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Moses Finley’s classic 1973 text, also entitled “The Ancient Economy”, argued that social embeddedness, and political and status issues, were such important characteristics of the Graeco-Roman world, that any quasi-modern economic analysis of the period was doomed to failure. His thesis went on to form the basis for the vast majority of academic debate and endeavour in the field thereafter. Thirty years on, this volume revisits Finley’s central argument, and other key tenets of his school, such as the very notion of an essentially homogenous Ancient Economy, the parasitic dependence of city on country, and the inherent lack of economic growth potential, and limited monetization. The book is comprised of a collection of articles, drawn mostly from the 1980s and 1990s, some of which had previously been relatively inaccessible, each of which is prefaced by a critical introduction by the editors. The editors have selected articles “with particular emphasis on what are commonly perceived to be the most important and controversial issues of ancient economic history”, whilst also attempting to “showcase different types of source material and interpretative strategies” (p4). 

Historians of economic thought are only too well aware that our studies of ancient reflections on matters economic must be professionally contextualized, by taking full account of prevalent socio-economic structures and processes. This being so, we make extensive use of the literature which analyses these structures and processes, and a familiarity with such material is an indispensable tool. What is often harder for us to achieve, however, is an up to date assessment of the relative merit of works within that literature, to have at our fingertips a strong understanding of the latest methodologies, theoretical trends, and empirical findings of studies into ancient economies. This is complicated by the fact that so many different disciplines contribute to our understanding of the ancient economy: archaeologists of many stripes, economic historians, anthropologists, papyrologists, numismologists, and scholars of classical literature. This volume helps to address this problem, by providing an excellent guide to the current state-of-the-art in scholarship pertaining to the ancient economy, encompassing works from many disciplines, many theoretical and methodological perspectives, and raising issues relating to a variety of times and loci in the ancient world. Ranging from the Roman provinces of North Africa and Egypt, to the cities and countryside of Rome and Athens, from the 6th century BC to the 6th century AD, this volume provides an excellent overview of the ancient world and its economies, in addition to dealing with its major theme, the relevance of Moses Finley’s contributions,  thirty years after the publication of his Ancient Economy.

Jean Andreau’s article (chapter two), available here in English for the first time, sets the broad methodological framework of the study of ancient economies. In particular, it identified the five main themes of the post-Finley debate as being: the unity of the ancient economy; its lack, or otherwise of market structures; the economy in the city-state; economic rationality; and the social status of agents of the economy. As with other contributors to the book, Andreau notes how scanty our information is in so many areas, and warns against the dangers of building too much on such shaky foundations. He sees promise for the future stemming largely from improvements in the supply of empirical data, including comparative work, which he hopes will allow for more rigorous analysis of the five main questions, all of which remain, to a greater or lesser degree, open. Many of the subsequent chapters of the book illustrate the methods which raised Andreau’s hopes a decade ago, when this article was first presented, and, indeed, much of the book is dedicated to the same five issues he cites.

Three of the books’ other chapters address the broader issues of the Finley debate head-on, beginning with Paul Cartledge’s literature review (chapter one). This chapter complements Andreau’s article in the sense of setting the general methodological and theoretical framework. Cartledge helpfully reminds us that we should not confuse the two main polarities between ancient economic historians. On the one hand, substantivists argue that the ancient economy was “  “. Formalists, by contrast, see in the ancient economy an independent and essentially rational sphere of activity. This is not be confused with the other division in the discipline, that between modernizers, who emphasise the importance of non-household economic activity, and primitivists, who argue that this was a tiny percentage of ancient economic activity, most of which was domestic in nature, and aimed at self-sufficiency. After reviewing contemporary methods and data sources, Cartledge concludes by summarizing what he sees as a “quintessentially classical Greek mixture…what we might want to call “economics”, together with war, civil war, politics…and – centrally, not accidentally – religion” (p32). 

The modernizers – primitivists divide is taken up by Scott Meikle (chapter eleven), who notes, with some exasperation, that the modernizers have thus far proved impervious to either conceptual or empirical arguments against their position. He argues that this may due to their insistence on seeing market transactions, which indeed existed in the ancient world, as being cognate with those of the last 400 years. One reason for this perception is their failure to recognize that prices, in the Graeco-Roman world, were determined by use value, and not by exchange value, since only a tiny fraction of goods were purchased for resale. The non-modern nature of ancient markets is also highlighted by their dependence on personalized and social relationships, and the extreme paucity of capital credit and labour markets. Meikle’s article provides a stern warning against the dangers of wholesale re-reading of the ancient world from the perspective of modern, and especially neo-classical, economic theory.

In the final chapter of the book, Richard Saller takes a somewhat different stance on this subject, returning to the original texts of Finley and Rostovtzeff (the archetypal modernizer), to point out that the divergence between them may not be as dramatic as later scholars have indicated. Focusing next, on the issue of imperial economic growth – so long a bone of contention between the two ‘schools’, Saller suggests that “rather than arguing about whether or not there was “significant” growth, without defining the adjective, we might imagine a gentle growth curve for the Roman Empire that …can accommodate a rise in the level of urbanization in the western Empire to a point commensurate with the Eastern provinces, and also an accompanying increase in trade” (p266).

Hitchner’s subject  (chapter 4) is also expansion and development in the Roman economy, taking olive production as the industry through which he carries out his analysis. He challenges the position of Finley and others that the nature of ancient economies, especially that of Rome, were not capable of economic rationality – and hence growth – given the socio-cultural and political constraints within which they operated. Using archaeological data from North Africa and Spain, Hitchner argues that extensive development in oleoculture, and in the scale and technology of olive-processing, can be shown to have occurred in response to the import demands of Rome and her army. This was conjoined with a concurrent increase in the building of cities in Roman Africa, with developments in related industries, such as potteries, and with the rise of a provincial elite, between the 1st and the 5th centuries. The economic growth spawned by development in oleoculture was further facilitated by the improved infrastructure which the Empire provided, including transportation, and security. Hitchner therefore challenges Finley’s thesis that Rome was not capable of generating economic growth, suggesting that, slow though economic development may have been in the African empire, it is nonetheless present, and is due in large part precisely to the markets, systems, and structures which the Roman Empire created.

The editors of the book note that there is an increasing trend for modern scholars of the ancient world to pay ever more attention to the periphery of the Roman empire, in the light of much new archaeological and textual evidence from, for example, Egypt and North Africa. Hitchner’s chapter provides one example of how such work can be utilized in an attempt to confront established views of the ancient economy, and the chapter by Basil Rathbone (Chapter Eight) is also a part of this debate. 

Rathbone takes issue with the thesis that Roman Egypt was substantially different from the rest of the Empire in its socio-economic norms, structures, and activities. Instead, he argues that: “there was a great regional diversity in the society and economy of the classical world in general, rather than a peculiar chasm between Egypt and the rest of that world, but that behind this general diversity there were also similar and at times even identical economic developments for which the Egyptian evidence provides a keyhole on a much wider panorama” (pp157-9). If this is so, then Egyptian sources are relevant and valuable aids to analysis of other ancient economies, and, according to Rathbone, certainly more so than analogies drawn from later “comparative” data. To demonstrate his argument, Rathbone highlights Egypt’s economic diversity - “the many and varied economic activities pursued contemporaneously by members of family units” (p 161) -, the monetization of even rural Egypt by the 1st Century AD, and the nature and extent of unfree labour. He notes that there is a wealth of Egyptian texts relating to trade in and using amphorae, which would permit a stronger picture to be built up of the relationship between archaeological amphorae finds and the trade patterns they represent. Such studies would then facilitate better extrapolations to be made from amphorae studies from outside Egypt, where such textual data is not available. He makes a parallel argument for usage of the extensive, if somewhat late, textual evidence about taxation in Egypt. 

The very interesting aspect of chapter 7 is the attempt to use quantitative data for economic analysis of ancient economies. Gary Reger makes use of substantial textual data derived from marble stelai  in the island of Delos in order to examine prices of imported goods there, in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. “Modernist” models of the ancient economy argue that broadly universal prices pertained across the Hellenistic and then Roman worlds, whereas as Finley and other  “primitivists” denied that any useful economic examination of such phenomena as prices for essential resources could be read back into the ancient world. Examining the prices for goods imported  from some distance- frankincense, perfume, papyrus and pitch – Reger builds on his earlier studies of price fluctuations for regionally-imported oil on Delos. He relates price changes to essentially local and regional phenomena, such as reduction in the demand of pitch when military naval activity tailed off after around 246 BC, as well as suggesting that oil prices are affected substantially by supply-side factors. Reger concludes by suggesting that, to test the impact of regional, universal and local factors upon prices, a comparison of his data from Delos with figures for the same period, from elsewhere in the Hellenistic world, will be required.

Another view of Ancient Greece is provided by Leslie Kurke’s work on the symbolism of money (chapter five), where she analyses textual material so as to examine the cultural representation and significance of coinage in the 6th and early 5th century Athens. Kurke argues that coinage was one of the disputed cultural artifacts in the ideological battle between the (gift-giving) elite power structures, and the “middling” position which licensed power and authority as embodied in the city itself. By sanctioning the economic legitimacy of the city itself, over the privileged non-market transactions of the elite, coinage carried important socio-cultural and political implications. Kurke uses the example of Themistocles, and the pejorative stories about him in Herodotus, to illustrate and explain this argument. Themistocles, by his involvement in substantial public works, and especially, in the conversion of Athens from a land to a sea power, was, indeed, a pivotal figure in the move that saw money – and especially public expenditure - become public power. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that he became a symbolic figure, and that the stories told about him, ascribing dishonour and corruption to him, can be seen as part of a public discourse wherein “new developments in the use of money in the public sphere can be challenged and debated” (p109). This chapter can also be seen as an example of the influence of economic phenomena on ethical and thus philosophical perceptions.

The issues of cash, public expenditure and the city are also raised in Chapter Six, by Robin Osborne. Osborne presents a new perspective on the relationship between the city and its surrounding countryside, using ancient Athens as his example. Traditional discussions of the relationship between ancient rural and urban communities have tended to follow Finley in seeing the city as essentially a non-productive centre of consumption, rather parasitic upon the productive countryside. Osborne argues that this approach does not adequately recognize the interdependency and reflexivity of the relationship, nor does it pay sufficient attention to the impact of socio-political demands upon matters economic. 

“It is not simply that landowning was a socio-political act in the Greek city, but that the socio-political forces actually competed with the more purely economic forces” (p116).

Osborne, using detailed data from a lawsuit, demonstrates that in spite of substantial cash earnings, the defendant in the case (Phainippos) has borrowed substantial sums of money. The plaintiff in the case also exhibits a high need for cash, and Osborne argues that this evidence demonstrates the significant, on-going cash demands placed on wealthy Athenians. This cash was required to pay for liturgies, eisphora, trierachies, and other public works, as well as for philanthropy. Landowners thus needed to generate cash from the city market, so as to meet their socio-political obligations. Osborne concludes that quite high liquidity and monetization would also have been required to maintain the flows of cash upon which the socio-political structures of Athens were based, so that the overall picture is of a complex, reciprocal set of relationships between city and countryside, with the landowning citizens at the center of exchanges, both as producers, and as funders of the city-system itself, as consumers, one might say, of civilization.

Other chapters which deal with agricultural economics include those by Paul Halstead (cp 3), Robert Bruce Hitchner (cp 4), Panella and Tcherina (cp 9). Halstead tackles the question of how reasonable it is to draw wide scale conclusions about ancient agriculture on the basis of contemporary “traditional” farming methods. In particular, he argues that the transhumance associated with traditional societies is a much later phenomenon, dependent upon the man-made creation of mountain pastures, and only required by large-scale livestock husbandry. Halstead also questions whether the bare fallowing used by many traditional societies, especially those with farmers resident at some remove from quite large land-holdings, can be seen as a hallmark of ancient Mediterranean agriculture. Halstead argues that, for the smaller farmers in particular, an alternative (or complementary) model of ancient agriculture can be developed, very different from the “traditional” model derived by analogy from comparative, contemporary data. In this intensive agricultural model, “with dispersed settlements and closer plots, herding at the household level would be more practicable” and would also support “more complex rotation schemes”, especially given access to year-round manure from locally-grazed herds. Halstead concludes that comparative techniques should be used with care, to raise questions about the contexts and rationales behind agricultural practices, rather than as a tool for generating reductionist models which minimize the complexity and divergence of ancient agriculture.  

If one current trend amongst ancient historians is to treat with the provinces on their own terms, another is to give due weight to Roman Italy as an economic entity in its own right, and not simply as the central element in the imperial system. Panella and Tcherina (Chapter Nine) present an overview of the evidence provided by amphorae about trade in liquid goods (wine and oil) in Italy from 50 BC to 600 AD. As was the case in Reger’s work, this chapter also uses data analysis from amphora studies which  continue to provide us information concerning  trade routes, and trade patterns, in the ancient world. This chapter is an excellent illustration of the methods used in such work, the level of detail which we can expect such methods to deliver, and the interpretational constraints which necessarily leave many important issues unresolved. Focusing mainly on wine, Panella and Tcherina map the increases and decreases in wine amphorae in comparison to wine amphorae from imperial province, as a percentage of total amphorae, and by Italian region. They then overlay this data onto what is known of socio-economic conditions of the time, incorporating into their story inter alia the increase in imperial imports, viniculture trends at a regional level within Italy, the destruction of Pompeii’s vineyards, and the move to casks for wine transportation at the beginning of the third century. In particular, their detailed work on the workings of the wine trade within Italy lead them to remind us that “consideration of the changes in Italy’s internal equilibrium, and their causes, would today prove a more fruitful task, and one more likely to give an account of the economic history of the heart of the Empire, than continuing to make overall comparisons between Italy and the provinces” (p 187). 

By contrast, Keith Hopkins (chapter 10), attempts to create a model of the entire economy of the Roman Empire, building on his well-known earlier work in the field. Hopkins, at once one of the most influential and one of the most controversial scholars of the ancient economy, is a strong defender for the need for abstract models, even if lack of detailed evidence means that these will be largely deductive. In this sense, this chapter will be among the more interesting ones for a modern theoretical economist. His methodological arguments are a valuable contribution to debate, and the “Welsh dwarf gambit” is a special treasure
. Hopkins chapter goes on to present a model of the Roman economy which attempts to explain relationships between the empire’s population, tax income, average agricultural yields, and gross product. After reviewing criticisms of an earlier (1980) articulation of his model, Hopkins proposes a somewhat revised version, which, essentially, maintains that 

“the Roman economy was integrated, as a by-product of the central tax-raising power of the Roman government and the purchasing capacity of the elite, who were concentrate during the first two centuries AD in the city of Rome. A high proportion of imperial and aristocratic income was spent in Rome. So the city of Rome served as the main motor of economic integration…All that said, the greatest part of the Roman economy remained local and circumscribed” (pp228-229).

We hope that our summary of this volume has done justice to the range, quality and interest of the material covered. Minor quibbles include the (almost complete) absence of the topic of slavery from the book, due to a dedicated forthcoming book in the same series (Edinburgh Readings on the Ancient World). Sequence…..???? The book is replete with maps, glossary, and a full list of abbreviations, which are perhaps somewhat superfluous given the fairly sophisticated level of probable readers. 

One can caricaturise Finley’s main thesis as being that the socio-cultural and political nature of the ancient world constrained economic decision-making to such an extent that it is simply invalid to analyse ancient economic thought and practice using any of our modern methodological tools. The authors and editors of this book take Finley and his followers to task on many fronts, from assumptions about agriculture, to comparative methodology, and from the reality of Roman provincial economic growth to the relationship between city and countryside. The consensus of their views appears to coincide with that of the editors: “Finley’s questions, stimulating though they are, can only take us so far” (p3). What is also clear from their writings, however, is that the relationship between the social, the political and the economic was a determining factor of ancient life. The authors’ disagreement with Finley and his school seems therefore to be rather that this embeddedness of the economic in the social does not de facto create a prohibition on scholarship into the ancient economy.

Indeed, studies of modern economies, at micro as well as macro level, are increasingly recognizing that in today’s world as well, socio-cultural and political systems impinge dramatically upon economic decision making. For example, there is a growing recognition that clans, or networks of economic actors, provide a third exchange mechanism, alongside markets and organizations (Powell…). Bounded rationality, and the social embeddedness of economic agents are also well-established factors in modern economic studies (see for instance Hargreaves Heap et al, 1992). Thus we can argue that, whether we are examining the ancient or modern economic systems, and the thinking that surrounds them, a thorough understanding of broader socio-cultural contextualization is essential. This point is admirably exemplified within the volume under review, and for that, as well as for the breadth and depth of its contents, and the methodological insights it provides, we owe editors and authors a substantial vote of thanks.
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Powel…..

� It does not disproof the theory that, “in general, height and weight, education and income correlate highly, and for particular reasons”, if several counter-exemplars, in the form of “thin undereducated millionaire Welsh dwarfs” are produced (p195).
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