
Introduction

1

THE PURPOSE AND NATURE OF THIS BOOK

The study of the economy of the ancient world has been much
reinvigorated and enriched over the last few decades. There
have been many detailed research studies into realia and these have
provided precious information, despite their non-theoretical
nature, which in many cases limits them to observation and
description. At the other end of the spectrum, studies have tackled
the subject from a wider perspective, seeking to produce a new,
overall, and abstract analysis of certain fundamental features of
the ancient economy. The latter studies tend to be inspired by
anthropological and economic models. In an innovative and
sometimes stimulating fashion, they illuminate a number of
aspects of the economic domain but do so at the cost of a some-
what reductionist effect, all too often freezing the past in a frame
that reflects only one particular period or a limited part of the
subject. There have also, happily, been quite a few studies that
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have brought new viewpoints to bear upon already familiar texts
and either old or new archaeological data, deploying innovative
methods that are mentioned below in my description of the
sources I have used. It is also chiefly this third category of stud-
ies that has encouraged researchers to look afresh and critically
at long-accepted ideas and dominant doctrines relating to the
economy of the ancient world.

Much of this research work is marked by fundamental old
debates that need to be briefly summarized here. The earliest
controversy dates back to the nineteenth century, when
“Modernists” clashed with “Primitivists.” The Modernists,
impressed by the dynamism of ancient craft industries and
trade, described the ancient economy in modern terms, discern-
ing between it and the economy of today differences not of
nature but only of degree, as M. Rostovtseff, the most illustrious
representative of this trend, put it. In contrast, the Primitivists,
who frequently referred to the so-called primitive societies stud-
ied by anthropologists, considered the ancient world to have
been static and set in its ways and to have practiced a rural sub-
sistence economy in which trade played no significant role. M.I.
Finley is considered the most typical representative of this trend,
but the positions he adopts have sometimes been crudely carica-
tured: for example, he expressed certain reservations regarding
the relevance, for Greek society, of models borrowed from civi-
lizations without writing. The second controversy, which bore
certain affinities to the first and which has frequently been con-
fused with it, was between “Formalists” and “Substantivists.”
The former, convinced that the science of economics had cor-
rectly identified the universal principles of economic rationality,
sought to apply these to the study of the ancient economy, which
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they considered to be an autonomous sphere, certainly less
developed than the economy of today, but comparable to it. The
latter argued that this method, founded on the study of a market
economy, was unsuited to an analysis of ancient economies,
which were fundamentally different. In the 1950s, K. Polanyi
vigorously defended in particular the idea that the Greek econ-
omy should only be studied within the framework of its own
institutions, for it was “embedded” in all the networks and con-
straints of society as a whole. This fruitful idea provided much
inspiration for M.I. Finley, who drew from it excellent conclu-
sions concerning, for example, the role that social status played
in economic behavior. In truth, it was an idea that, mutatis
mutandis, could be applied to any economy, even that of the
present day; for, contrary to theories according to which the
domain of economics is an abstract entity that may be expressed
in mathematical formulae, modes of production, exchange, and
consumption are always influenced by their political, social, and
cultural context. However that may be, for several decades
research was dominated by the thinking of Finley, now
described as “neo-primitivism,” now as “the new orthodoxy.” A
number of recent studies have questioned it and tried to reach
beyond it. The debate has thus moved into a whole new phase,
which is all to the good. As a result, however, where many still
controversial subjects are concerned, syntheses can be no more
than provisional.

The present work is designed to be both accessible to students
new to the field and also concise. On the assumption that its
readers will possess only an elementary knowledge of ancient
history, it aims to constitute no more than an introduction: it
avoids the finer points of erudite discussion and presents brief,
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up-to-date analyses of general questions. It is certainly based on
a number of detailed readings, but so as to keep the text unclut-
tered, it does not refer systematically to them all. That is why
only references to ancient texts are indicated. (They are, on the
one hand, to authors whose works are easily available in transla-
tion, on the other to collections of translated texts whose titles
are indicated at the beginning of the bibliography at the end of
this volume.) Similarly, in the bibliography, utility has prevailed
over exhaustiveness: the supplementary reading list has been
compiled from mostly recent studies, most of them published in
English.

Proceeding from a simple definition of the economy, this
book describes activities involving the production, exchange,
and consumption of material goods and services in the Greek
cities of antiquity. To be precise, it strives to show how these
activities interacted and operated within the political, social, and
cultural context. In order to maintain a unified point of view,
this inquiry concentrates on the Greek cities. To be sure, it takes
into account their relations with the larger states that took them
over; but, owing to limitations of space, it has not been possible
to devote even one or two chapters to the latter, in particular the
Hellenistic kingdoms. Of course, it would have been possible to
limit the present analysis to one particular well-known city or
group of cities. However, it seemed important to cover the
Greek world as a whole, despite the double challenge of dealing
with so large an area and so long a period of time.

The world of the Greek cities went through several phases
of expansion and eventually covered a vast area: it extended
far beyond the Aegean world to many of the shores of the
Mediterranean and the Black Sea and, subsequently, also to the
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interior of Asia Minor and ultimately, in an even more dispersed
fashion, to the heart of the Middle East and the frontiers of
India. It was thus a world of great diversity. The number of its
cities, some of them very small, has been estimated at over one
thousand in the classical period, and later (according to literary
evidence) at as many as fifteen hundred. But what is most strik-
ing is that, with few exceptions, wherever they settled, the
Greeks reproduced the model with which they were familiar
and which they considered to be that of civilized men, namely
the polis, a city or city-state complete with the particular urban
framework and institutions that had taken shape in Greece. In
the economic domain, in particular, there were many similari-
ties in technical and material conditions and also in many prac-
tices and attitudes. Thus it is possible to pick out certain
characteristics shared in common throughout this world with-
out reducing them to a homogenizing typology.

Moreover, it is by now increasingly accepted that these cities
remained the major frameworks of Greek life for over a thou-
sand years. It is generally agreed that the polis, with all its char-
acteristics, began to become established in the eighth century
b.c. Admittedly, this involved a long and complex process,
which took longer in some places than in others. But the out-
standing fact is that, as early as the archaic period (roughly
800–500 b.c.), the city was everywhere considered to be the
motherland of a Greek citizen and the normal center of his life;
and this model became increasingly firmly established in the
classical period (roughly 500–325 b.c.) and then continued to
spread, not only in the Hellenistic period (roughly 325–30 b.c.),
but also under the early Roman Empire (roughly 30 b.c. to the
end of the second century a.d.) and even thereafter. To be sure,
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over the centuries cities underwent important changes. In the
first place, they were progressively absorbed into greater units
governed by central authorities (first the Hellenistic kingdoms,
then the Roman Empire), which eventually imposed political
unity upon them. Secondly, from the second century b.c.
onward, their internal politics increasingly became dominated
by oligarchies of “notables” (prominent citizens). Some even
reformed their institutions with a view to encouraging this. It
has often been suggested that it was as a result of this that they
ceased to be significant independent entities. This is not the
place to return to that debate, the economic aspects of which are
tackled in chapter 1. But it is worth pointing out, in the wake of
M. Rostovtseff, L. Robert, and P. Gauthier, that this did not
cause the cities either to disappear or to be drained of their
political substance. The present inquiry therefore covers an
extremely long period. In such a short book, it is clearly not pos-
sible to present a relatively continuous history of the Greek
economy in all its diversity. Nevertheless, despite all the changes,
we will be struck by the long continuities in economic condi-
tions, practices, and attitudes.

As to methodology, this handbook tries to bypass controver-
sies; it attempts above all to make full use of both the ancient
sources and the advances achieved by the latest research and to
bring all these to bear upon major questions. In so doing, it
draws upon a number of explanatory models in precise contexts.
It does not, however, start out with any particular model or
theory in mind since, by definition, abstract arguments that
remain at the level of generalities cannot really illuminate the
evolution and diversity of the past. On the other hand, given
that any historical inquiry is inevitably bound to use modern
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concepts and vocabulary, comparisons with our own ways of
behaving and thinking today are sometimes drawn; but they
neither serve as points of reference nor provide a basis for value
judgments concerning the Greeks, either positive or negative.
Admittedly, it was tempting to establish parallels with the towns
of the later Middle Ages in the West, which have often been
compared to the Greek cities. But when analyzed, such compar-
isons proved unfruitful since, over and above a few similarities,
numerous differences remained. The Greek cities truly were
unique centers of life. Their economic activities and attitudes
therefore needed to be set within their own particular frame-
work and, as far as possible, interpreted in the light of analyses
produced by the Greeks themselves, always, of course, taking
into account their own particular points of view and the context
in which these were formed.

The pages that follow use both synchronic and diachronic
analyses. Chapter 1 describes both the constant and the evolv-
ing structural features that provided the framework for the
economy of the cities. The three chapters that follow are, in
traditional fashion, devoted to agriculture, craft industries,
and trade, respectively, and seek to identify the dominant char-
acteristics and major tendencies in each. This is, of course, an
artificial division, since the three domains were closely inter-
connected and all evolved together. Nevertheless, it does make
for clarity.

SOURCES

All studies of antiquity are bound to face the problem of lost
sources, first and foremost that of written documents.
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From Orality to Writing

At the dawn of the archaic period, the Greeks knew nothing of
writing. It is true that between the fifteenth and the twelfth cen-
tury b.c., the rulers of the Mycenaean palaces had used a syl-
labic system to make their inventories; but that technique was
later lost, and it was not until the eighth century (at the latest)
that the Greeks adapted an alphabet inspired by the Phoenicians
to write their own language. This appropriation may have taken
place within circles of merchants who were in contact with the
Near East, after which this new tool was diffused more widely
along the trading routes. However, the earliest texts preserved
from this period have nothing to do with the economy. In this
domain and others too, the habits of orality persisted for cen-
turies. Daily agricultural and crafts production and local barter-
ing transactions functioned well enough without writing. Even
where more far-flung trading was concerned, agreements and
contracts were effected orally, before witnesses, and in some
cases were backed by oaths. In this way they acquired legal
validity.

Furthermore, very few echoes of economic activities are to be
found in the literary sources. For the archaic period, we find
only scattered allusions in the various poetic works and in
Hesiod’s poem Works and Days, which evokes rural life in
Boeotia around 700 b.c. Fortunately, we possess from the classi-
cal period the two dialogues of Xenophon’s Oeconomicus and
also his Poroi, a short work devoted to Athenian finances in the
mid-fourth century. But while Greek intellectuals do thus
evoke and analyze a number of aspects of their economy, they
neither theorized about it nor studied its history. Hence, as for
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subsequent ones, we need to turn to many different kinds of
works: historical, geographical, philosophical, rhetorical, dra-
matic, medical, and botanical, works such as the Histories of
Herodotus and Polybius, the comedies of Aristophanes and
Menander, Plato’s Laws, Aristotle’s Politics, the speeches of the
Athenian orators, the essays of the Hippocratic writers,
Theophrastus, Plutarch, and so forth. These texts need to be
read with particularly critical attention, because in many cases
they reflect not reality itself but their authors’ own representa-
tions of it. Moreover, most of the texts from the classical period
come from Athens and so tell us little about other cities, the
smaller ones in particular.

All the same, writing must have become accepted relatively
early in economic circles, where particularly delicate or complex
operations were concerned, both among private individuals and
within the public administration. By bestowing a fixed and
durable form upon all kinds of documents (contracts, leases,
commercial agreements and credit notes, records of manumis-
sions, laws, regulations, accounts and inventories . . . ), writing
made it possible not only to create archives but also to produce
evidence in the event of disputes. A scene depicting the taking of
an inventory is represented on a Laconian cup dating from the
mid-sixth century b.c. It shows Arcesilaus, the king of Cyrene,
and eight of his staff engaged in weighing, recording, and stor-
ing (or loading on to a ship?) tubers of silphion (a local plant used
both as a medicament and as a condiment, which contributed to
Cyrene’s wealth). In Corcyra, around 500, acknowledgments of
debts were recorded by being engraved on lead tablets. We also
possess commercial correspondence, likewise inscribed on lead
tablets, from the late sixth (or possibly the fifth) century. By a
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few years later, anyone who, like Pericles, kept strict accounts
for his oikos (see below, p. 86) must have resorted to writing.
The same clearly applies to the incumbent administrations of
cities and sanctuaries and to banks, which produced trapezitika
grammata that are recorded in fourth-century Athenian sources.
In this same period, Aristotle (Politics 1338a15–17) noted the
usefulness of writing (ta grammata) not only for study and poli-
tics, but also in the business world (chr−ematismos) and in the run-
ning of a household (oikonomia). It was in Athens, precisely in a
commercial context, that the adoption of written contracts ( syn-
graphai) is attested in the second half of the fourth century, ini-
tially no doubt for business deals that involved large sums of
money and that were particularly risky: for example, the trans-
port of goods and loans on bottomry for ships engaged in distant
trading ventures, loans of money to wholesalers or shipowners,
particularly where maritime trading was involved. All the same,
writing did not eliminate the old custom of depending on wit-
nesses: their legal depositions continued to be valued, alongside
written contracts. In fact, a copy of the contract would some-
times be entrusted to one of the witnesses.

Most of the original texts have disappeared, as they were writ-
ten on perishable materials: wax or wooden tablets, rolls of
papyrus, or animal skins, none of which, clearly, have survived—
at any rate not in the world of the Greek cities. Fortunately
though, from the archaic and above all the classical periods
onward, the Greeks took to engraving copies of such documents
on durable materials such as stone or, sometimes, bronze, so that
they might be seen more widely and would last longer. The
public domain benefited from this more than the private did,
and the Hellenistic period is better represented by such sources
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than others. The most useful documents are the inventories and
accounts sheets from sanctuaries and cities, the agreements and
treaties between states, and the records of legislative and juridi-
cal measures relating to economic or fiscal matters: traces of
these have come down to us from the archaic period and above
all from the fifth century b.c. onward. We are thus in possession
of a considerable, albeit widely dispersed, harvest of documen-
tation, which continues to increase thanks to archaeological
excavations and chance discoveries. Texts such as these possess
two advantages over literary sources: they put us in direct con-
tact with the realities of the period and make it possible to break
away from Athenocentricity, since from the fifth century
onward, in particular, they originate in many other cities and
regions, some of them remote. All the same, they are not entirely
representative, for the choice of which texts to engrave was in
many cases influenced by their honorific or spectacular nature.
Routine, day-to-day documents, whether public or private, were
not necessarily accorded such privileged treatment.

Archaeology and Numismatics

Archaeology has won a new lease on life by embracing material
culture in its entirety and by diversifying its methods. To be
sure, excavations continue, and monumental remains, necrop-
olises, tools, weapons, and ceramics (in particular those bearing
pictorial representations), individual coins, and monetary
hoards all continue to shed light on the ancient Greek economy
and daily life. Now, however, attention is paid to all excavated
material, not just to selected decorated or inscribed objects.
Increasingly, terrains are carefully surveyed, aerial and satellite

Introduction / 11

Migeotte_Intro  7/15/09  10:35 AM  Page 11



photography are used, along with ecology, geography, and geol-
ogy, while models of spatial organization help researchers to
study populations, the organization of the rural world, the
layout and density of settlements, the positioning of units of pro-
duction such as metallurgical and ceramic kilns, routes of com-
munication, and the layout and size of certain infrastructures
such as ports and public squares, among others. Studies of the
countryside, in particular, have been positively revolutionized.
Underwater excavations now take place so that wrecks and their
cargoes can be studied. On top of all this, techniques are bor-
rowed from the exact sciences: the electromagnetic surveying of
sites, the dating of objects by carbon 14 or thermoluminescence,
the physicochemical analysis of pollens, seeds, and remains of
vegetation, and of geological formations. All are techniques that
can throw light upon agricultural life, the environment, and
foodstuffs. Studies of metals, ceramics, and marble sometimes
reveal the composition and origins of those materials; palae-
opathology (the study of skeletons and bones) yields information
about the health and age of the deceased and even, in the case of
women, the number of children they have borne. However, as in
the case of inscriptions, such evidence is not entirely unbi-
ased, since only nonperishable materials and objects have
survived: metal tools but not wooden ones, amphoras but not
their contents, the remains of workshops but not their equip-
ment, and so on.

Numismatics merits particular attention, by reason of the
abundance of material and the refinement of research methods.
Neutronically activated analyses, metrology applied to different
series of coins, and analyses of mints and their modes of stamp-
ing reveal with increasing precision the quality and provenance
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of the metals, the intensity and rhythms of minting, the degree
of dispersion of the minted coins, and the duration of their cir-
culation: all phenomena that are clearly linked to the economic
activities of both states and private individuals.

There is thus no shortage of new information. Some ceramic
and monetary series, such as stamped amphoras, can even pro-
vide the bases for statistical analyses or become the subject of
computerized studies. But overall, sources are still too rare, too
lacunose, and too dispersed. Attempts at quantification, always
popular in economic studies, in general remain impossible or
unreliable, although such drawbacks are less severe in the case
of the Hellenistic period. In the last analysis, the combination of
many types of sources does make it possible to arrive at satisfac-
tory generalizations, to qualify them to some extent, and not to
lend too much weight to the example provided by Athens.
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