Axis 2 : Economic thought in ancient Western societies and the Middle Ages in Europe.
Introduction
Economic thought in ancient Western societies and the Middle Ages in Europe represents a fascinating journey through the evolution of economic ideas and practices. In these periods, economic thinking was often intertwined with philosophical, religious, and political perspectives, shaping the economic landscape in unique ways.
A- Economic thought among the Greeks :
Ancient Greece played a foundational role in the development of economic thought, with prominent thinkers exploring various aspects of economic philosophy and policy. The economic ideas of the Greeks, particularly from the classical period, have had a lasting impact on the evolution of economic thinking. Here are key elements of economic thought among the Greeks:
Pre-Socratic Philosophers: Before the classical era, pre-Socratic philosophers like Thales and Xenophanes laid the groundwork for economic thought by pondering the nature of wealth, trade, and the origins of value. Their ideas contributed to a nascent understanding of economic concepts.
Aristotle's Economic Philosophy: Aristotle, one of the most influential Greek philosophers, made significant contributions to economic thought in his work "Politics" and "Nicomachean Ethics." He distinguished between two types of wealth: natural wealth (resources from the land) and unnatural wealth (money and possessions). Aristotle also discussed the concept of "chrematistics," distinguishing between legitimate wealth creation and the unethical pursuit of wealth for its own sake.
Mercantilist Ideas in Ancient Greece: The Greeks had early mercantilist tendencies, emphasizing the importance of a positive balance of trade to accumulate wealth. Xenophon, an ancient Greek historian and philosopher, promoted the idea that a state's wealth could be enhanced by exporting more than it imported.
Property Rights and Justice: Greek thinkers, including Plato and Aristotle, explored the ethical dimensions of economic activities. They considered questions of justice in distribution, the role of private property, and the responsibilities of individuals and the state in ensuring fairness in economic transactions.
Division of Labor and Specialization: The concept of the division of labor and specialization was discussed by Plato in "The Republic." Plato argued that individuals should specialize in occupations for which they are best suited, leading to increased productivity and the overall well-being of society.
Market Dynamics: In Athens, a vibrant market economy existed, and the Agora served as a central marketplace for trade and commerce. The dynamic interactions in the market were observed and commented upon by various Greek philosophers, contributing to an understanding of market forces.
Economic Influence of Greek City-States: The economic systems of Greek city-states, such as Athens and Sparta, reflected different approaches. Athens, known for its democratic governance, had a more open-market economy, while Sparta's economy was characterized by a focus on military and communal living.
Influence on Roman Economic Thought: Greek economic ideas had a profound impact on Roman economic thought. Roman scholars, such as Cicero, drew inspiration from Greek philosophy and incorporated it into discussions on economic ethics and governance.
While ancient Greek economic thought lacked the systematic analyses seen in later economic treatises, the philosophical inquiries of Greek thinkers laid the groundwork for subsequent economic theories. Their reflections on justice, ethics, and the dynamics of wealth distribution have left a lasting legacy in the intellectual history of economics.
B- Roman economic thought :
Roman economic thought was influenced by a combination of Greek philosophical traditions, practical considerations, and the evolving needs of the Roman Republic and later the Roman Empire. While the Romans did not produce systematic economic treatises comparable to Greek philosophy, several aspects of their economic thought can be discerned:
Agricultural Basis: The Roman economy was primarily agrarian, with the majority of the population engaged in farming. Roman thinkers recognized the importance of agriculture for sustaining the population and the state.
Influence of Greek Economic Ideas: Roman economic thought was significantly influenced by Greek ideas, especially those of Aristotle. Roman writers such as Cicero engaged with Greek philosophical traditions and adapted them to Roman contexts, discussing topics like justice in economic transactions.
Just Price Theory: The concept of a "just price" had roots in Roman economic thought. Cicero and later thinkers debated the ethical aspects of pricing, emphasizing fairness and equitable exchange. This concept later influenced medieval economic thought.
Cicero's Economic Ideas: Cicero, a Roman statesman, orator, and philosopher, made notable contributions to economic thought. In his work "De Officiis" (On Duties), Cicero discussed economic ethics, addressing topics such as trade, commerce, and property rights. He argued for ethical conduct in economic activities and the pursuit of the common good.
Role of the State: Roman economic thought recognized the role of the state in economic affairs. The Roman state intervened in economic matters, regulating trade, setting price controls during times of crisis, and overseeing public works projects that contributed to economic development.
Infrastructure and Trade: The Romans were renowned for their construction of infrastructure, including roads, bridges, and aqueducts. This not only facilitated military movements but also supported economic activities by improving trade routes and communication.
Coinage and Currency: The Romans were pragmatic in their approach to currency. They minted coins widely, and the denarius became a common medium of exchange. The Roman state played a significant role in managing the currency system.
Labor and Slavery: The Roman economy heavily relied on slave labor. While there wasn't a comprehensive economic theory regarding slavery, Roman thinkers and policymakers grappled with issues related to the treatment of slaves and their roles in the economy.
Commercial Practices: Roman economic thought acknowledged the importance of trade and commerce. The Romans engaged in extensive trade networks, both within the empire and with external regions, contributing to economic prosperity.
Transition to Imperial Economics: The transition from the Roman Republic to the Roman Empire marked changes in economic thought. With the empire's vast territorial holdings, economic policies shifted to manage a complex and diverse economic system.
In summary, Roman economic thought was a blend of practical considerations, ethical reflections, and adaptations of Greek philosophical ideas. While not as explicitly articulated as in some other civilizations, Roman thinkers and policymakers grappled with economic issues and contributed to the broader intellectual history of economics. The practicalities of governing a vast empire and the ethical considerations surrounding economic activities shaped Roman economic thought during this period.
C- Economic thought in the Middle Ages in Europe :
The economic thought in the Middle Ages in Europe was strongly influenced by the prevailing social, political, and religious institutions. This period, often referred to as the Medieval era, extended from the 5th to the late 15th century. Economic ideas during this time were shaped by feudalism, the influence of the Catholic Church, and the gradual emergence of proto-capitalist elements. Here are key aspects of economic thought in Medieval Europe:
Feudalism: Feudalism was the dominant social and economic system during the Middle Ages. It was characterized by a hierarchical structure where land was the primary source of wealth and power. Lords owned vast estates, and peasants worked the land in exchange for protection and a portion of their produce. Economic relationships were deeply tied to the ownership and use of land.
Manorial System: The manorial system was a key component of feudalism, where manors were self-sufficient economic units. The lord's manor included agricultural lands, a manor house, and facilities for production (e.g., mills and workshops). Serfs and peasants worked the land and provided goods and services in exchange for protection.
Role of the Catholic Church: The Catholic Church played a significant role in shaping economic thought. The Church promoted the idea of the "just price" and condemned usury (charging excessive interest on loans) as morally unacceptable. Economic activities were often viewed through a moral and ethical lens, with an emphasis on charity and the virtue of simplicity.
Guild System: The medieval economy was characterized by the guild system, which regulated trade and craftsmanship. Guilds were associations of artisans and merchants that set standards for quality, prices, and working conditions. The guilds played a crucial role in organizing economic activities and protecting the interests of their members.
Usury and Moneylending: While the Church condemned usury, moneylending and banking activities still existed, often carried out by non-Christians or individuals willing to take the risk. The perception of lending money for profit remained controversial and was subject to moral scrutiny.
Barter and Localized Trade: The economic system relied heavily on barter and localized trade. Long-distance trade was limited, and economic activities were often constrained to local communities. Towns and villages were centers of economic activity, and fairs became important events for trade.
Emergence of Markets: Despite the dominance of feudalism, elements of market activity began to emerge. Market towns became hubs for trade, and periodic fairs attracted merchants from different regions. The growth of markets contributed to increased specialization and exchange of goods.
Scholastic Economic Thought: Scholastic philosophers, often associated with medieval universities, engaged in economic discussions. Scholars like Thomas Aquinas integrated Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology, addressing issues such as the morality of commerce, just prices, and fair wages.
Transition to Renaissance Economic Thought: Toward the end of the Middle Ages, there were signs of transition as economic activities became more complex. The Renaissance, which followed the Middle Ages, marked a period of increased exploration, trade, and the beginning of more sophisticated economic thought.
In summary, economic thought in the Middle Ages in Europe was deeply embedded in the socio-economic structures of feudalism, guided by the moral principles of the Catholic Church. The guild system regulated trade, and economic activities were largely localized. Despite these constraints, elements of proto-capitalist practices and market dynamics started to emerge, laying the groundwork for the economic changes that would unfold in the Renaissance and later periods.
As a general summary, economic thought in ancient Western societies and the Middle Ages was shaped by a blend of philosophical, religious, and practical considerations. From the philosophical inquiries of the Greeks to the integration of Christian ethics in the Middle Ages, these periods laid the groundwork for later economic theories and practices. The transition from feudalism to emerging mercantile and commercial activities set the stage for the economic transformations that would follow in the Renaissance and beyond.
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