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Study of the Ancient 
Economy – Models 

and Theoretical 
Debates 



 Gift-giving, redistribution, and free market 
exchange – Karl Polanyi.  
 

 Theoretical debates:  

     - Substantivism – economy as socially embedded.  
 

     - Formalism - rationality and utility.  
 

     - Primitivism – fundamentally different economy.  
 

     - Modernism - indications of sophisticated 
practices and economic rationality.  



 Economic growth can be caused either by an increase 
in population size or by an increase in productivity.  
 

 Population static, productivity increases, 
 Due to techniques/technology, 

 Due to longer working hours. 
 

 Productivity static, population increases. 
 

 A combination of increased population and 
productivity. 

 

 Malthusian Trap – growth limited by subsistence.  

 



Autarky /  
Autonomy 

Specialisation 
and 
interdependence 

“In the lives of men too there is a great difference. The laziest are 
shepherds, who lead an idle life, and get their subsistence without trouble 
from tame animals; their flocks having to wander from place to place in 
search of pasture, they are compelled to follow them, cultivating a sort of 
living farm. Others support themselves by hunting, which is of different 
kinds. Some, for example, are brigands, others, who dwell near lakes or 
marshes or rivers or a sea in which there are fish, are fishermen, and others 
live by the pursuit of birds or wild beasts. The greater number obtain a 
living from the cultivated fruits of the soil. Such are the modes of 
subsistence which prevail among those whose industry springs up of itself, 
and whose food is not acquired by exchange and retail trade- there is the 
shepherd, the husbandman, the brigand, the fisherman, the hunter.” – 
Aristotle Politics 1.8.  



“We take pleasure in perfumes and purple garments, but we 
regard dyers and perfumers as men unworthy to be free 
and as mean artisans. Antisthenes was therefore quite right 
in saying, when he was told that Ismenias was an excellent 
flute-player, „He is good for nothing, for he would not 
otherwise be such a good flute-player‟. Similarly, Philip, 
when his son was playing the cithara at a banquet with 
much charm and skill, asked him: „Are you not ashamed to 
play so well?‟ The point of this is that it is enough for a 
king to listen in his leisure time to others playing the 
cithara and he does sufficient honour to the Muses if he 
attends as a spectator competitions which involve others.... 
No young man of good birth having seen the Zeus of Pisa 
or the Hera of Argos desired to become Pheidias or 
Polycleitus, nor Anacreon, Philemon or Archilochus for 
having been delighted with their poems. A work may 
delight us with its charm, but there is no need to regard its 
creator with admiration.” - Plutarch Pericles 1.4-2.1. 



 

 

Athenian Agriculture 



 Farmers normally produce a surplus,  
 They aim to survive the worst year, but most years are 

average or better, so there is a surplus. 
 

 Grain ration 1:3? 
 

 Surplus can be spent on a party/festival, given to 
friends, or sold to strangers. 
 

 No-one gives up a farm to do something else 
unless they are confident that they will be able to 
buy surplus food for whole year, 
 Non-food producers live near a food market, 
 Craftsmen/service sections of market emerge when 

there is a secure food market. 
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 Little of lots 
 Few fields growing a variety 

of crops 

 Some fruit trees 

 Some animals 

 Little technology 

 Little surplus. 
 

 The animals are walked down to 
pasture daily. 
 

 Division of plots – no 
primogeniture – advantageous 
due to weather patterns? 

 

 



 Were slaves widely used in farming? 
 

 Horos inscriptions – craft-slaves given as security 
on a loan, slaves given as security with land. 
 

 Stele recording manumitted slaves - IG 22 1554, 
1556, 1557, 1558, 1559 – mostly mentions craft-
slaves - 11 out of 85 are referred to as georgoi  
and two more as vinedressers (15% of total). 
 

 Xenophon Oeconomicus.  

 

 



 

 

Manufacturing 



 There were over 100 slaves in Lysias and his brother‟s 
shield workshop (Lysias 12.8, 19). 
 

 Pasion‟s shield workshop – numbers unknown 
(Demosthenes 36.11). 
 

 32 or 33 in Demosthenes‟ blade workshop; 20 making 
couches (Demosthenes 27.9). 
 

 9 or 10 in Timarkhos‟ leather workshop (Aischines 
1.97). 
 

 These are the largest four manufacturing 
establishments known from Classical Greece. 
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“His father left him a fortune which another man 
would have found sufficient for the service of the 
state also. But Timarchus was not able even to 
preserve it for himself. There was a house south of 
the Acropolis, a suburban estate at Sphettus, 
another piece of land at Alopeke, and besides there 
were nine or ten slaves who were skilled 
shoemakers, each of whom paid him a fee of two 
obols a day, and the superintendent of the shop 
three obols. Besides these there was a woman 
skilled in flax-working, who produced fine goods 
for the market, and there was a man skilled in 
embroidery. Certain men also owed him money, 
and there were house furnishings.” - Aischines 
Against Timarchos 97. 



 Normal scale was a single self-employed worker, 
with or without a slave assistant (Aristotle Pol. 
1260; Lysias 24). 
 

 Make to order (not make and display/ store). 
 

 Customer often supplied the raw material and the 
artisan was paid for his/her work on it, 

 E.g. customer provides lump of metal, goldsmith 
fashions it into wreath - (Archimedes and the 
eureka story). 
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Laurium Silver Mines 
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 Athens was blessed with a 
polymetallic region very 
rich in lead-silver and 
copper ores; 

 c. 150 sq. miles, south-east 
corner of Attic peninsula 

 Mindat.org lists 433 
different minerals found in 
this region. 

 Main silver ores were galena 
(PbS) and cerrusite (PbCO3). 



“There are ten poletai, one appointed by 
lot from each tribe. They lease out all 
the leasing and sell the mines and 
taxes… in the presence of the boule. 
And they ratify the granting of the 
mines to whoever the boule selects, 
both those ready to be worked which 
have been sold for three years, and 
those which have been given up and 
sold for ten years.” – Aristotle 
Athenian Constitution 47.2. 



 

“They [the Athenian‟s] 
were deprived of the 
whole area of their 
country; more than 
20,000 slaves, the 
majority of whom were 
skilled workers, 
deserted…” – 
Thucydides 7.27. 
(Spartan occupation of 
Decelea). 



 Ergasterion – 
workshop. 
 

 Need to wash ores. 
 

 Need to smelt ores. 
 

 On average, c. 16 kg 
material removed per 
4 gr. silver (+ 2 kg 
lead) produced. 

 

 



 

 

Other Industries 



Pentelic 
marble 

Hymettian honey 

Laurion silver 

Charcoal 



Some sites are invisible (or 
nearly so) archaeologically, 
e.g. Akharnai, the biggest 
deme by far (Bouletic Quota = 
22; contributed 3000 hoplites 
to the army, Thuc. 2.20), 
famous for charcoal 
production.  It is not yet 
located on the ground though 
the general area is clear. 
 

Aristophanes used the 
Akharnians to represent hard 
warlike country men in 
contrast to soft city types. 
Charcoal-burners risked self-
cremation in the course of 
their daily work. 



 Some made for export 
– clear Etruscan 
themes. 
 

 Many classical 
themes. 

• Large numbers of Attic vases found 
in Eturia (North Italy). 
•Found in chamber tombs where they 
were carefully deposited.  





 Prestige object of 
Etruscans. 
 

 Value for Athenians? – 
wealthy probably used 
silverware as prestige 
objects. 
 

 Pottery as a return cargo 
– grain trade? 
 

 Not feasible to be 
transported as sole cargo. 



 Osborne, R. (2001) „Why did Athenian Pots 
Appeal to the Etruscans‟, World Archaeology  33 
(2): 277-295. 

 

 Hong et al (1994) „Greenland Ice Evidence of 
Hemispheric Lead Pollution Two Millennia 
Ago by Greek and Roman Civilizations‟, 
Science 265 (5180): 1841-1843. 


