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Ancient Greek Economic Thought

• Even before the archaic and classical period 
we have documents concerning economic 
issues

• During the Mycenean period (17th-13th c. BCE) 
we have clay tablets recording economic 
activity

• These tablets do not constitute economic 
thought
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Ancient Economic Thought

Sumerian was the last and most ancient 
language to be deciphered. Sale of a 
number of fields, probably from Isin, c. 
2600 BC.

Pre-cuneiform tags, with 
drawing of goat or sheep 
and number (probably 
"10"), Al-Hasakah, 3300–
3100 BCE, Uruk culture
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Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Mycenae: Clay tablet of linear B. 1250 BCE.
National Archaeological Museum, Athens. #7671
Refers to a quantity of wool to be dyed. 

Linear B logograms referring to objects of economic 
importance

http://www.ancientscripts.com/linearb.html



Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Hesiod (c. 750-650 BCE)
Bust at the British Museum

Work and Days, Basel edition 1539, Michael Isingrin
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Strife is not perfect competition



Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Aristophanes (c. 446 – 386 BCE)
Bust Musei Capitolini, Rome

Aristophanes Nine Comedies, Venice 1498, Aldus Manutius, Marcus 
Mousouros edition. [Frogs]





Gresham’s Law "Bad money drives out good"

Sir Thomas Gresham the Elder (c. 1519–1579) 





Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Plato (427–347 BCE)
Statue by Leonidas Drossis

Academy of Athens
The Complete Works of Plato 

by Henricus Stephanus (Henri Estienne), Geneva1578. 



Lack of self sufficiency creates 
the need for the state



Start from scratch: 
Food, shelter, clothes, shoes



No waste of time: 
One task each



Tools for the job made 
by somebody else



No state self-sufficient
Surplus. Need for merchants



Markets and currency Contempt for wage-earners



Possibility of a simple living 
with no luxuries



We can have simple luxuries, but we are not pigs. We need not a healthy 
but an inflamed state



States must become bigger to 
accommodate for demands for more 
luxuries



We then outgrow our needs, and 
we must take our neighbours’ 
land. Need for professional army



Warfare is a specialized 
business



Guardians must be fit to guard the state



Need to train them in order not 
to have problems
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Myth of the metals
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Xenophon (430 – 344 BCE)

• Cyropaedia
• Oeconomicus
• Ways and means



Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Xenophon (430 – 344 BCE)
Bibliotheca Alexandrina 

Museum, Aegypt

First edition of complete works 
     Boninus, Giunta, Florence 1516. 

Latin edition of complete 
works
Andreas Cratander, Basel, 
1534



Ancient Greek Economic Thought

Joint edition of 
economic works by 

Aristotle and Xenophon 
in Latin, Paris, 1564 

Xenophon, 
Cyropaedia, Aalst, 

Belgium, 1527 

Doctoral dissertation on 
Ways and Means, 
Utrecht, 1851



The division of labour is limited by the extent of the market



Cyropaedia, 1.3.16-17  Not Pareto optimum
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Xenophon (430 – 344 BCE)

• Oeconomicus

S. B. Pomeroy, Xenophon, Oeconomicus. A 
Social and Historical Commentary, Oxford 
Clarendon Press, 1994.

Latin translation, Paris1506
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Xenophon (430 – 344 BCE)

German edition, Hamburg, 1734



Object of economic art
A manager can work for others
A manager increases wealth



Possessions only useful things



You can always sell them for something useful. But you have to know how to use money



Wealth is anything you can use to your benefit



There are vicious rulers that can destroy you



Recap



Best economic activity is farming



Ischomachus is a gentleman, but 
Socrates finds him at the 
marketplace



Ischomachus’ wife is managing the estate. He married her when she 
was 14-15 years old and taught her economics
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But eventually all tasks have been assigned to a female housekeeper
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Aristotle (384 – 322 BCE)





Raffaello Sanzio, School of Athens (Cognitio
Causarum), 1509

Stanza della Segnatura, Palazzi Pontifici, 
Vatican



Stanza della Segnatura
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Aristotle (384 – 322 BCE)
• Nicomachean Ethics

• Politics

• Oeconomica (ps.-Aristotelian)

The Erasmus edition, Basel 16th c.

The canonical 
edition of the 
complete works 
by Immanuel 
Bekker, Berlin, G. 
Reimer 1831





Corpus Aristotelicum



Joint edition of 
“economic” books 
by Aristotle and 
Xenophon in Latin, 
Paris 1564







The state is the supreme partnership 
and aims at the supreme good. 
Not similar to a household



Method of investigation: examine 
the composite to its individual 
elements. By nature, male and 
female, natural master and natural 
slave. Things are made for a 
specific purpose.





• Self-sufficiency the goal of a state.
• State made for life, it exists for the 

good life
• Man by nature a political animal



• State made of households, so we must discuss 
household management (economics)

• Three minimum pairs:
1. Master and slave=>mastership
2. Husband and wife=>relationship of marriage
3. Father and children=>progenitive



Is mastership a science, or is 
slavery contrary to nature?
We must discuss the nature of 
tools. Some tools are inanimate, 
other have soul



If we had “robots” we would not 
need slaves
Poiesis (production) vs. Praxis
(action)











The art of mastering slaves is one of 
no particular importance or dignity

Is the art of getting wealth the 
same as household management? chrematistics vs economics



Wealth-getting is not economics, but is it 
part of economics or a different science? 
But acquisition of goods is of many kinds. 
Farming part of economics



Different types of economic life: nomadic, 
farming, brigandage, fishing, hunting and 
mixing them, not by barter or trade



“dual use”: 
value in use
value in exchange
Wealth-getting has no limit

Ktetike vs chrematistike

Acquisition for self-sufficiency and 
good life has a limit



Originally trade between people is by 
nature if it is done to replenish 
natural self-sufficiency



Creation of money. Readily portable. 
Metals. Size and weight, then stamp.
Initially currency in simple form. 
Chrematistics related to money. At 
times money is a convention.



If there is a limit (end) then it is by 
nature
M-E-M’





Natural business subsidiary to 
economics



Metabletike (the art of exchange) 
justly discredited, especially usury, 
for money has not been created to 
make more money but to facilitate 
exchange  



Three types of the art of exchange
1. Commerce

I. Shipping
II. Transport by land
III. Retailing

2. Money lending
3. Labour for hire 

Risk-return 
trade-off



It is boring to provide details. There 
are management textbooks for that.
Thales of Miletus cornering the 
market (Monopoly)



Wealth-getting through monopoly





Types of property:
1. All in common
2. Nothing in common
3. Some things in common and others 

not



Having all property and wives in 
common not practical: it would 
make the state into a family





Communism not practical



Aristotle. Opera [graece], 2 vol. in 1, 
Erasmus' monumental edition of Aristotle, 
the first complete Opera in Greek, Basel, 
Johann Bebel, 1531.
First page of Nicomachean Ethics





Guilielmo Du Val, Aristotelis Opera Omnia 
quae extant, graece & latine, veterum ac
recentiorum interpretum, Lutetiae
Parisiorum (Paris), Typis Regiis, apud 
Societatem Graecarum Editionum, 1629.

A copy of this edition was in Adam 
Smith’s Library



https://books.google.gr/books?id=IcYUAAAAQAAJ

https://books.google.gr/books?id=IcYUAAAAQAAJ


• Distributive Justice
• Corrective Justice

• voluntary
• involuntary

• furtive
• violent



Distributive Justice is proportional
Four terms at least
Assignment by desert
Criterion of assignment different

• Democrats Free birth
• Oligarchic Wealth
• Aristocratic Birth



α/β=γ/δ



Distributive Justice: 
geometrical proportion



Corrective Justice: 
arithmetical proportion





Reciprocity



Reciprocity not always justice. It 
applies only in the interchange of 
services. It is the bond of states



Diagonal conjunction

builder shoemaker

house shoe



Money functions as a common 
measure to make things 
comparable



Need (chreia) is the common 
measure that holds everything 
together





1818-1883
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Ancient Greek & Roman 
Economic Thought

• Epicurus (341-270 BCE)
• Stoics 

• Zeno of Citium(334-262 BCE)

• Chrysippus of Soli (279-206 BCE)

• Cicero (106-43 BCE)

• Seneca (4 BCE-65 CE)

• Epictetus (50-135 CE)

• Marcus Aurelius(121-180 CE)

Roman bust of 
Epicurus
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Romans on agriculture
• For the Roman agronomists e.g., Cato, Varro, Columela, Palladius, See in 

French Les agronomes latins : Caton, Varron, Columelle, Palladius: avec la 
traduction en français / publiés sous la direction de M. Nisard, (1864). 
Marcus Terentius Varro, On Agriculture and Marcus Porcius Cato, On 
Agriculture from the website of Bill Thayer who also has them in the Latin 
original. For the Latin texts see the anthology Scriptores rei rusticae veteres
Latini Cato, Varro, Columella, Palladius. Quibus nunc accedit Vegetius de 
mulo-medicina et Gargilii Martialis fragmentum. Adiectae notae et lexicon 
rei rusticae curante I.M. Gesnero (1735) or the Internet Archive in general. 
Gargilius Martialis, Quintus; Vegetius Renatus, Flavius; Cato, Marcus 
Porcius, 234-149 B.C; Columella, Lucius Junius Moderatus; Palladius, 
Rutilius Taurus Aemilianus; Varro, Marcus Terentius. Rerum rusticarum

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k2820632
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Varro/de_Re_Rustica/1*.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cato/De_Agricultura/A*.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cato/De_Agricultura/A*.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/home.html
https://archive.org/details/b30550087_0001/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/b30550087_0001/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Gargilius+Martialis%2C+Quintus%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Vegetius+Renatus%2C+Flavius%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Cato%2C+Marcus+Porcius%2C+234-149+B.C%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Cato%2C+Marcus+Porcius%2C+234-149+B.C%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Columella%2C+Lucius+Junius+Moderatus%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Palladius%2C+Rutilius+Taurus+Aemilianus%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Palladius%2C+Rutilius+Taurus+Aemilianus%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Varro%2C+Marcus+Terentius.+Rerum+rusticarum%22
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The Great Gap

• Joseph A. Schumpeter “The Great Gap”
• Islamic Economic Thought
• Economic Thought in Byzantium
M. Yassine Essid, “Islamic Economic Thought”, In S. Todd Lowry (ed.), Pre-Classical Economic 
Thought: From the Greeks to the Scottish Enlightenment, [Series: Recent Economic Thought, Vol. 
10], Springer 1987.

Angeliki E. Laiou, “Economic Thought and Ideology”, in: eadem (ed.), The Economic History of 
Byzantium: From the Seventh through the Fifteenth Century, Dumbarton Oaks, 2007 [online: 
http://www.doaks.org/resources/publications/doaks-online-publications/economic-history-of-
byzantium]

http://www.doaks.org/resources/publications/doaks-online-publications/economic-history-of-byzantium
http://www.doaks.org/resources/publications/doaks-online-publications/economic-history-of-byzantium


Ancient Greek and Scholastic 
Economic Thought

Scholastic Economic Thought
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Scholastic Economic Thought

• 13th – 16th c.
• Roman Catholic Theologians
• Thought based on the

– Bible

– Fathers of the Church

– Roman Law

– Aristotle



Laurentius de Voltolina: Liber ethicorum des Henricus de 
Allemania. Henricus de Allemania (1245-1340) and his 
students. Bologna School. Painting on parchment, 2nd half of 
14th c. 
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Albertus Magnus (1193/1206 –1280)

differentia secundum labores et expensae

opus diximus esse usum vel utilitatem vel 
indigentiam

Value according to labour and expenses

Value according to utility and need
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St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

The Triumph of St. 
Thomas Aquinas: 
Aristotle on his 
right, Plato on his 
left. 
At his feet, the 
great Arab 
philosopher 
Averroes



http://cartelen.louvre.fr/cartelen/visite?srv=ca
r_not_frame&idNotice=1203

Benozzo di Lese di Sandro, dit GOZZOLI
Florence, vers 1420/1422 - Pistoia, 1497

Le Triomphe de saint Thomas d'Aquin 
Vers 1470 - 1475 
H. : 2,30 m. ; L. : 1,02 m.

Benozzo Gozzoli, The Triumph of St. 
Thomas Aquinas (1470-5)
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St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

• Summa theologica
• Sententiae libri Ethicorum
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Just price: iustum praetium
Social hierarchy or competitive price?

Labor & Expensae
Bonitas intrinseca
Virtuositas
Raritas
Utilitas
Complacibilitas

Usury (lending at interest): 
Usura

Acceptable reasons for taking 
interest
Damnum emergens
Lucrum cessans
Stipendium laboris
Periculum sortis
Ratio incertitudinis

Scholastic Economic Thought

Inter-esse

res tantum valet quantum 
vendi potest, sed 
communiter
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Hugo von Langenstein 13th c.



Scholastic Economic Thought

Chapter 16.— Of the Ranks and Differences of the Creatures, Estimated by Their Utility, or According to the 
Natural Gradations of Being.

For, among those beings which exist, and which are not of God the Creator's essence, those which have life are 
ranked above those which have none; those that have the power of generation, or even of desiring, above those 
which want this faculty. And, among things that have life, the sentient are higher than those which have no 
sensation, as animals are ranked above trees. And, among the sentient, the intelligent are above those that have 
not intelligence, — men, e.g., above cattle. And, among the intelligent, the immortal such as the angels, above 
the mortal, such as men. These are the gradations according to the order of nature; but according to the utility 
each man finds in a thing, there are various standards of value, so that it comes to pass that we prefer some 
things that have no sensation to some sentient beings. And so strong is this preference, that, had we the power, 
we would abolish the latter from natur altogether, whether in ignorance of the place they hold in nature, or, 
though we know it, sacrificing them to our own convenience. Who, e.g., would not rather have bread in his 
house than mice, gold than fleas? But there is little to wonder at in this, seeing that even when valued by men 
themselves (whose nature is certainly of the highest dignity), more is often given for a horse than for a slave, for 
a jewel than for a maid. Thus, the reason of one contemplating nature prompts very different judgments from 
those dictated by the necessity of the needy, or the desire of the voluptuous; for the former considers what 
value a thing in itself has in the scale of creation, while necessity considers how it meets its need; reason looks 
for what the mental light will judge to be true, while pleasure looks for what pleasantly titillates the bodily sense. 
But of such consequence in rational natures is the weight, so to speak, of will and of love, that though in the 
order of nature angels rank above men, yet, by the scale of justice, good men are of greater value than bad 
angels.

St. Augustine, De Civitate Dei, lib. XI, cap. XVI



[XVI] In his enim, quae quoquo modo sunt et non sunt quod Deus est a quo facta sunt, praeponuntur
uiuentia non uiuentibus, sicut ea, quae habent uim gignendi uel etiam appetendi, his, quae isto motu
carent; et in his, quae uiuunt, praeponuntur sentientia non sentientibus, sicut arboribus animalia; et in
his, quae sentiunt, praeponuntur intellegentia non intellegentibus, sicut homines pecoribus; et in his,
quae intellegunt, praeponuntur inmortalia mortalibus, sicut angeli hominibus. Sed ista praeponuntur
naturae ordine; est autem alius atque alius pro suo cuiusque usu aestimationis modus, quo fit, ut
quaedam sensu carentia quibusdam sentientibus praeponamus, in tantum, ut si potestas esset ea
prorsus de natura rerum auferre uellemus, siue quem in ea locum habeant ignorantes, siue etiamsi
sciamus nostris ea commodis postponentes. Quis enim non domui suae panem habere quam mures,
nummos quam pulices malit? Sed quid mirum, cum in ipsorum etiam hominum aestimatione, quorum
certe natura tantae est dignitatis, plerumque carius comparetur equus quam seruus, gemma quam
famula? Ita libertate iudicandi plurimum distat ratio considerantis a necessitate indigentis seu uoluptate
cupientis, cum ista quid per se ipsum in rerum gradibus pendat, necessitas autem quid propter quid
expetat cogitat, et ista quid uerum luci mentis appareat, uoluptas uero quid iucundum corporis sensibus
blandiatur spectat. Sed tantum ualet in naturis rationalibus quoddam ueluti pondus uoluntatis et
amoris, ut, cum ordine naturae angeli hominibus, tamen lege iustitiae boni homines malis angelis
praeferantur.



Petrus Olivi (1248-1298)
San Bernardino da Siena (1380-1444)
Sant'Antonino da Firenze
(1389-1459)

Scholastic Economic Thought

San Bernardino da Siena Sant'Antonino da Firenze



Salamanca School

Scholastic Economic Thought

Martín de Azpilcueta (1493–1586)
Doctor Navarrus

Luis de Molina 
(1535–1600)



Salamanca School

Scholastic Economic Thought

Diego de Covarrubias y Leiva 
(1512-1577) 

Portrait by El Greco
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Salamanca School

Scholastic Economic Thought

Those who measure the just price by the labor, costs, and risk incurred by 
the person who deals in the merchandise or produces it, or by the cost of 
transport or the expense of traveling … or by what he has to pay the factors 
for their industry, risk, and labor, are greatly in error, and still more so are 
those who allow a certain profit of a fifth or a tenth. For the just price arises 
from the abundance or scarcity of goods, merchants, and money … and not 
from costs, labor, and risk. If we had to consider labor and risk in order to 
assess the just price, no merchant would ever suffer loss, nor would 
abundance or scarcity of goods and money enter into the question. Prices 
are not commonly fixed on the basis of costs. Why should a bale of linen 
brought overland from Brittany at great expense be worth more than one 
which is transported cheaply by sea? … Why should a book written out by 
hand be worth more than one which is printed, when the latter is better 
though it costs less to produce? … The just price is found not by counting the 
cost but by the common estimation. Luis Saravía de la Calle 1544
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End of Lecture
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