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ARISTOTLE ON EXCHARGE

e I.Finley

i is & commenpleco dmtirehisterrefeconenledeetrines thal the
ancient world contributed nothing to sconomic ifheory or econouic smalysie.
4 glange 8% alwest any mowern blstory of economio dectri:e will revsal
the patierns a quick bow %0 the Gr cke and “omsnay; because it ls neccasary
0 begin et the begisnings with & fow more or lese patronizing remarks
ehout btheir idessp and then; w»ith obvioue relliefl; sa lomedisie jump to
the MHiddle &gn and the problems of vsuryfand just price.

411 this would be esgy susugh were it not for ristotle. In the [lret
place, Aristotls wae a pavwsophiot, whoss range of original insulry was
without pmrsllel im man': hietary. How d4id i happen, then, that & men
who made monumental centributions te phyales, aeinphrnics, logie, meteor=

irhetoric, a¢e hotloe, ethies, ,
slagys hislagy, relitleal sclence,feach In [ull-ecale worksy and to

seciolosy and constitutionsl hisbory %4 in sowewhat lems syeteratis
writiag, falled altogether to undertske a gemfel anpalyeles of the sconomy!
This i3 p’uz:un‘g gupughe b—u’ﬁhﬂzn there is th;:ﬁ:t that there—tis

some discuseisn of ecﬁnaii::ni; iristotle’s writing, chiefly in the firsid

vock of the _plitles and the [Lfth bo k of the Yigomechesn Ithicg.

Aind thet mekes the puzzle worse, :r comuentatore for more than a century
have -hows that what Aristotle wrote on sconomics is ﬂbmrd;nd'—i:d'tﬁh;i
and htﬁcs gompletely out of aharscter with the level af gun;u; e mai.:;a
tained in oo many other ursas.

Houghly, ro &~ ‘pistobelian disvusslon of ‘ristotie on etoncsiles

may be slassified iate thwree groups or trends,
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1. “hat may be ealled the Catholie view was expounded by Thomss
louima
imfdipguax, primarily in his commentary on the Hilcomsehean stniss. (I nave
ealled this the “Uatholie™ view rather then th}fnndiaval* bedsuse it
gont lnues ap the tore of much meders ﬁathgl&ﬁ writiag, ae in the exceliemt
study ef irlatésle vy 4. befouray of :k:?g:hvain, publizhed in 1932.)
for Aguinas and hle followers, the im;ar%nnt thing in iristotle’s disousolon
wes his distinetion between the netural and the un-stursl in égﬁnﬂnniuf
relationa. In & sense, Arietotle provided s pagan philosenhls defense
for the dootrine of "matural righte,” hence of just price, snil-usury,
anti~middleman, snti-greed, anti~excessee notionse.

4s For Hary, iristotle was st ones the greatest thinker produced in
antiguity and & perfect aymbal of the weterialist view of hlstory. eesuse
b wae & penlas, ‘rlstetle was the firet to relee the problem of some
sensaratllity Ln exchange of qutlitnti;}alr insomnensurstle objegts. Hul
evan though he was a geniue, he e¢ould net eelve the problem., He lacked
“any concept of valas™ for the following reasom “Gresk scolety was Tounded
upon slaveryy snd hady therefere; lor L4s nstural busis, the ineguality of
men nnd their Labor pewers. 'he seoret of the sxpressionm ef value, namely,
that all kinds of labark:§§§%ﬁﬁggilanm..¢.ia pagzible enly im 2 soseieby
in whichesethe duminent relation bebween man and wan fs that of swners of
commoditics” {Cmpiinl, Kerr edsy I 68}

3. Tirtualily o1l other ninetessth snd twentisth~gentury com eststors,

in
whether of the older classisal sghaol or #F the soet-olsseisal tredition®

are sgreed that iristotle odepdy fusbled. They may not ses eye to eye
-]

an details, even on just what Aristotls wes saying. Thug smey ==t zo far

as 40 believe thet Aristotle had ever stumbled on the fundumental scarcity

,[:E-'h.'lf'ﬁ.n-l

bawede of ceoncmles, witheut realizing vhst he had clscovered or what it
had s

- .
me:nt.!' But they spresfd cemedwbedy that ‘ristoils ddd-askimwetrerforimtest



netion of the wmeohsuimw of trade, markets; and srigesi thet hie sttemphed
spalyses and edclsnstlons were alwdssdy sbeurd: The wost recent , most
ayshematic, and mest sober discussion i Jesef Soudek's in the Irpsegdings
of the Amerdesn “nilesephisal Seclety, vels 98 {19&2} 40=The The foi-
lowing quotnilen frem Sudek may be taken as E.f&!.r gumaary of the more
ﬁﬂﬁlrﬂﬂn*ﬂtiﬂatiit "There gan he but litile doubd thet he hes nod givin
a2 gatinfagtory snewer to the finsl queetlon of every murked economy, the
rules ef excharge, s#luply Veesuve he was prevceuvied with the idelsted
suchange beblvoen individusle end met with ihe exehange of goods bBelkwasy
by many sellers and buyers gompedling wikh eosh ntt;:r."s .

flow there ean really be ne dispute with this judgment ; ar svem with
the more hostile judgments that huwve beenm exprasegd im the litersture.
Ag @n &n:lonation aof tht priua mevhaniem of = market cconomy, what ‘ristedins

Mo _ X rf.fm:;.;-n - alg,
58 . 1Ih1u will be perfestly obvious a3 we

hag to eay in
summiarize his snolyesisy so obvious, in fagty thed ene may Logitimately
wonder why se much eriting hae been devoted to the point in the pasts
But the underlying assumption, thet Ardstotle was taliing aboud a2 market
ey (in the supclyeand-denand sense) at £1il, ie not nearly so obvious,
nor g Andisputable. 4ad yet, for :ll modern comsgntators at leaat, thut
assumpticn hag been se basle and co axiomatio, that it hae nu:l:::: heen
sade as explielt gs in the Soudek statements Hore often it hss been laft
utisg ide.

Our Piret questiony then; is thiss Vhat was Aristetles setually talking
about vhen he ¢iscussed probleme of sqchengs’ Zefere we can progeed to

that question directly, feuwr pointe shout iristsile and his methods of

work mush be made as preliminery statemsnis.
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s It i3 cscentlsl first of all to efface the image of an
lvory-tower philoscpher spinning out of his head susiractions, ideal
types, or what you wili. irisztolls had an smszing command of smpiriesl
lsformation sbout the sooial and politiaal Life of the Gresk world. It ia
encught to polsmt to the [olitiss end the Jgnatitution of the itheniangs.

And what 1s more lmportant, nhis toncern was always with the real Greek

world of hie day, not with utopia, s0 that, all of Arigtotle's dizcusaeion:
of moeisl and psychslopicel probleme, our startiag poimt must be, first,

that hs was working frem & bass of mssedve euplrical meterials; second,

that he wae tulking :buut.rhnt went on sround hims GStated diffartﬁr¥1y.

it i= mtthaﬂniagicaily wrong te assume that any cnalyais or judgment of
‘ristotle’s 15 “unreal,™ “imprsetical,” “visionary,” or "sbhewrd” bhecmuse

we do not ut once see lte yracticsilty, or beesuse 1% is "sbeurd,” elo.,

ioc respest to ocur world.

Ze Underlylmg -1} of Ardstotle's thinking about man and nis institue
ticms iz the notion that mewn are fundamentaily,; by nature, unequal. This
notlon iz te be vnderetosd as a biologieaily rocted inequality, es to speak,
snd n¢t ms the mere consacuente of chancey environment, sosial conditiens.
For exsmples when Aristotle szave that some men are by nsture berm Lo be
mesters and rulers; and some Lo be slaves and ruled; that iz to be undersiocd
literuily. 3@ makes roemy; to be surep for accldenty se dn the caze of men
who are snslsved by war or plracy, but these contiagsat instances do not
slier the baslc peint of n naturel divisions

3¢ ‘ristotle's well-kEnoen dessri tion of men asz = =} tilon
iz cersistently mistranszlated us & “politlenl ﬁnimai," shareas Aristsile
ngant somsthing muek more specifie; namely, 3 “polis mnismsl.” Similarly,
nis Politica 4e, by tiils, net a work on "politi-s® as we usually understand

that werdy but a trestise om peligescience, if I mey be rernitied that
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phrases Arietotls belleved that the polis wae the notursl ferm of

humen @ ¢ialepelitical orgenigetion. Hence both his ethies and his

volitignl scienes were congorned with man within the poils. tg nms never

cengerped with the laolated individusl, with Sedinson Crusces nor with

iuﬂiﬂﬁﬁlt shetracted from the politiesl strueture im which they

enisteds Virtue, for sxemple, ¢ould set be discussed aspari {rom the

gollas the good msn was t88 geod citigen of the polis: and justice is

a fumetion of the relotionshiy smong wesbers of the jelis, Soudek thue

makes & fundsmentsl error wher he writes thalt Aristotle wes "precceupied

with the isolsted exchamge belwmesn individuslas” Ipletetle msy be talking

shout exchanges belween twe individualsey net ;;; "many seilers and buyers
2 T L OF FTHL

semuet Lng with sach other,” se Ceudek sayej ﬁutpnﬂuWh an

“isoleted” smehange or smy other "lsolsted” telationshlpe It is emough
y phrgel ¢ part of his
to nolnt %o the Mih shich iriatotls exsimde concln

; o Bl
discusslion of exvhange im the M&* if the reeiprogal proportion

%
were not in this fsahion; there would be ne asawiatii}m"

4y Aristotle thought that the matural geal of the economy was
&ﬁ- v ﬁJ Corvae aie a0 a 'I;.r
sutarehy,y eepdade aalf-m:ffi-:rﬁh#;-jxin the firet instanoes this wmas the
goal of eaeh housghold, eud; se the imerease in households in the more

primitive state led to the larger comuunity, the polls, sutarchy became

tural oljeetive
ths ol that lerger unit a0 well. Espirisally, 1% 1o well estavlished

thot nelther every household nor every pelis can possess & auﬁf'ly ef all
nesessities, salt and wetal belng the obvious stumbling ovloctks. Trade
to secure Ltihese necessities would thue ¢ome wiihin the aotien of
autarchy and therefore be matural. In other words, sutarehy 1l not
home producstisn of sll nnautuiea,?:‘! that would be u-“h‘h{i.an. . wrarshy
ie rhthﬂ' a wore flexible and mere ?ifin¢ﬂ\Qnti¢n, exttﬂﬁl%\tna ides of
"naf.uru\;l‘ ae far as the empirisal aituaiionm Mﬁ Greck nrlm

nag eumrr.
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Yhese preliminary ceints having veen stated, we may turn to the
question of what Sristotle wae tslking sboudy and we start »ith a oon-
sidaretion of the two vontexts in whiehk his lengthier discusaions of
SRS IINE witt Aot forle

~_Eirst there-is the discussion in Polities I 3. fHaving eoteblished
thahnifﬁrﬁlnanu of the family and the pplig se soelnl growpe; and the
naturaluess of thg fu desentel imequalities mwong individuals (msn ond
waman.ﬁ;uﬂinr and slave!y Sristotle {inds it necessary to conelder
g&}gggﬁgg, that s, the wayn in which the household is uuatainad; and
henge the moture of wealbth, property, goodss Sot what is weslihy he
naks. 4a it; as oolen; fer example, hee sald,; <omsthing limitless, or
is 4t & ameans to en end ard therafore limited by thet end (msdurally
idmited ]! ind his amewer, which rests on two censideraticns, sauwely,
sularehy ond & fundapental wevheedcsi doctring of the rul&tiuﬁahip ai
endz to meghe, iz definitely snd ostogorically ogeinst “oloms. Zesltn

on e NPofie, .

ig what is needed and useful for the zzintenence of the household, wund
therefore 1% fe limitadf. Those whe think of weslith se unbownded confuse
twn quite different things.

‘b before we cen examine that sonfusion, we mupt ¢lavify a prablen
of terminologys iere ?ﬁ in other sress in vhieh he was 8 pioneer; .
irtgbotle hed difflculties with termiadiogye Thers wue no techoleal
langumgees in $he senze in whieh s medern disedpline bhas ereated it
jargong sndé in wvhat we sall the soeiz) sclemtes ‘riatotle was forged fo
resort to everyday worde, te which he gave specifie meaninmgs as his
context densadeds Unfordunstely, modern trsnslators have prometly iniro=
duged their own interpretetions into iristetle’s text; and in the
discusalon with which arve here conterned; 1hl{_?§?ii alaost without

A o s
axuaptinn,1§¢strﬂrnd the sanpe 51 &rtuta11$ #u:pluiulg; Tha key word

2 ¢ 51} ;:j_.r‘ Eet
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here fe ghremntistlie. Tts root is the verb ghrss, “to nesd,” "to uvae.”
Trow thet eame the mepd noun; ghigmats, "things weed,” hemea "goods,”
*property”y snd ‘mm&b “the srt relating ttgpr.ﬂtrt?.“

The srrors of interpretatiss have taken twa r#ud;:- Une is teo play
on the aycouymiiy of "need" snd "demend” and thersby to inject the notien
of desisnd in the medern market sense, vhen it ie demonsirably ebsent
in ‘ristotles The other &s t2 sslze upon one conmnotetion of the word
ghrenata in sverydey Oreek parlanse; "money," and thus o irsnelate
mwu ‘meney~gettilng," whieh Lt mey mean, bul need m:rl;..uI=

Aetumlly Aristotle is very specifie onm thie lasgt points There ara
two kinds of garemeiiphike, He saye. U84 wo may 4sil the art}af howsehold
.aue'-plf, the sbioinimg of the means by whieh gliisomia, the munogement
of the hnousecholdy io made pesgible. This ia m‘f[}h the {irst
beok of the _elitises Yore narpowly, whal sre the mtuﬁ}. means of
seqeieliilens; of wsupply® The smsvery agriculture; huntiag, fishing,
miningy war, &5 and, if ascewsary for sutershy and enly te that end,
trade. Thess are ssturaly proper and limited by thelr end. ‘ut -..r;ad‘.u
mede necassary the inventlon of meper | Wamds a sewmidewbed dlscussion
1a iristotls which will not Lie i considered in Lbie paper), sad then
there arose the wesond tind of ghremuiistlike, mwenesy-gettlng for the sske
of ageumuleting meney. Thic kind of wealth, irlatotle condedea, iz
indesd boundleesy h‘u‘k this klag of wnltl: and this i.iml of MM

beape ke Cgwantreis) Wade
g}ﬁhim would i.nélﬁ%if‘ﬁlh furkmmwrﬂ{ therefers wrong,

il hmeedapgonstoeint-Reopesods ee-asilbang,

_'_,_,.--"
- wﬁﬂe thls celnt,; £t msy be worth noding that in this whele

, discuesion Aristotle is thlnklng not merely of the tnﬁhi.dual but of the

somsundiy =e wells In oiher worde, the nstursl and unraturu},. right znd

. wrongy conseptlons of tradey of wealbh, and of ghremsiistike are lodividual

und atlal at dncés X}Auuhnrn is the (ol j;gg {Te90 85,133 T026 }F ke
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