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The literature of the ancients, their legislation, their public treaties, and their administration 

of the conquered provinces, all proclaim their utter ignorance of the nature and origin of 

wealth, of the manner in which it is distributed, and of the effects of its consumption.... The 

steadily increasing progress of different branches of industry, the advancement of the 

sciences, whose influence upon wealth we shall have occasion hereafter to notice, and the 

direction of public opinion, at length estimating national prosperity as being of some 

importance, caused the science of political economy to enter into the contemplation of a 

great number of writers. J.-B. Say1 

I. The science of political economy offered an entirely new way of under- standing human society.2 Say’s 

account of its emergence is teleological and self-serving, figuring his own work as the logical culmination 

of earlier enquiries, but it accurately reflects the way in which political economy was perceived and 

presented as a modem innovation. The more that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century political economists 

turned their attention towards the economic rather than the political state of the nation, the more they 

became aware of their own originality in doing so. The writings of the ancients might still dominate 

discussions of political theory, but the modems noted with satisfaction the failings and fumblings of 

classical authors in the study of the economy; they alone had discerned its significance and developed the 

tools with which to analyze it. Moreover, there was no obvious reason why this new science should 

confine its attentions to the contemporary world; the economies of the past could be studied in the same 

manner, and thus political economy offered the possibility of understanding ancient society better than 

the ancients did themselves. 

Students of ancient society were slow to respond to this challenge. Neither Edward Gibbon nor 

George Grote had much to say about the ancient economy, despite their close relationships with 

economists of the Scottish Enlightenment and the Philosophic Radicals respectively. Gibbon was well 

aware of contemporary debates on luxury (see below), and he also disputed Montesquieu’s theory that 

taxes decrease according to the level of despotism in a state, but that was all.3 A letter written by Grote’s 

wife suggests that his chapter on Greek colonization was intended to infuse useful doctrines on political 

economy and the principle of population, but in the published version this intent is limited to vague 

statements about the importance of agriculture in sustaining a colony.4 Grote’s advocacy of comparative 

history – “not omitting the points of resemblance as well as of contrast with the better-known forms of 

modern society” – not in practice limited to politics and the history of ideas, above all in the debate on 

the merits of democracy.5 The sole exception was a comparison of Solon’s legislation restricting Athenian 

exports with the British Corn Laws, to the advantage of the former.6 
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With the lone exception of Boeckh’s 1817 treatise on The Public Economy of Athens, the subject of 

the ancient economy was almost entirely ignored by historians until the middle of the nineteenth century.7 

Their own interests and those of the ancient sources on which they relied led them to conceive of his- 

tory in terms of events, above all of events in the fields of politics and war. Economic matters were 

touched upon in their accounts of certain episodes – the reforms of Solon, for example, or the Roman 

agrarian laws – but never in detail or with much analytical sophistication, let alone drawing upon the 

theoretical insights of political economy. William Ramsay’s Manual of Roman Antiquities in 1851 devoted 

much more space to economic topics than had been customary, but was otherwise indistinguishable from 

its predecessors; the chapter on Roman agriculture was little more than a paraphrase of the writings of 

Vergil and Varro, and his account of state revenues merely compiled information from the ancient 

sources as an end in itself.8 

The drought was not ended until 1854, when Theodor Mommsen’s History of Rome not only 

devoted considerable attention to such subjects as agriculture, commerce, and taxation but also included 

economic factors as an important element in the analysis of the decline of the Republic. Even so, 

Mommsen’s debt to political economy was strictly limited. His modernizing vision of a debt to political 

economy was strictly limited. His modernizing vision of a Rome dominated by commercial capital had 

little in common with the views of the political economists, who saw only a limited volume of trade in 

antiquity, although both were prepared to talk in terms of “ancient capital.”9 Furthermore, Mommsen’s 

comparison of the decline of Roman society and the effects of capitalism in his own time – “in 

consequence of the one-sided prominence as- signed to capital in the Roman economy, the evils 

inseparable from a pure capitalist system could not fail to appear” – owed far more to the romantic 

reaction against industrialization than to the writings of Ricardo or Mill.10 

This lack of communication between historians and economists may seem unsurprising to 

present-day ancient historians-after all, the most influential modern school of thought on the ancient 

economy ostentatiously repudiated all economic theory as being unhelpful and even pernicious.11 

However, on examining the works of the political economists it becomes clear that the deafness was 

entirely on the historians’ side. The pioneers of political economy were steeped in the classics, and the 

writings of Adam Smith, James Steuart, and Thomas Malthus are full of references to classical authors 

and episodes in ancient history-not merely as illustrations or displays of erudition but as an integral part 

of their arguments. The past was a source of evidence with which theories might be supported: “Let 

those who are versed in history lay circumstances together and examine whether facts do not prove the 

truth of what I have been saying”; “That population has this constant tendency to increase beyond the 

means of subsistence, and that it is kept to its necessary level by these causes, will sufficiently appear from 

a review of the different states of society in which man has existed.”12 Long-running debates, on the role 

of luxury in society, on the population principle and on the effects of slavery, often hinged on the 

interpretation of ancient evidence. 

Classical antiquity was far better documented than any other past society, and ancient writers 

offered information not only on their own society but on more primitive cultures (Smith made use of 
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Tacitus’s account of Germany in constructing his theory of legal development).13 Moreover, the ancient 

world was felt to be sufficiently similar to the present day – a complex, civilized society, and the ancestor 

of European civilization – to make comparisons (and, just as frequently, contrasts) meaningful. The past 

illuminated the present and gave some indication of a possible future; meanwhile, political economy could 

demonstrate its ability to illuminate the past, as in Thomas de Quincey’s interpretation of a passage of 

Theophrastus using economic theory or Jean-Baptise Say’s lengthy dissertation on the real value of the 

sestertius.14 Finally, we may simply note the well-documented reverence for all things classical in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such that even the driest and least historical of Adam Smith's 

successors was led to make some passing reference to antiquity, if only for rhetorical purposes: “Even the 

ancients, little as they knew of political economy, knew better than this....”15 

 

II. Even if they had wished to, political economists could scarcely have avoided paying some attention to 

antiquity after their entry into the long-running debate on luxury and its effects on society.16 The terms of 

this debate had been set by classical authors like Plato, Cicero, and Seneca, and writers heavily influenced 

by the classics like Augustine; antiquity also provided much of the standard vocabulary and rhetoric.17 

Moreover, Greece and Rome served as the great exemplars, both of frugality and virtue and of the dire 

consequences of luxury for the state.18 As Hume noted: 

What has chiefly induced severe moralists to declaim against refinement in the arts, is the 

example of ancient Rome, which, joining to its poverty and rusticity, virtue and public spirit, 

rose to such a surprising height of grandeur and liberty; but having learned from its 

conquered provinces the Asiatic luxury, fell into every kind of corruption; whence arose 

sedition and civil wars, attended at last with the total loss of liberty.19 

Even the style of the debate was consciously classical, with contributors taking on such pseudonyms as 

Civis, Britannicus, and Aurelius.20 Defenders of luxury therefore fought back on the same territory. 

Voltaire’s entry on luxe in his Philosophical Dictionary identifies luxury with the achievement of ancient 

civilization, not its decay, and he scorned those who idealized Sparta as the epitome of ancient frugality: 

Do the windbags want the wealth amassed by the fortunes of war, agriculture, trade and 

industry to be burned? They instance Lacedaemon. Why do they not cite also the republic of 

San Marino? Of what benefit was Sparta to Greece? Did she ever have a Demosthenes, 

Sophocles, Apelles or Phidias?21 

The political economists presented a two-pronged defense, or qualified defense, of luxury. First, 

they offered modern science in place of the wisdom of the ancients, redefining the concept of luxury to 
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emphasize the consumption of material goods rather than any moral dimension.22 Smith talked 

throughout his work of “luxuries” rather than “luxury,” and he meditated upon the distinction between 

luxuries and necessaries: 

By necessaries I understand, not only the commodities which are indispensably necessary for 

the support of life, but whatever the custom of the country renders it indecent for creditable 

people, even of the lowest order, to be without. A linen shirt for example, is strictly speaking 

not a necessary of life. The Greeks and Romans lived, I suppose, very comfortably though 

they had no linen. But in the present times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable 

day-labourer would be ashamed to appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which 

would be supposed to denote that disgraceful degree of poverty, which, it is presumed, 

nobody can well fall into without extreme bad conduct.23 

So much, one might say, for the idealization of ancient frugality. 

Besides redefining the problem, the political economists also advanced an alternative 

interpretation of ancient history, to support a more positive evaluation of the social effects of luxury or at 

least to prevent their opponents from calling upon ancient evidence. Steuart, for example, distinguished 

between two kinds of luxury, and found both in antiquity: 

The wealth of the antient monarchies of Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome, was the effect 

of rapine; whereas industry enriched the cities of Sydon, Tyre, Carthage, Athens, and 

Alexandria. The luxury of the first, proved the ruin of the luxurious; the luxury of the last, 

advanced their proved the ruin of the luxurious; the luxury of the last, advanced their 

grandeur.24 

The latter kind of luxury, he noted, was of the same species as that of modern times; in both cases, luxury 

is seen to be a source of national wealth. Even when Steuart turned to consider Rome, he ascribed its 

decline not to luxury itself but to the social and political context: 

Had the Roman empire been governed with order and tranquillity, this taste of luxury, by 

precipitating money into the hands of the numerous classes, would, in time, have wrought 

the effects of multiplying the number of the industrious; consequently, of increasing the 

demand for vendible subsistence; consequently, of raising the price of it.... But while either 

despotism or slavery were the patrimonial inheritance of every one on coming into the 

world, we are not to expect to see the same principles operate, as in ages when the monarch 

and the peasant are born equally free to enjoy the provision made for them by their 

forefathers.25 

Hume likewise argued that Roman moralists had failed to identify the real problems of their 

society, and so their ideas were quite irrelevant to the debate: 

It would be easy to prove, that these writers mistook the cause of the disorders in the 

Roman state, and ascrib’d to luxury and the arts what really proceeded from an ill model’d 

government, and the unlimited extent of conquests. Luxury or refinement on pleasure has 

no natural tendency to beget venality and corruption.26 
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Such arguments did find their way into ancient history. Gibbon sounds much like Smith in his 

description of the Golden Age of the Antonines: “In the present imperfect state of society, luxury, 

though it may proceed from vice or folly, seems to be the only means that can convert the unequal 

distribution of property.”27 Elsewhere he held to a more traditional account of the effects of luxury on 

society, although significantly he did not list it as one of the major causes of the decline of the empire.28 

Grote’s account of the wealth of Sybaris shows a similar awareness of the earlier debate: “That luxury 

which Grecian moralists denounced in the leading Sybarites between 560 and 510 BC, was the result of 

acquisitions vigorously and industriously pushed, and kept together by an orderly central force, during a 

century and a half that the colony had by an orderly central force, during a century and a half that the 

colony had existed.”29 

One subject which received particular attention in the debate on luxury was the comparison of 

ancient and modern populations, in which the supposed depopulation of the modern world attested to its 

degeneracy.30 In his essay “On the Populousness of Antient Nations” Hume rejected the evidence for the 

size of ancient and medieval populations as wholly unreliable, examined the different factors that might 

have retarded population growth in antiquity (infanticide, domestic customs, perpetual war, and the lack 

of civil liberty); and he argued that even if the modern world was less well populated than antiquity it 

could not be proved that this was caused by luxury.31 Hume’s skepticism has been praised by modern 

scholars, but he did not convince his opponents; three years later, Robert Wallace was still arguing that 

the superior populousness of antiquity was proof of the disastrous impact of trade and commerce on 

modern society.32 

Arguments about the size and dynamics of ancient populations became more involved with the 

publication of Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population in 1798. Malthus constantly reiterated the 

importance of comparative historical evidence for an understanding of the way in which population 

worked in the modem period.33 Book I of the Essay is entitled “Of the checks to population in the less 

civilised parts of the world and in past times,” including chapters on Greece and Rome, and demonstrates 

that all such checks “are clearly resolvable into moral restraint, vice, and misery.”34 This reliance on 

historical data did sometimes create problems for Malthus; he was forced to embark on his own analysis 

of the decline of the Roman republic so as to explain why the free population had declined, an example 

cited by his opponents against the principle of population.35 At other times comparison with antiquity 

worked perfectly to make his point, as when he showed from historical examples how an increase of 

population may have different effects on national prosperity depending on the existing state of 

cultivation.36 

Malthus's opponents also looked to history for ammunition; Thomas Love Peacock parodied such 

debates in Headlong Hall, where two characters embark on a lengthy debate concerning the relative merits 

of English mariners and the Greeks at Salamis.37 William Hazlitt began his assault on Malthus by 

ridiculing the use of comparative evidence – as if the poor inhabitants of some primitive island have 

anything in common with populous, rich, and enlightened England! – but later cited the example of 
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Rome to show that high population is good and luxury is ruinous.38 William Godwin, meanwhile, offered 

Sparta and Rome as irrefutable counter-examples, and accused Malthus of anachronism in his use of 

ancient sources: 

The fact is, that Plato and Aristotle never thought about the matter. They dreamed neither 

of a geometrical series, nor of any other series. They were guilty of no refinement in this. 

They fixed the number of citizens in their imaginary republic; and all they meant in the 

passages the sagacity of which Mr Malthus applauds, was, that if you are determined to have 

no more than five thousand citizens, you must take care not to have six.39 

While discussing reasons why ancient populations might have been smaller than commonly 

thought, Hume noted that the chief difference between the ancient and modem economies was the 

practice of slavery in the former.40 The political economists devoted considerable attention to the subject 

of ancient slavery-in contrast to British ancient historians who, with the exception of the politically 

conservative Mitford, ignored the subject entirely.41 The importance of slavery in the Americas meant that 

the effects of the institution on a nation’s economic and social health were frequently discussed 

throughout this period. The obvious source of evidence for such debates was classical antiquity. 

There was little agreement in these discussions. Hume and Mill both argued on theoretical grounds 

that slavery would have a depressing effect on population on account of its effect on the human spirit and 

because it was cheaper for the rich to buy slaves than to breed them.42 Smith reached similar conclusions 

on the basis of his view of human nature and a brief survey of history: 

If great improvements are seldom to be expected from great proprietors, they are least of all 

to be expected when they employ slaves for their workmen. The experience of all ages and 

nations, I believe, demonstrates that the work done by slaves, though it appears to cost only 

their maintenance, is in the end the dearest of all. A person who can acquire no property can 

have no other interest but to eat as much and to labour as little as possible.43 

He also suggested that slavery is incompatible with technological innovation, and that slave labor will 

always be more costly than that of free men.44 

Steuart, however, produced an entirely contrary analysis, arguing that the simple life of the ancients 

was entirely dependent upon the labor of slaves, who produced luxuries for the rich and prevented the 

poor from finding employment; and he made use of this observation in his defense of luxury.45 Moreover, 

the fact that a great civilization had been based on slavery must mean that slave labor had once been an 

effective means of managing production, even if it was no longer a viable option in the modem world: 

From these principles it appears, that slavery in former times had the same effect in 

peopling the world that trade and industry do now. Men were then forced to labour because they 

were slaves to others; men are now forced to labour because they are slaves to their own wants. I do not, 

however, pretend that in fact slavery in ancient times did every where contribute to 
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population, any more than I can affirm that the spirit of industry in the Dutch is common to 

all free nations in our days.46 

Mill was prepared to concede that “as a temporary fact, in an early and rude state of the arts of life, 

[slavery] may have been a great accelerator of progress.”47 Neither this nor the fact that the Athenians 

cultivated moral virtues in their slaves lessened the inherent evils of the institution, but a more positive 

assessment of ancient slavery could be useful as a contrast to the practices of contemporary slave-owners. 

Mill himself argued that “the condition of slaves, not- withstanding occasional enormities, was probably 

much less bad in the ancient world.”48 De Quincey noted the range of occupations open to slaves in 

antiquity: “In that New World, slavery has assumed a far coarser and more animal aspect. Men, women or 

children have been all alike viewed in relation to mere praedial uses.”49 Finally, Marx was to continue this 

tradition of dramatic contrast along the same lines as Steuart: “The Roman slave was held by chains; the 

wage-labourer is bound to his owner by invisible threads....”50 

Most late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century discussions of luxury, population, or slavery 

referred at some point to the ancient world. The works of population, or slavery referred at some point to 

the ancient world. The works of the political economists were no exception, if only because they had to 

argue against the use of ancient evidence by their opponents. However, this is not the only classical 

material to appear in their writings; they themselves made use of ancient examples, often in surprising 

contexts, to support their own arguments. Steuart’s praise of the Spartan constitution was commonplace; 

his choice of Rome to exemplify the principle that the best number of inhabitants in a state is that which 

is compatible with full employment was scarcely an obvious one.51 Mill based his definition of 

“unproductive labour” on the examples of Greek mercenaries and Roman philosophers; and he offered 

Athens, Tyre, Marseilles, Venice, and the Baltic cities as proof of the importance of a maritime situation 

in promoting national prosperity.52 His argument about the effects of freedom and despotism on the 

economy presented the cities of ancient Greece and medieval Italy as the ideal, and the Roman Empire as 

an awful warning against government oppression.53 In his exposition of the “two modes of exchange 

value” de Quincey cited the awarding of triumphs at Rome and compared Rome with the Ottoman 

Empire to show that slaves fetch different prices on the basis of their uses.54 

Malthus offered ancient examples to support his rejection of egalitarianism.55 Elsewhere he was 

concerned rather to contrast ancient and modern, arguing that certain theories about the relationship 

between demand, price, and supply, or about the profits of commerce are applicable only in particular 

circumstances.56 Ricardo argued for a similar contrast in the way that the value of precious metals is 

determined.57 Hume, too, emphasized the differences be- tween past and present customs-usually to the 

advantage of antiquity, whether with regard to the ancients’ lack of “civility” or their management of the 

public finances: 
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It appears to have been the common practice of antiquity, to make provision, during peace, 

for the necessities of war.... On the contrary, our modern expedient, which has become very 

general, is to mortgage the public revenues, and to trust that posterity will pay off the 

incumbrances contracted by their ancestors.58 

The greatest lover of historical allusion was Adam Smith. He offered Rome as an example of the 

way that the size of population affects agriculture (com- paring it with modern Holland) and the way that 

the price of certain items rises paring it with modern Holland) and the way that the price of certain items 

rises with the advancement of civilization.59 He cited Columella and other ancient agronomists as 

authorities for the practice of horticulture and viticulture in southern Europe, contrasted the situations of 

“men of letters” in antiquity and the present time, and commented on the management of state lands by 

the Greeks and Romans.60 In his political writings he suggested that the ideal legislator should follow the 

precepts of Cicero, Plato, and Solon.61 Finally, antiquity was offered as a model for modem practice in 

three lengthy discussions in The Wealth of Nations on colonization, national defense, and education. 

Antiquity provides at least two models of colonization: “In the plenty of good land, the 

European colonies established in America and the West Indies resemble, and even greatly surpass, those 

of ancient Greece. In their dependency upon their mother state, they resemble those of ancient Rome.”62 

Smith contrasted the clear reasons behind the foundation of ancient colonies with the muddled motives 

and greed of more recent colonizing powers; the ancients sent out colonists on the basis of utility or 

necessity, and unlike today they received military support from their colonies.63 Rather than tax the 

American colonists as subjects, Britain would do better to heed the example of the Romans, who 

conceded full citizenship to their Italian allies only after they found themselves embroiled in the Social 

War: 

Though the Roman constitution was necessarily ruined by the union of Rome with the allied 

states of Italy, there is not the least probability that the British constitution would be hurt by 

the union of Great Britain with her colonies. That constitution, on the contrary, would be 

completed by it, and seems to be imperfect without it.64 

Smith’s discussion of national defense was dominated by historical arguments. In primitive 

societies, in Greece, and in the early period of Rome's history, all citizens had carried arms for the state; 

however, the progress of manufactures and improvements in the art of war meant that the state must 

now choose between a standing army or a militia.65 Smith offered the example of Philip of Macedon: 

“The fall of the Greek republics and of the Persian empire, was the effect of the irresistible superiority 

which a standing army has over was the effect of the irresistible superiority which a standing army has 

over every sort of militia.”66 So, too, the early victories of Carthage over Rome and the eventual triumph 

of the Romans, while the eventual conquest of the empire by barbarians was due to the decline of the 

army into an undisciplined militia: “The victories which have been gained by militias have generally been, 

not over standing armies, but over other militias, in exercise and discipline inferior to themselves. Such 

were the victories which the Greek militia gained over that of the Persian empire....”67 
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Smith put ancient evidence to similarly polemical use in his criticisms of public education.68 His 

examination of the university and public school systems was followed by a history of philosophical 

education and the way that its ancient purity had been corrupted, and a summary of the systems of 

education in Greece and Rome: 

The abilities, both civil and military, of the Greeks and Romans, will readily be allowed to 

have been at least equal to those of any modern nation. Our prejudice is, perhaps, to 

overrate them. But except in what related to military exercises, the state seems to have been 

at no pains to form these great abilities.... Masters, however, had been found, it seems, for 

instructing the better sort of people among these nations in every art and science in which 

the circumstances of their society rendered it necessary or convenient for them to be 

instructed. The demand for such instruction produced, what it always produces, the talent 

for giving it; and the emulation which an unrestrained competition never fails to excite 

appears to have brought the talent to a very high degree of perfection. In the attention 

which the ancient philosophers excited, in the empire which they acquired over the opinions 

and principles of their auditors, in the faculty which they possessed of giving a certain tone 

and character to the conduct and conversation of those auditors, they appear to have been 

much superior to any modern teachers.69 

The ancient world provides a model for public institutions, for the conduct of government-and for the 

philosopher and teacher himself. 

III. There is a striking contrast between the breadth of classical and historical allusion in the works of 

Smith, Steuart, and Malthus and the paucity of such references in Ricardo, Senior, de Quincey, and Mill. 

This shift has generally been seen in terms of a redefinition of the scope and methodology of “political 

economy” by Ricardo and his successors.70 The writers of the late eighteenth century conceived of their 

studies as part of a broadly based “Science of Man,” uniting political economy with history and moral 

philosophy.71 Later practitioners of the subject came to concentrate almost exclusively on its economic 

aspects; they abandoned the ethical questions which had concerned Smith and Malthus in favor of an 

ethically neutral science, and they changed from an inductive method which drew on historical and 

comparative evidence to a system of hypothetical deduction from logical principles. 

Both Ricardo and Mill included within the scope of political economy the task of explaining 

variations in productivity or in the allocation of profits at different times and places, but their writings 

concentrated on modem society and contemporary issues.72 Mill explicitly rejected the “vulgar mode of 

using history” as a source of evidence: 

Not only is history not the foundation of political philosophy, but the profoundest political 

philosophy is requisite to explain history.... History is not the foundation, but the 

verification, of the social science; it corroborates and often suggests political truths, but 

cannot prove them. The proof of them is drawn from the laws of human nature.... The 

usefulness of history depends upon its being kept in second place.73 
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However, this new attitude was the result of changes not only in the practice of political economy but 

also in perceptions of the past, as a direct result of study of the ancient economy. For the ancient world 

to provide a useful comparison with the present day, it had to be seen as sufficiently similar in at least 

some important respects. For the classical political economists, the differences between ancient and 

modem societies-of which they were generally well aware-were seen as basically quantitative, a matter of 

the scale of trade or manufacturing rather than its nature. Comparison between classical antiquity and the 

present day was therefore not only valid but necessary: 

I can never sufficiently recommend to my readers to compare circumstances, in the 

oeconomy of the antients, with those of modem politics; because I see a multitude of new 

doctrines laid down, which, I think, never would have been broached, had such 

circumstances been properly attended to. I have endeavoured to show, that the price of 

goods, but especially of articles of the first necessity, have little or no connection with the 

quantities of specie in a country. The slightest inspection into the state of circulation, in 

different ages, will fortify our reasoning.74 

Smith observed that the natural order of the economy “has, in all the modem states of Europe, been, in 

many respects, entirely inverted” and followed this with an analysis of the development of agriculture and 

manufacturing since the fall of the Roman empire.75 He still had no hesitation in comparing his own 

society with “ancient times,” which included fifteenth-century Scotland, medieval England, and Britain at 

the time of Caesar’s invasion.76 The gulf between ancient and modem was not yet seen to be too great to 

cross. 

It is often remarked that the classical political economists failed to notice, or realize the full 

significance of, the Industrial Revolution; they believed that growth could not be sustained indefinitely, 

that sooner or later the economy would return to a stationary state.77 Their basic assumptions about 

economic growth were based on an agrarian society, dependent on organic sources of energy, rather than 

the mineral-based energy economy which was coming to dominate production in Britain.78 They 

therefore had no reason to draw a line between “industrial” and “pre-industrial” economies. In the first 

half of the nineteenth century, however, political economists were among the first to realize that the state 

of the British economy, with an expanding population, rising living standards, and major technological 

improvements in production, might be unique in human history; with the implication that comparison 

with past societies was therefore pointless. Moreover, this realization inevitably altered perceptions of 

antiquity; just as the ancients had failed to develop the science of political economy, so it turned out that 

their economy too was inferior to that of the moderns. 

The most obvious difference between the ancient and modern economies lay in the scale of trade 

and manufacturing. Hume observed that “trade, manufactures, industry, were no where, in former ages, 

so flourishing as they are at present in Europe,” citing as evidence of this the high rates of interest and 

large profits known in antiquity and adding that “I do not recall a passage in any ancient author, where 

the growth of a city is ascribed to the establishment of a manufacture.”79 This quantitative difference is 

taken for granted by most later writers, usually making an exception for cities like Tyre, Carthage, and 
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Athens.80 It was not necessarily seen as a bad thing: Hume and Paine both ascribed the military power of 

ancient states to their lack of commerce, while Smith emphasized that in the natural order of things 

agriculture is the foundation of a nation's prosperity, although trade and manufacture serve indirectly to 

increase productivity.81 

One possible explanation for the limited development of trade and industry in antiquity was 

found in the low level of demand for goods. There was no consensus as to the reasons why demand was 

limited. Montesquieu argued that it was because all ancient commerce took place within the 

Mediterranean, and peoples living in similar climates have almost the same goods and therefore little to 

trade.82 Both he and Smith remarked on the lack of interest paid to the economy, excepting agriculture, by 

ancient authors and by the state: 

I know that people, filled with two ideas, the one that commerce is the most useful thing in 

the world to a state, and the other, that the Romans had the best polity in the world, have 

believed that the Romans greatly encouraged and honoured commerce; but the truth is that 

they rarely thought about it.83 

Steuart attributed the low level of demand to ancient simplicity of manners and to slavery, which kept the 

free masses out of employment;84 Malthus blamed the unequal distribution of property and the lack of a 

middle class; and Mill blamed the fact that the owners of capital had usually obtained it by force 

(sometimes in the legalized form of taxation) rather than working for it.85 

The alternative explanation for the success of the modern economy was found in recent 

technological innovations, which transformed the process of production. As Hume put it in arguing for 

the superior populousness of the modern era,  

All our later improvements and refinements, have they done nothing towards the easy 

subsistence of men, and consequently towards their propagation and encrease? Our superior 

skill in mechanics; the discovery of new worlds, by which commerce has been so much 

enlarged; the establishment of posts; and the use of bills of exchange: these seem all 

extremely useful to the encouragement of art, industry and populousness.86 

Smith was famously unimpressed with the impact of new machinery on production.87 Malthus did not 

dispute that new machinery played a part in the development of the economy, but argued that innovation 

was a response to an increase in demand, which was what really required explanation: 

Inventions to save labour seldom take place to any considerable extent, except where there 

is a considerable demand for them. They are the natural consequence of improvement and 

civilisation.... Inventions, which substitute machinery for manual exertions, being the result 

of the ingenuity of man, and called forth by his wants, will, as might be expected, seldom 

exceed those wants.88 

For many of their successors, however, technological development was the key to the superiority of the 

modem world over earlier societies. The quantitative differences between ancient and modem-the scale of 

trade and manufacture-were increasingly seen in qualitative terms, the nature of production. Say noted 
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that the invention of water- and wind-mills made two people as productive as twenty were in the time of 

Caesar, and Senior rhapsodized: 

The superior productiveness of modem compared with ancient labour depends, perhaps, 

principally on the use of these instruments. We doubt whether all the exertions of all the 

inhabitants of the Roman Empire, if exclusively directed to the manufacture of cotton 

goods, could, in a whole generation, have produced as great a quantity as is produced every 

year by a portion of the inhabitants of Lancashire; and we are sure that the produce would 

have been greatly inferior in quality.89 

Few writers paid much attention to the idea that there might be differences between the mental 

processes of ancients and modems, their motivation, and their level of “economic rationality,” ideas 

which dominate modem discussions of the ancient economy.90 Hume observed that modem men are 

incapable of the martial spirit and devotion to the public good of the ancients, and so had to be animated 

instead with a spirit of avarice and industry, art, and luxury.91 

Elsewhere, however, he remarked: 

Would you know the sentiments, inclinations, and course of life of the Greeks and Romans? 

Study well the temper and actions of the French and English.... Mankind are so much the 

same, in all times and places, that history informs us of nothing new or strange in this 

particular.92 

Steuart was equally explicit: “Man we find acting uniformly in all ages, in all countries and in all 

climates, from the principles of self-interest, expediency, duty or passion.”93 Smith’s comments on the 

willingness of those who possess a surplus to exchange it are presented as an eternal law of human 

nature.94 Later writers apparently felt no need even to mention the subject. 

This is part of the broader assumption that the methods of political economy, including its 

presuppositions about human nature, are valid for all human societies, past and present. Say stated it 

baldly in his discussion of the famine at Antioch in 363 AD – “The principles of political economy are 

eternal and immutable; but one nation is acquainted with them, and another not” – but it is implicit in all 

the analyses of historical economies.95 Even when political economists ceased to pay attention to the past, 

they did not give up their claim to understand it; both Malthus and Ricardo were happy to speak of the 

“capital” necessary to hollow out a canoe or catch game, let alone of “capital” in the more advanced 

civilizations of Greece and Rome.96 The assumption that the methods and concepts of political economy 

were universally valid was to be one of the main targets of Marx's critique of the subject as the science of 

bourgeois self-justification: 

The materials and means of labour, a proportion of which consists of the products of 

previous work, play their part in every labour process in every age and in all circumstances. 
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If, therefore, I label them “capital,” in the confident knowledge that “semper aliquid haeret,” 

then I have proved that the existence of capital is an eternal law of nature of human 

production and that the Kirghiz who cuts down rushes with a knife he has stolen from a 

Russian so as to weave them together to make a canoe is just as true a capitalist as Herr von 

Rothschild. I could prove with equal facility that the Greeks and Romans celebrated 

communion because they drank wine and ate bread....97 

IV. One of the traditional uses of intellectual history is the validation of a particular approach within the 

present-day practice of a discipline, constructing a teleological narrative and calling on the authority of 

ancestral figures.98 The history of ancient economic history has yet to be written and ancient historians are 

in general hostile or indifferent to such “navel-gazing,”99 but the process can be seen in the writings of 

Moses Finley. Max Weber is claimed as an intellectual ancestor, as are associates and disciples like Biicher, 

Sombart, and Hasebroek, writers who emphasized the vast gulf between the ancient and modem worlds, 

writers who were clearly outside the mainstream of economics.100 The debt owed by both Weber and 

Finley himself to Marx is not acknowledged, while the works of economists and of historians who use 

economic concepts and theories are explicitly rejected.101 Not only is the ancient world to be separated 

utterly from the modem, but ancient economic history must be free from any contamination by economic 

theory, characterized as abstract, arrogant, and anachronistic. The political economists, whose works 

might seem to bridge the gap between history and economics (or at any rate to pre-date the separation), 

are simply ignored, or presented as being solely concerned with economic matters.102 

Finley did have a point when he accused economic theory (including classical political economy) 

of anachronism. For the early political economists, the ancient world was little different from their own; it 

was a source of data on which to base their arguments, a fascinating period which they hoped to under- 

stand better with their new science, and a model to be emulated in the modem world. Their successors 

went further, abandoning the idea that they had any- thing to learn from history; since they understood 

their own society, they could understand the past well enough. However, there was at this time much less 

evidence to suggest that there should be a clear dividing line between modem and pre-modern, and many 

of the theories elaborated by Smith and Malthus were arguably better suited to a traditional agrarian 

economy like that of antiquity than they were to modem industrial capitalism. Even when political 

economists became more aware of the differences between antiquity and the nineteenth-century 

experience, they placed the emphasis on the unique and unprecedented nature of the latter; there is 

certainly no hint that such development is natural and inevitable. This is a world away from the 

anachronism of a writer like Weber, who treats the “failure” of the ancient world to “develop” as a 

problem that must be investigated.103 

We might note further in defense of these writers that ancient historians like Mommsen and 

Meyer were guilty of far greater anachronisms and displayed much less subtlety in their modernizing of 
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antiquity. Ancient economic history might indeed have been better left to the amateurs (a thought which 

recurs when comparing the writings of Marx on the subject with those of contemporary historians). As 

Finley’s vision of the ancient world and methodological precepts are challenged or modified, so we may 

expect new narratives of the discipline’s emergence in which the writings of Smith, Steuart, and Malthus 

are given a more prominent position.104 Moreover, their comments on the ancient world are of interest in 

their own right, both for the role they play in the development of some of their arguments and as a 

sophisticated example of the critical reception of antiquity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For 

the political economists, at least, classicism meant more than simply imposing their own experience on 

the past.105 
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