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PREFACE





The need of a reinterpretation of Greek economic theory in
the light of our modern humanitarian economy is presented in the
introduction to this work. If this volume may, in some degree, meet
such a need, by awakening the classicist to the existence of
important phases of Greek thought with which he is too unfamiliar,
and by reminding the economist of the many vital points of contact
between Greek and modern economy, our labor will have been amply
repaid. There are doubtless errors both in citations and in
judgment which will not escape the critic’s eye. We trust, however,
that the work is, on the whole, a fair representation of the
thought of the Greeks in this important field. In the course of our
study, we have naturally been obliged to make constant reference to
the actual economic environment of the Greeks, as a proper
background for their theories. It is therefore our purpose to
publish, at some future date, a general history of economic
conditions in Greece, which may serve as a companion to this
volume.



We gladly take this opportunity to express our gratitude to
Professor Paul Shorey, of the University of Chicago, for his
suggestion of the subject of this work, as also for his many
helpful criticisms and suggestions during the course of its
preparation.























CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION





For a complete list of scholars who have devoted more or less
attention to the economic ideas of Greek thinkers, the reader is
referred to the bibliography at the conclusion of this work. On the
surface, the list appears to be reasonably extensive. It will be
observed, however, that the majority of the works are not of recent
date; that many of them deal largely with the practical phase of
economics; that most of the larger works on economic history treat
Greek economic and social theory in a merely incidental manner, and
that nearly all are written from the general standpoint of the
economist rather than with the more detailed analysis of the
classicist. The work of Souchon, the most extensive, careful, and
satisfactory discussion of the subject, is no exception to this
latter rule, and since his standpoint is too exclusively that of
the older English economists, his criticism of the Greek theories
is not always sufficiently sympathetic. The monumental volumes of
Poehlmann have treated Greek social theories thoroughly, but the
chief interest of the author is rather in the actual social
conditions, and his work is marred by a constant overemphasis of
the analogy between ancient and modern capitalism and socialistic
agitation. Moreover, there is no book in the English language, on
Greek economic thought, that treats the subject in anything more
than the cursory manner of Haney and Ingram. [1] There is,
thus, still a place for a work of this type in the English
language, written from the standpoint of the classicist, but with a
view also to the needs of twentieth-century students of
economics.



The present work aims to fulfil such a need. Its scope
differs quite essentially from all other accounts of Greek theory
previously published, in that our purpose is not merely to consider
the extent to which the Greek thinkers grasped the principles of
the orthodox economy of Ricardo and Mill. We shall also endeavor to
ascertain how far they, by the humanitarian and ethical tone of
their thinking, anticipated the modern, post-Ruskin economy, which
makes man, not property, the supreme goal, and recognizes the
multiplicity of human interests and strivings that belie the old
theory of the “economic man.” Our verdict as to the importance of
the Greek contribution to economic thought is thus likely to be
somewhat more favorable than that which is usually rendered.



We purpose also to emphasize more than is often done the
important fact that Greek theory is essentially a reflection of
Greek economic conditions, and that a true interpretation of the
thought depends upon a clear understanding of the economic history
of Greece. However, as we shall see, this by no means implies that
the anti-capitalistic theories of the Socratics are evidence of an
undeveloped state of commerce and industry in fifth- and
fourth-century Athens.



The method of presentation is primarily chronological. Thus
the ideas of each thinker can be discussed in a more thorough and
unitary manner, and more in relation to the contemporary economic
conditions that gave rise to them. Moreover, despite some practical
advantages of the topical method, it savors too much of an
artificial attempt to force the Greek thinkers on the procrustean
rack of the concepts of modern economy.



The general characteristics of Greek economic thought have
often been enumerated. They may be restated with advantage, at this
point, together with some additions and needed criticisms.



1. Simplicity. —The theory
of economics as a separate science never developed in Greece. The
consideration of economic problems was incidental to the pursuit of
politics and ethics. In so far as Greek thinkers treated such
subjects, their theories reflect the comparative simplicity of
their economic environment. Without prejudging the issue as to the
actual extent of capitalism in ancient Athens, we need only to
think away the vast international scope of our modern commercial
problems, our giant manufacturing plants with their steam and
electric power, our enormous wealth and its extreme concentration,
the untold complexity of modern business and finance, the vast
territorial expanse of modern nations, almost all our luxuries and
commonplace comforts, to begin to appreciate something of this
ancient simplicity. [2] However,
as a direct result of this limitation, the Greeks were led to deal
with their problems more in terms of men than in terms of things,
and thus their economic vision was sometimes clearer and truer than
our own. Aristotle struck the keynote in Greek economic thought in
stating that the primary interest of economy is human beings rather
than inanimate property. [3]



2. Confusion of private and public
economy. —As a result of this simplicity, the
terms οἰκονομία and οἰκονομική were, both in derivation and largely
in usage, referred to household management rather than to public
economy. [4] Domestic
and public economy were regularly defined as differing merely in
extent. [5]
Aristotle, however, distinctly criticizes the confusion of
the two. [6] Moreover,
there is no warrant for the frequent assertion that Greek thinkers
never rose above the conception of domestic economy. Xenophon’s
treatise on the Revenues of Athens
, and Aristotle’s entire philosophy of the state are a
sufficient answer to such generalizations. The statement of
Professor Barker that “political economy,” to Aristotle, would be a
“contradiction in terms,” is extreme. [7] There is
also a certain important truth in the Greek confusion, which has
been too generally missed by modern critics and statesmen—that the
public is a great property-holder, and that politics should be a
business which requires the application of the same economic and
ethical laws as are admitted to govern in private affairs.



3. Confusion of economics with ethics and
politics. —The assertion that Greek economic
theory was confounded with ethics and politics has become a
commonplace. The economic ideas of Greek thinkers were not arrived
at as a result of a purposeful study of the problems of material
wealth. All economic relations were considered primarily from the
standpoint of ethics and state welfare. “The citizen was not
regarded as a producer, but only as a possessor of wealth.”
[8]
Such statements are too commonly accepted as a final
criticism of Greek thinkers. Though the confusion was a source of
error, and caused Greek economic thought to be one-sided and
incomplete, yet some important considerations should be
noted.



a ) The Socratic philosophers are our
chief source for the economic ideas of the Greeks. Too sweeping
conclusions should not, therefore, be drawn from them as to the
general attitude of the Greeks. Xenophon is much freer from the
ethical emphasis than the other Socratics. Thucydides is entirely
free from it, and very probably his standpoint came much nearer
being that of the average Athenian citizen.



b ) The confusion was not merely with
individual ethics, for Greek moral philosophy always had the
welfare of the state for its goal. Indeed, the basal reason for
this close union of economics, ethics, and politics is the true
idea that the state should rise above internal strife, and unite
all in a care for the common interest. [9]



c ) The standpoint of the Greek
philosophers is certainly no more to be criticized than is that of
the so-called orthodox political economy. [10] They
represent two extremes. If the Greek theory did not give to wealth
its full right, and was open to the charge of sentimentalism, the
Ricardian doctrine, with its “economic man,” which eliminated all
other ideals and impulses, was an unreal and pernicious
abstraction. Of the two errors, the Greek is the less
objectionable, and is more in accord with the trend of economic
thought today. The best economists are now insisting more and more
on the Greek idea that economic problems must be considered from
the standpoint of the whole man as a citizen in society. Modern
political economy “has placed man as man and not wealth in the
foreground, and subordinated everything to his true welfare.”
“Love, generosity, nobility of character, self-sacrifice, and all
that is best and truest in our nature have their place in economic
life.” [11] “The
science which deals with wealth, so far from being a ‘gospel of
Mammon,’ necessarily begins and ends in the study of man.”
[12]
“Es soll kein Widerspruch zwischen Ethik und Volkswirtschaft
bestehen, es soll das Sittengesetz für die Wirtschaft gelten und in
ihr ausgeführt werden.” [13] Such
strong statements taken at random from modern economists should
serve to temper our criticism of the Greek confusion. Plato’s
definition of economics, as suggested by one of the most recent
historians of economic thought, [14] could
easily be accepted by many a modern scholar: “Economics is the
science which deals with the satisfaction of human wants through
exchange, seeking so to regulate the industries of the state as to
make its citizens good and happy, and so to promote the highest
well-being of the whole.” The contention of the Socratics, that all
economic operations must finally root in the moral, that all
economic problems are moral problems, and that the province of
economics is human welfare, is thus a dominant twentieth-century
idea. And just as the ethical interest of the Greek philosophers
caused them to emphasize the problems of distribution and
consumption, so these are the phases of economics that receive
chief consideration today. To be sure, modern thought appreciates
more fully the complementary truth that all our social and moral
problems root essentially in economic conditions, though this too
was by no means overlooked by Plato and Aristotle.



4. Ascetic tendency. —It
cannot be denied, however, that, as a result of the overemphasis on
the ethical, Greek economic thought was hampered by a certain
asceticism. But this was also an outgrowth of pessimistic
tendencies in Greek philosophy itself. Moreover, the ascetic ideas
of the philosophers cannot be accepted as the common attitude of
Athenian citizens, any more than Thoreau can be recognized as a
criterion of the economic thought of his day in New England.
[15]
Asceticism was certainly foreign to the mind of Pericles and
Thucydides. In the course of our discussion, also, we shall find
that it represents, after all, only one phase of the thought of the
philosophers themselves.



5. Socialistic tendency.
—Since Greek economy was chiefly interested in the problems
of distribution, it tended toward socialism, both in theory and in
practice. This was also a natural outgrowth of the fact that
individual interests were subordinated to public welfare. Though
the latter half of the fifth century witnessed a great
individualistic movement in Greece, and though individualism and
independence are often named as prominent Greek characteristics,
yet these terms did not constitute a basal political principle,
even in the free Athenian democracy, in the same sense as they do
with us today. The life of the Greek citizen was lived far more for
the state, and was more absolutely at the disposal of the state,
than is true in any modern democracy. In Greece, politics was thus
the social science of first importance, and the supreme purpose of
all human activity was to make good citizens. State interference or
regulation was thus accepted as a matter of course, and the setting
of prices, rigid regulation of grain commerce, exploitation of the
rich in the interest of the poor, and public ownership of great
material interests such as mines were not revolutionary ideas, but
common facts in Greek life. [16] The
tendency of the theorists was therefore naturally toward
centralization of power in the hands of the state, and an
exaggerated idea of the omnipotence of law. [17] Yet
despite the error inherent in it, this socialistic tendency of
Greek economic thought had its basal truth, which is becoming an
axiom of modern economics and statesmanship—the belief that private
property is not a natural right, but a gift of society, and hence
that its activities should be controlled by society, and made to
minister to public welfare. Indeed, we have by no means escaped the
error of the Greek thinkers, for one of the most common mistakes of
statesmen and political theorists today is an overestimate of the
effectiveness of law.













CHAPTER II ECONOMIC IDEAS BEFORE PLATO, AND REASONS FOR THE
UNDEVELOPED CHARACTER OF GREEK ECONOMICS





As stated above, the economic ideas of the Greeks were
unsystematized and inextensive. 
[18] The extant literature previous to Plato
presents only incidental hints on matters economic. Hesiod, in
interesting antithesis to classical thinkers, emphasizes the
dignity and importance of manual labor. 
[19] The contrast, however, is not so great
as it appears, for the labor which he dignifies is agricultural. He
constantly urges its importance as the chief source of
wealth. 
[20] On the other hand, he opposes the
commercial spirit that was beginning to be rife in his age, and
decries the evil of unjust gains. 
[21] His mention of the fact of competition
between artisans of the same trade is of interest for the
development of industry in Greece. 
[22] His Erga
was, in a sense, the forerunner of the later
Economica in Greek literature.



Solon proved by his reforms that he had some sane economic
ideas as to the importance of labor, industry, commerce, and money
in the development of the state. He also showed some insight into
the solution of the problem of poverty. His ideas, however, are not
definitely formulated in his extant fragments, and belong rather to
economic history. 
[23] The
Elegies of Theognis are full of moral
utterances on wealth, emphasizing its temporary nature as compared
with virtue. 
[24] Pythagoras and his followers have often
been given a prominent place in the history of communism, but this
is probably due to a false interpretation. 
[25] It is likely, however, that he opposed
the evils of luxury, and moralized on the relation between wealth
and virtue. 
[26] Democritus wrote a work on
agriculture. 
[27] Like the other philosophers, he taught
that happiness was to be sought in the gold of character, rather
than in material wealth. 
[28] To his mind, poverty and wealth alike
were but names for need and satiety (κόρου). 
[29] Wealth without understanding was not a
safe possession, depending for its value on right use.

[30] The amassing of wealth by just means,
however, was good, 
[31] though unjust gains were always a
source of evil. 
[32] Excessive desire for wealth was worse
than the most extreme poverty. 
[33] It is possible also that Democritus
held to a mild form of the social contract theory of the origin of
society. 
[34] Heraclitus complained bitterly of the
unwisdom of the masses and their merely material view of
life. 
[35] He made the common antithesis between
material and spiritual wealth, 
[36] and observed the fact that gold is a
universal medium of exchange. 
[37] Hippodamas of Miletus and Phaleas of
Chalcedon proposed new plans for the distribution of wealth, but we
have the barest outline of their theories from Aristotle.

[38] Their systems will be discussed in a
following chapter.



The Sophists, true to their character as philosophers of
extreme individualism, developed a new theory of the origin of
society. The already current term φύσις, “nature,” which had been
accepted as a sufficient reason for the state’s existence, was now
opposed to “law,” νόμος, as natural to artificial. The Sophists
argued that, in a primitive state of nature, perfect individualism
was the rule. Men did injustice without restraint. The weaker,
however, being in the majority, and finding it to their
disadvantage to compete with the strong, agreed neither to do nor
to suffer injustice, and constrained the stronger minority to
co-operate in their decision. Thus arose the social contract
whereby nature gave up its real instinct for an artificial
convention (συνθήκη), and thus society came into being.

[39] The theory, at first, though untrue,
was not intended to be destructive of moral foundations, but was
opposed rather to the traditional idea of the laws of a state as
the “decrees of a divinely inspired lawgiver.” 
[40] In the hands of men like
Thrasymachus 
[41] and Callicles, 
[42] however, it became a means of denying
that the life according to nature was bound by any laws which the
strong need observe, and that might was the only final law.



In line with their radical individualism, the Sophists were
also pioneers in the more cosmopolitan spirit that characterized
the Cynics and Stoics. They taught the doctrine of the fundamental
worth and relationship of men, 
[43] and thus, with the Cynics, started the
attack upon the theory that upheld slavery as a natural
institution. 
[44] Little further is known of their other
social or economic ideas. Protagoras wrote a work on “wages,” but
it was probably an argument relative to the acceptance of pay by
Sophists. 
[45] In any event, this fact that the
Sophists were so ready to be enriched through their lectures is
clear evidence that their teaching on wealth was not the negative
doctrine of the other Greek philosophers. 
[46] Prodicus seems to have scorned menial
labor as morally degrading, though he agreed with Hesiod in his
doctrine of the dignity of all work that is noble. 
[47] He emphasized the necessity of labor in
the production of material good, 
[48] and, like Democritus, was the
forerunner of the Socratics in his insistence upon right use as a
criterion of wealth. 
[49] Hippias prided himself on his
accomplishment in many arts, 
[50] and thus probably did not share the
prejudice of the philosophers against manual labor.



Euripides, though markedly individualistic, like the
Sophists, shows traces of the older use of nature to explain the
necessity of the state. He draws a parallel between the social
order and the order of nature, by which law and government are
justified, and the right of the middle class of farmers to rule is
upheld. 
[51] He emphasizes the importance of
agriculture, and the dignity of the peasant farmer (αὐτουργός), who
works his own land, as the stay of the country. 
[52] This latter accords well with his
cosmopolitan spirit, which he shares with the Sophists. He opposes
the artificial distinctions of birth, 
[53] slavery, 
[54] and the traditional Greek idea of the
inferiority of woman. 
[55] His attitude toward wealth is that of
the moral philosopher rather than that of the Sophist.

[56]



Thucydides reveals considerable insight into economic
problems, though he does not deal with them directly. Roscher
declares that the Greek historian contributed as much as any other
writer to give him the elements of his science, since he alone, of
all Greek writers, did not confuse his economic ideas with
ethics. 
[57] He recognizes the place of labor in
production, and the importance of material wealth as the basis for
all higher development. 
[58] He also has some appreciation of the
true nature of capital. In his description of the undeveloped
condition of early Greece, which lived from hand to mouth, he
writes like a modern economist describing primitive conditions in
Europe in contrast to the capitalism of his own day.

[59] Cornford’s attempt 
[60] to discredit Thucydides as a historian,
and to show that he missed the true cause, economic, of the
Peloponnesian War, is not convincing. Cornford both exaggerates the
influence of commercial interests in fifth-century Athens and
belittles the economic insight of Thucydides. The Greek writer is,
however, like Herodotus, a historical source for the actual
economic conditions in Greece, rather than an economic
theorist.



Aside from the fragmentary hints presented above, Greek
economic thought begins with the Socratics, Plato, Xenophon, and
Aristotle, and is continued, in a very incidental way, in the
orators, and in the Stoics and their contemporaries. As we shall
see, however, even in the Socratics, no real science of wealth is
developed, in the modern sense. The reason for this lack, which is
most commonly emphasized since it is closest at hand, is that the
phenomena of actual production were but slightly developed. This
explanation is well summarized by Haney 
[61] as follows: (
a ) that economic relations between
individuals and states were far simpler than now; (
b ) that international commerce was not
encouraged by ancient states, whose ideal was rather national
exclusion; ( c ) that public
finance was then very limited and unimportant; (
d ) that division of labor was not
extensive; ( e ) that the
relative lack of security of life and property discouraged exchange
and saving; ( f ) that in all
these respects, the situation is analogous to that of mediaeval
Europe.



There is certainly much force in this general reason. The
development of economic thought must, of course, depend upon the
actual conditions under which the thinkers live. We have already
admitted also the vast difference between the present economic
complexity and the simplicity in ancient Greece. The foregoing
summary of Haney, however, is misleading. Though the ideal of
Sparta was national exclusion, it was surely not that of Athens and
some other Greek states. All extant records agree that Athens, at
least, the home of the economic theorists, encouraged international
commerce by every means in her power. The division of labor, while
insignificant compared with the minute division of modern
mechanical industry, was by no means inextensive, as is evidenced
by the fact that this is a point on which Greek thinkers show
especial insight. The notion that Greek industry was chiefly
limited to household economy, and that the era of capitalism had
not yet dawned, has long ago been refuted by Meyer and others. The
alleged insecurity of life and property, while relatively true, is
exaggerated for Athens, at least. Above all, the common attempt to
draw an analogy between classical Greece and mediaeval Europe
economically is due to an utter misconception. The period of Greek
economic history, which corresponds to that of the Middle Ages, is
rather the era of economic awakening, between the middle of the
ninth and the end of the sixth century B.C. 
[62]



Other reasons for the limited development of Greek economic
thought are:



a ) The dominance of the state over the
individual citizen, which fact caused political rather than
economic speculation to absorb the attention of Greek thinkers. It
is stated that the importance of the individual must be recognized
before a science of economics can develop. 
[63] This reason is also usually
overemphasized.



b ) The general prejudice in Greece
against industry, labor for another, and finance for its own sake.
That such a prejudice existed to some degree, arising from the old
aristocratic feeling, moral objections, the reflex influence of
slavery, the spirit of independence, and the belief that leisure
was necessary for the proper performance of the duties of
citizenship, is generally admitted. The commonly assumed
universality of this feeling is, however, open to grave question.
The prejudice against skilled labor was probably limited to the
moral philosophers, and perhaps to the more aristocratic portion of
the citizens, and we shall see in another chapter that the hostile
attitude of the philosophers themselves has been considerably
exaggerated. The evil effects of slavery also could not have been
so marked in Greece, before the age of machinery. Moreover, as
Meyer has pointed out, a prejudice against manual labor is evident
among the more favored classes in most European countries today,
yet it does not appear to retard the advance of industry in the
least. 
[64]



c ) The approval of conquest as a
legitimate source of wealth. This is somewhat true as applied to
the state, but it certainly is irrelevant for the individual
citizen of fifth-century Athens. To appeal to Aristotle’s list of
legitimate employments as evidence of this is to misinterpret his
meaning, for he is thinking of a primitive life, not of
contemporary Greece. 
[65]



d ) Economic facts are a commonplace of
daily life, and familiarity breeds contempt. 
[66] This statement contradicts the first
reason given by Haney. Moreover, it is somewhat unfortunate as
applied to Greece, since the very opposite reason is given for the
prominence of political speculation—the commonness of practical
politics.



e ) Perhaps the strongest reason for
the comparative unimportance of Greek economic thought is usually
not emphasized. It is the patent fact that almost our only extant
sources are the Socratic philosophers, who represent avowedly a
direct moral reaction against the commercial spirit and money-greed
of their age. 
[67] Thus the limited development of Greek
economics, so far from being an evidence of primitive economic
conditions in Greece, is a direct argument for the opposite. To be
sure, a man with the scientific mind of Aristotle would scarcely
have failed to gain a clearer apprehension of certain fundamentals
of economics than he did, had his economic environment been more
complex. Yet the fact remains that he and Plato are moral prophets,
protesting against that very capitalism whose existence many modern
historians have sought to deny to their age.













CHAPTER III PLATO





As seen above, Plato was the first great economic thinker of
Greece. [68] Plato,
however, was primarily interested in neither economics nor
politics, but in moral idealism. He is pre-eminent, even among the
Socratics, for this. All his economic thought is a direct outgrowth
of it, and is shot through with its influence. Yet, despite this
fact, he exhibits considerable insight into some of the basal
principles of economics, [69] and his
entire Republic is founded upon
an essentially economic theory of society. He traces its origin to
mutual need, [70] and makes
little of the innate social impulse, so prominent in Aristotle’s
analysis. [71] He is the
predecessor of Aristotle, however, in opposing the social contract
doctrine of the Sophists with its interpretation of law as mere
convention, by a natural theory of social origins. To his thought,
the very foundations of society are established in eternal justice.
They are not the result of mere convention, nor altogether the work
of inspired lawgivers, but a complex product of natural and
artificial elements. [72]



VALUE



Strictly speaking, Plato’s contribution to a theory of
economic value and a definition of wealth is practically nil. In
his discussion of just price, he merely hints at the fact of
exchange value. He implies that, since goods exchange according to
definite proportions, they should have a common quality capable of
measurement, and that just price corresponds to this.
[73] He
offers no suggestion as to the nature of this quality, except that,
in stating that “the artisan knows what the value of his product
is,” he seems to be thinking of labor, or cost of production, as
the chief element in value. [74]



In other passages, he insists on the doctrine taught
previously by Democritus, [75] and later by
Xenophon and other philosophers, that so-called goods depend for
their value upon the ability of the possessor to use them
rightly. [76] This idea is
represented in modern thought especially by Ruskin. [77] The theory
is, of course, true of absolute value, and, in a sense, even of
economic value, in that “all exchangeableness of a commodity
depends upon the sum of capacity for its use.” [78] It cannot be
made a criterion of economic value, though the allied idea, implied
by Plato and urged by Ruskin, that the innate quality of the thing,
its capacity for good or harm, is a real element in economic value,
is being recognized today. This is evident in the increasing
hostility toward such so-called commodities as opium and
intoxicating liquors. Since we have begun to define political
economy in terms of human life rather than in terms of property,
Ruskin’s definition of wealth is more acceptable: “the things which
the nature of humanity has rendered in all ages, and must render in
all ages to come ... the objects of legitimate desire.”
[79]



WEALTH



Plato has much to say of wealth, though he deals with it
strictly from the standpoint of the moralist. We look in vain for a
clear definition, or for a consistent distinction of economic
wealth from other goods. His terms are πλοῦτος, used of both
material and spiritual wealth; χρήματα, often interpreted literally
of “useful things,” as the basis of the subjective doctrine of
value discussed above; κτήματα, “possessions,” and such words as
χρυσός and ἀργύριον. His use of these terms, especially the first,
is ambiguous. At times he means material goods only; again, like
Ruskin, he includes every human good, intellectual and moral as
well; [80] again he
means “excessive wealth.” [81] As a result
of his conception of value, he includes in material wealth all
those objects that depend for their worth upon wise use and
character in the possessor. [82] Material
wealth is regularly placed last by Plato, as inferior to all other
goods of soul or body, a mere means, and not an end in
itself, [83] for virtue
does not come from property, but property and all other goods from
virtue. [84] Material
goods should be the last thing in one’s thought, [85] and the fact
that people universally put them first is the cause of many ills to
state and individual alike. [86] Wealth is not
blind, if only it follows wisdom. [87] The things
usually called goods are not rightly so named, unless the possessor
be just and worthy. [88] To the base,
on the other hand, they are the greatest evil. [89] In all of
this, Plato is the forerunner of Ruskin, with his characteristic
assertions: “Only so much as one can use is wealth, beyond that is
illth”; and “Wealth depends also on vital power in the
possessor.” [90]



Plato especially inveighs against excessive wealth and
luxury. [91] Men are urged
not to lay up riches for their children, since great wealth is of
no use to them or the state. [92] The prime
object of good legislation should not be, as is commonly supposed,
to make the state as rich as possible, [93] since
excessive wealth and luxury decrease productive efficiency,
[94] are
incompatible with the highest character or happiness, being based
on both unjust acquisition (κτῆσις) and unjust expenditure
(ἀναλώματα), [95] produce
degeneration in individual and nation, [96] and are the
direct cause of war [97] and civic
strife. [98] Were it
feasible, he would prefer to go back to the simpler life of earlier
times, before luxury and the inordinate desire for riches had so
dominated all society. [99] Of course he
realizes that such a return is impossible, but he has little hope
of any other escape from the evils. He is thus led to express the
belief that the fewer wants the better, a doctrine common also to
Ruskin, Carlyle, and Thoreau. [100]



However, Plato has no prejudice against moderate wealth. His
sermons are directed against excessive commercialism, which puts
money before the human interest, [101] thereby
causing injustice, degenerate luxury, vicious extremes of wealth
and poverty, political graft, individual inefficiency, and wars
both within and without the state. Though his philosophy leads to
asceticism, and his attitude toward wealth seems, on the surface,
to breathe this spirit, yet Plato is not an ascetic in his doctrine
of wealth, as is often wrongly asserted. He describes the true
attitude as that which partakes of both pleasures and pains, not
shunning, but mastering them. [102] He
recognizes an assured competency to be practically a prerequisite
for the development of the good life, [103] while, on
the other hand, he considers poverty to be an evil only second to
excessive wealth. [104]



To be sure, Plato’s demand for a limitation of private and
national wealth, and his general negative attitude are, if
interpreted rigidly, unfruitful and economically impossible.
[105] It
is not business that should be curbed, but bad business.
[106]
Individual or nation cannot become too prosperous, provided
there is a proper distribution and a wise consumption of wealth,
and Plato’s idea that great prosperity is incompatible with this
goal can hardly be accepted by modern economists.



Nevertheless, there is much of abiding truth in his doctrine
of wealth. Aside from the profound moral value of his main
contention, we may state summarily several points in which he
remarkably anticipated the thought of the more modern humanitarian
economists: (1) in the fact that excessive private wealth is
practically impossible without corresponding extremes of poverty,
and that such a condition is a most fruitful cause of dissension in
any state; (2) in the fact that extremes of wealth or poverty cause
industrial inefficiency; (3) in the prevalent belief that no man
can gain great wealth by just acquisition, since, even though he
may have done no conscious injustice, his excessive accumulation
has been due to unjust social conditions; (4) in the growing belief
that expenditures of great private fortunes are not likely to be
helpful either to individual or to community, but are too liable to
be marked by foolish luxury and waste that saps the vitality of the
nation; to Plato, such are mere drone consumers of the store (τῶν
ἑτοίμων ἀναλωτής, ... κηφήν); [107] in this, he
was a forerunner of Ruskin, who opposed the old popular fallacy
that the expenditures of the wealthy, of whatever nature, benefit
the poor; [108] (5) in the
dominant note in economic thought today, so emphasized by Plato and
Ruskin, that the prime goal of the science is human life at its
best—as Ruskin states it, “the producing as many as possible
full-breathed, bright-eyed, and happy-hearted human
creatures”; [109] (6) in the
fact that the national demand for unlimited wealth is now
recognized, as Plato taught, always to have been the most fruitful
cause of international differences; (7) in the fact, which is
receiving ever-greater recognition by modern economists and
statesmen, that the innate quality of the object for good or harm
must be considered in a true definition of economic wealth.
[110]



PRODUCTION



Plato seems to have had little positive interest in the
problems of production. He was too much engrossed with suggesting
means for limiting excessive acquisition. He was, however, quite
apt in his use of illustrations from industrial life.
[111] He
was also apparently the first to give a real classification of
trades, [112] as follows:
furnishers of raw materials (πρωτογενὲς εἶδος), makers of tools
(ὅργανα), makers of vessels for conserving products (ἀγγεῖα),
makers of vehicles (ὅχημα), manufacturers of clothing and means of
defense (προβλήματα), workers in fine arts (παίγνιον), producers of
food (θρέμμα)—a fairly inclusive catalogue for that age; if
commerce and the learned professions were included. But some of the
classes overlap, since they follow no necessary principle of
division. He divided productive arts into co-operative
(συναιτίους), which provide tools for manufacture, and principal
(ἀιτίας), which produce the objects themselves. [113] They were
further divided into productive arts (ποιητικαί), which bring
something new into existence, and acquisitive (κτητικαί), which
merely gain what already exists. In the latter class, he placed all
commerce, science, and hunting. [114] Plato would
thus appear to exclude commerce and the learned professions from
the true sphere of production. This, however, is only apparent, in
so far as legitimate exchange is concerned. He clearly understood
that the merchant and retailer save the time of the other
workers, [115] and that
they perform a real service to the community, in that they make
necessary exchange convenient and possible. [116] He thus
recognized them as producers of a time and place value, and he
cannot be accused of the physiocratic error, which denied
productivity to all workers except those who produce directly from
natural resources. [117] His
distinction of productive and acquisitive arts can, furthermore,
hardly be interpreted as intending to limit production to the
material merely, though learning is relegated to the acquisitive
class. Such an interpretation would be out of harmony with the
whole trend of his thought. [118] His further
classification of productive agencies as creative (ἕνεκα τοῦ ποιεῖν
τι) or preventive (τοῦ μὴ πάσχειν) [119]
substantiates this, for many of the preventive agencies are
intellectual and scientific.



The general attitude of Plato toward economic production may
be inferred from his insistence upon the thorough application of
the division of labor for the perfection of industry.
[120] He
evidently recognized it as the necessary basis of all higher life.
We have seen above, also that one of his chief objections to
excessive wealth or poverty was the fact that they caused
inefficiency in production.



Agriculture. —Of the three factors that
enter into production—land, labor, and capital—the most important
in the mind of the Greek thinkers was land. The relative prominence
of agriculture was partly the cause of this, but in the case of the
philosophers, their ethical passion, their idea of the necessity of
leisure for personal development, and their conservative attitude
toward industry and commerce were the chief motives that impelled
them to urge their contemporaries back to the simple life of the
farm. [121] The
aristocratic feeling, still strong in European countries, that
landed property is the most respectable, probably also had some
influence, though land was not so distinctively in the hands of the
upper classes in Attica.



Though the praise of agriculture was a characteristic feature
of Greek literature in all periods, it was not at first a conscious
economic theory. [122] Later,
toward the end of the fifth century, it became a definite
ethico-economic doctrine of the philosophers, as a criticism of
their times, and as an appeal to what was deemed to be the more
healthful life of the earlier days.



Plato does not devote so much attention to this theme as do
Xenophon and Aristotle. His standpoint, however, is practically the
same, though his tendency toward the physiocratic error is not so
marked. In his second state, he orders that agriculture shall be
the only means of money-making, [123] and he even
strikes the modern note of conservation, in his directions for the
care of land, waters, springs, and forests. [124] On this
point, he and the other Greek thinkers accord well with the economy
of the past decade with its urgent preachment, “Back to the land,”
though the modern watchword has, of course, a more economic
emphasis.



Capital. —Though the function of
capital, aside from natural resources, was a familiar fact in the
Athenian life of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.,
[125]
there is scarcely any consideration of it by the theorists
before Aristotle. Plato has no definition of capital, nor indeed
scarcely any recognition of the fact of its existence.
[126] His
emphasis on the virtue of economy, however, and his criticism of
those who spend the “stored wealth,” imply the idea that wealth
should be used not merely for enjoyment, but also for productive
purposes. [127] His
strictures upon interest show that he has but slight appreciation
of the productive function of money-capital. [128]



Labor and industry. —On the other hand,
Plato has considerable insight into the rôle of labor in
production. To be sure, he shares with the other philosophers a
certain prejudice against manual labor as degrading to
freemen. [129] The
mechanical arts call forth reproach. [130] Free
citizens should not be burdened with such ignoble
occupations, [131] and any
person who disobeys this rule shall lose his civic rights until he
gives up his trade. [132] Agriculture
alone shall be open to them, and only so much of this as will not
cause them to neglect their higher welfare. [133] However,
this prejudice has been read into some passages in Plato by a
forced interpretation. The assertion of Socrates, [134] that
craftsmen have not temperance (σωφροσύνη), since they do other
people’s business, is made merely to draw Critias into the
argument. The statement that all arts having for their function
provision for the body are slavish, [135] does not
necessarily imply prejudice against physical labor. Such arts are
slavish, to Plato, because they have no definite principle of
service as gymnastics has. He is merely illustrating the point that
it is an inferior type of statesmanship that works without a
definite principle for the highest political welfare. The idea,
expressed in the Politics
, [136] that the
masses (πλῆθος) cannot acquire political science is a criticism
against unprepared statesmanship rather than against labor. Indeed,
Plato asserts the same of the wealthy. [137]



Moreover, the following facts should be observed: that the
prejudice of Plato against the manual arts is chiefly limited to
the Laws ; that even there his
prejudice is primarily against retail trade rather than against
industry; [138] that in so
far as a real hostility exists, its true source is not in any
opposition to labor or industry per se
, but rather in the political belief that only as citizens
have leisure for politics can prepared statesmen take the place of
superficial politicians, [139] and in the
moral feeling that constant devotion merely to the physical
necessities of life causes men to neglect the primary purpose of
their existence. [140]



Modern scholars have usually been extreme in their
interpretation of Plato on this point. [141] Such
unwarranted generalizations as the following are common: “Il ne
découvre dans les professions qui tendent au lucre qu’égoisme,
bassesse d’esprit, dégradation des sentiments.” “Platon et Aristote
voient dans le commerce et dans l’industrie deux plaies de la
société; ils voudraient les extirper à’fond, si cela était
possible.” [142] One of the
worst misinterpretations has been perpetrated by Roscher, in
inferring from the Republic (372
ff.) that Plato “das Leben der Gewerbetreibenden als ein Leben
thierischen Behaglichkeit schildert, sie wohl mit Schweinen
vergleicht.” [143] Such
absurdities are unfortunately not rare, though they might be
avoided by a careful reading, even in a translation.
[144]



It should not be overlooked either that Plato’s utterances on
labor are by no means all negative. Skilled labor is recognized in
several of the minor dialogues as fulfilling an actual need in
civilization. Laborers are represented as having their part in
knowledge and virtue, [145] and are
admitted to be the necessary foundation of all human
well-being. [146] A positive
interest is also manifested by Plato in labor and the proper
development of the arts in both the
Republic and the
Laws . He constantly harps on the
necessity of each doing his fitting work, and doing it well, and in
his opinion happiness consists in this rather than in
idleness. [147] Indeed, that
each one perform well the task for which nature has fitted him is
the definition of justice itself. [148] The indolent
rich man is a parasite and a drone, a disease of the state. This is
Plato’s favorite figure in both the
Republic and the
Laws , a figure that is suggestive of
Hesiod, the pioneer champion of labor. [149] He is even
ready to admit that it is, after all, not the kind of labor but the
character of the workman that ennobles or degrades any work.
[150] In
fine, his attitude toward the mechanical arts is similar to that of
Ruskin, who also thinks that manual labor is degrading.
[151] But
as with Plato, the chief secret of his prejudice lies in the fact
that laborers usually do their work mechanically, without thought.
He believes that “workmen ought often to be thinking, and thinkers
ought often to be working.” He is willing to classify all work as
liberal on this basis, the only distinction being the amount of
skill required. [152] However, in
agreement with Plato’s idea, he would set the roughest and least
intellectual to the roughest work, and this he thinks to be “the
best of charities” to them. [153] With Plato,
he is also convinced that, under actual conditions of labor, the
degradation is very difficult to avoid, and therefore he would
emphasize chiefly agricultural labor, where education of head and
hand are more fully realized. [154]



It is, however, in Plato’s constant insistence upon the
principle of the division of labor, as a prerequisite for any
success in the mechanical arts or elsewhere, that he reveals
insight into, and interest in, productive labor. This is the basal
idea in the Republic . It is
also one of the chief regulations in the
Laws , where its direct application to
the artisan is a clear evidence that he appreciates the economic
significance of the principle. [155] To him, it
is the foundation of all human development. Society finds its
source in mutual need (ἡ ἡμετέρα χρεία). Man is not self-sufficient
(αὐτάρκης). Reciprocity is necessary even in the most primitive
state. [156] Out of this
necessary dependence arises the division of labor, a beneficent
law, “since the product is larger, better, and more easily
produced, whenever one man gives up all other business, and does
one thing fitting to his nature, and at the opportune time.”
[157]



The basis of this law Plato finds in the fact of the
diversity of natures, which fits men for different tasks.
[158] In
this he differs from Adam Smith, who believes that the differences
of natural talents in men are much less than is generally supposed.
Smith makes the propensity to barter the source of specialization,
which, in turn, is based on the interdependence of men. He thus
considers the diversities in human nature to be the effect rather
than the cause of the division of labor. [159] Plato,
however, is probably nearer the truth, since the very reason for
mutual interdependence is diversity of nature. [160]



The advantages of specialization, according to Plato,
[161] are
four, as stated above. It enables one to accomplish more work with
greater ease, more skilfully, and at the proper season. The second
and fourth of these are not mentioned by Adam Smith, but he notes
the resulting increase in opulence for all the people, and the
development of inventive genius. He also observes that the division
of labor causes the growth of capital, and that this in turn
increases specialization. [162] Of course
Plato could not appreciate the important fact of the influence of
the division of labor on the development of inventive genius, since
he lived before the age of machinery.



Plato is also a forerunner of Adam Smith in his recognition
of the fact that the division of labor depends for its advance upon
a great increase in the size and complexity of the state.
[163] It
means a multiplication of trades, a development of industry,
[164] the
entrance of the retail trader (κάπηλος), [165] and the
invention of money as a means of exchange. [166] The
necessity of the division of labor between states is also
recognized. It is impossible to establish a city where it will not
be in need of imports (ἐπεισαγωγίμων). International trade
therefore arises, and with it are born the merchant (ἔμπορος) and
the sailor class, together with all those who are engaged in the
labor of the carrying trade. [167] Thus Plato,
the idealist, and reputed enemy of trade and industry, develops
them directly out of the basal principle of his
Republic . He appreciates the necessity
of a full-fledged industry and commerce to the existence even of a
primitive state, and his hostility to them is actually directed
only against what he terms their unnatural use. [168] Moreover, in
his opinion, one function of the division of labor should be to
limit them to the performance of their proper tasks, and keep them
from degenerating into mere money-making devices. It should also
result in limiting such vocations to the less capable classes since
the rulers should be artisans of freedom. [169]
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