a monolithic discipline; some elements of economic theory are less bound
to the specific conditions of modern capitalist economies than others, and so a pragmatic
formalism, selecting specific ideas and models on the basis of their potential applicability to
pre-modern societies, is a more reasonable position for historians than the blanket rejection
of all modern economic ideas. One example is the so-called New Institutional Economics,
which emphasised both the importance of political, social and cultural factors in shaping
economic behaviour, rather than abstracting economy from the rest of society, and the need
for a historical perspective, and so has been embraced by a number of ancient historians in
recent years.ii Not all economic research assumes that humans are straightforward and
predictable ‘rational maximisers’; recent studies in behavioural and cultural economics
arguably provide an empirical basis for the substantivist intuition that historically specific
culture and values do influence economic behaviour, and might offer a foundation for future
research into the distinctive economic rationality of ancient socities.xx Equally, historians
need to recognise that economic theories are not descriptions of reality but simplified models
intended to explore the relationships between key variables; it is perfectly feasible to adopt a
limited number of assumptions as interpretative tools, if the procedure is properly explained
and justified.x

Conclusion

All economic systems are complex, which is why simplifying models and concepts are
essential; still more so when the evidence is fragmentary and can be fitted to multiple
possible interpretation. One reason for the endless debates over the nature of ancient
economy, with which many practitioners declare themselves weary, is that the subject is
simply complex and difficult, and the risks of anachronistic assumptions are greater than in
many fields of ancient history. There is, however, also an unavoidable political and cultural
dimension, insofar as this theme goes to the heart of the relationship between antiquity and
modernity, which, consciously or not, then influences historians’ interpretations.
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