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 Attitudes to work and workers in classical Greece and 
Greece and Rome 
  Reflections on Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly,  Worthy effforts: attitudes 
towards work and workers in pre-industrial Europe  (Leiden and Boston: 
Brill), 2012, 664 p.  

 Koenraad Verboven 

 Ancient historians like to refer to medieval and early modern phenomena, 
but they rarely pursue their comparisons. Finley’s contrast between ancient 
consumer cities and medieval producer cities (to quote only one famous 
example), was little more than a copy-paste from Max Weber’s. 1  Medievalists 
and modernists, however, are no better. Surveys of European economic 
history rarely start before the Carolingian era. Ancient Greeks and Romans 
enter the scene mostly only to provide a contrast: how Roman occupational 
 collegia  were burial clubs rather than guilds; how slaves provided the bulk 
of the labour force instead of wage-workers. It seems that stereotypes frame 
the debate wherever classicists and medievalists/modernists meet.  

 Lis and Soly’s ‘Worthy Effforts’ shows how unfortunate this is and how 
much both sides can learn from each other. As an ancient historian I 
welcome their achievement and the opportunity to discuss it. ‘Worthy 
Effforts’ comes at an opportune moment. Ancient economic history has 
profoundly changed since the early nineties. New tools, techniques and 
models in archaeology provide a continuous stream of data. New approaches 
have enriched our conceptual tool-boxes and offfered new explanatory 
frameworks. 2  The role of culture and ideology, however, (although always 
looming in the background) has until now received only limited attention. 3  
In this respect ‘Worthy Effforts’ provides a valuable contribution to the 
debate among ancient economic historians. 

 The authors challenge the popular black and white notion that work was 
considered degrading in Greco-Roman culture, but was a recognized value 
in Christianity. Surprisingly for classicists, Lis and Soly argue that classical 
attitudes to work(ers) were generally more positive than medieval Christian 
ones. Greeks and Romans held a multiplicity of views on the value(s) of 
work. The negative statements found in Plato, Aristotle or Cicero gained 
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status as the ‘only current opinion in classical antiquity’ only in the middle 
ages and Early Modern Period. In turn, according to Lis and Soly, the view 
that the Church fathers were the fĳ irst to appreciate the dignity of work(ers) 
was propagated mainly in the nineteenth century in response to the rise 
of socialism. In fact, late antique Christian writers offfer a kaleidoscope of 
statements and opinions, similar to those of pagan authors. A distinctly 
Christian ideology and discourse on work emerged only gradually during 
the early middle ages, arising from the debate on the place of manual labour 
in a pious life. Christian thinkers did not value work as a way to gain wealth 
or status (mere worldly vanities in the eyes of the Church) but as a duty 
imposed by God, providing an occasion to show piety. According to Lis and 
Soly, it is the absence of piety as a relevant criterion and the unequivocally 
positive views on wealth and social status that most distinguishes Greco-
Roman attitudes from Christian ones. 

 The structure of this paper follows the core themes of the book’s chapters 
on Greece and Rome. For Greece this is the opposition between the views 
of the ancient political and intellectual elites and the ideas and attitudes of 
non-elite citizens. Next comes a section on the modernist-primitivist debate, 
in which I will sketch its long prehistory and the form it has taken today. The 
third section will continue with the chapter on Rome, which (contrary to 
the chapter on Greece) is concerned mainly with attitudes and behavioural 
patterns rather than with explicit norms and values. Throughout, in the 
footnotes, I refer the interested reader to further literature on the themes 
discussed. 

 Canonical views versus popular morality 

 The fĳ irst chapter, on Greece, focuses on the negative valuations of work 
expressed mainly by Plato, Aristotle and Xenophon. The founding fathers 
of modern classical history saw these views by leading classical authors as 
representative of Greek mentality. Influential nineteenth century histori-
ans, like August Böckh, argued that Athenian citizens scorned all forms 
of work, living instead from the labour of slaves and the income of their 
empire. 4  This idea was widely shared and propagated in the 19th century 
as a hallmark of Greek civilization. It runs on through classical scholarship 
until well into the twentieth century. 5  

 Almost a century and a half after Böckh, Jean-Pierre Vernant argued that 
these philosophical appreciations accorded with the general Greek psyche, 
which he saw reflected in myths and poetry. This Greek mind-set hinged 
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on independence. It was not opposed to hard work but to commerce and 
to producing for the market. Thus, there was no unifĳ ied concept of ‘work’ 
that covered both agrarian and non-agrarian work. 6  Farming to the Greek 
mind was simply not in the same category as crafts or commerce. Farm work 
was a virtuous toil prescribed by the gods. Craftsman skills were admirable 
and those who possessed them (as Odysseus) commanded respect. But 
craftsmen working for the market forfeited their independence and were 
therefore scorned. 

 This idealized Classical Greece (or rather Athens) became a favourite 
counterpoint for modern philosophers, like Hannah Arendt or André Gorz 
criticizing the dehumanising work ethic of capitalism. 7  Modern society 
is built on the division of labour. Unemployment means social exclusion. 
Classical Greece, however, was supposedly built on citizenship and political 
participation. Because Greek culture rejected ‘work’ as a relevant criterion 
for inclusion, it conveniently proved that social integration did not require 
the division of labour. 8  

 Lis and Soly confront these ‘canonical’ views of the great philosophers 
and epic authors to the very diffferent ones found in poetry, drama, inscrip-
tions and reliefs. They show that appreciations difffered depending on who 
said what to whom in which context. Hence, Lis and Soly argue, we need 
to factor in the discourse context if we wish to understand how ancient 
Greeks valued work. The later heritage of classical Greece (Athens) must not 
be confused with historical reality in that era. It stems from the rejection 
of that reality by political philosophers whose views were those of an elite 
minority frustrated by their loss of power in Athenian democracy.  

 Thus, for instance, Plato’s Socrates refutes the claims of Pericles that 
every male citizen possessed the skills to practice politics. A belief that was 
the cornerstone of Athenian democracy. Plato/Socrates argued, instead, 
that politics was a specialized profession ( technè ) that required from its 
practitioners the time to learn both rhetoric and moral self-control. Those 
who were compelled to work could not acquire the necessary skills and 
should therefore stay away from politics. The intellectual and political elite, 
furthermore, redefĳined ‘freedom’ as being free from the need to work and 
particularly from depending on others to acquire a living as merchants, 
retailers or wage workers. Materiel independence in their view was a 
prerequisite for moral integrity. Xenophon added that ‘banausic’ crafts 
undermined the health of their practitioners, made them weak and unfĳit 
as soldiers. The only workers who could claim respect, therefore, were 
independent farmers. But they lacked the free time to acquire the skills 
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to practice politics or to achieve understanding of moral excellence and 
should consequently also be excluded from politics. 

 As Lis and Soly note, popular morality did not share these preoccupa-
tions. It stressed the virtue of  ponos  (‘efffort’, ‘exertion’) in all forms of produc-
tive work allowing men to gain wealth. Work was both a religious duty and 
a virtue, idleness a vice. Technical skills ( technai ) were much admired. They 
formed the core of human intelligence and the key to understanding nature; 
the craftsman (and this included artists and intellectual professions) could 
‘see ahead’. He understood and mastered the mechanical processes that 
would produce the desired result. 

 In making their case, Lis and Soly rely on a number of relatively recent 
studies. The view of  ponos  as a general productive virtue, for instance, is 
based on Hanson’s thesis of the agrarian work ideology, characterized by an 
obsession for hard manual labour as ‘both intrinsically ennobling, moral if 
you will, and a wise economic investment’. 9  Another source of inspiration 
is Balme’s insightful (although somewhat impressionistic) essay from 1984 
arguing that most Athenians strongly opposed the philosopher’s anti-work 
rhetoric and stressed instead the value and virtue of hard work. 10  But, in 
fact, these revisionist ideas, criticizing the views of Böckh et al., go back to 
the interbellum when Glotz wrote his influential study on  Le travail dans la 
Grèce ancienne  (1920). According to Glotz there was no general contempt for 
manual or non-agrarian labour, but ‘theories in favour among the philoso-
phers spread from the circles which welcomed them out of interest to those 
which afffected them out of snobbishness’. 11  Rural Athenians (a majority) 
despised and looked with suspicion upon city workers. Merchants looked 
down upon shopkeepers, who in turn looked down upon hawkers and retail-
ers on the  agora . This hierarchy of professions induced Athenians to pursue 
a career in politics or liberal arts instead of business. Those who could 
affford it, became rentiers. It was the ambition to climb the social ladder, not 
contempt for work, that drove Athenians away from manual labour; much 
the same as why parents and adolescents today prefer university degrees to 
vocational careers, even when the latter offfer better job prospects. 

 Paul Veyne agreed (for both Greece and Rome) that on the surface the 
elite’s contempt for manual labour and commerce was a question of market 
(in)dependence. But he pointed out that elites in pre-industrial societies 
were wont to condemn manual labour and commerce, without this having 
any real efffect on workers, businessmen or even elite investments. 12   

 Interestingly, Lis and Soly argue that despite the polyphony audible in 
classical Greek appreciations of work, there was also a common ground in 
the concepts of  ponos  (‘exertion’),  technè  (‘skill’) and  eleutheria  (‘freedom’). 
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These ‘were applied in diffferent contexts and by diffferent actors, with 
varying degrees of success, as discriminating criteria to retain or acquire 
honour, prestige and power’. 13  Because these underlying values were widely 
shared, they stimulated professional performance and the formation of 
social identities based on economic occupation. Hence, they argue that 
Greek culture was conducive rather than inhibitive to the development of 
positive work ethics. This is a bold claim that may not be accepted by all 
classicists, but merits attention nonetheless. One obvious critique will be 
that the Greek chapter is focused on classical Athens, a highly exceptional 
 polis . Caution is needed when extrapolating Athenian ideas and attitudes 
to the whole of Greece. This is true, but Athens was not an island unto itself 
and the solutions it devised for the growing importance of commerce and 
markets strongly influenced other  poleis .  

 An important aspect of Greek culture that deserves more attention, 
in my view, however, is that of  timè . The concept is usually translated as 
‘honour’, although (public) esteem better suits its semantic coverage. A 
person’s  timè  only existed through the recognition of one’s worth by others. 
It was the cornerstone of a man’s social position, reflecting his influence and 
credibility. 14  The elite discourse on work was not so much on the respect-
ability of work per se, but on the esteem/ timè  that workers lacked. This is 
what Xenophon means when he objects to banausic professions: they make 
the worker physically unfĳit to serve the polis; hence the community does 
not owe them  timè . Finley was thinking of  timè  when he argued that ancient 
economic decision making was not guided by profĳit but by status considera-
tions .  Merchants, bankers and craftsmen lacked  timè ; hence those who 
desired social advancement or those who had a social position to protect 
needed to stay away from such activities. The assumption that they did so, 
has successfully been challenged (as duly noted by Lis and Soly). Wealthy 
merchants and bankers did enjoy civic honours and civic elites did invest 
in commerce and fĳ inance. Some scholars even argue that investments in 
trade rather than agriculture became the main basis of elite wealth. 15  The 
link between  timè  and profĳit-making, however, may be more complex and 
should not be dismissed offfhand. Engen, for instance, recently argued that 
tokens of  timè  could actually be instrumental in attracting traders and could 
be used by entrepreneurs to convince investors. 16  
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 Illustration 1 Fresco showing Daedalus, the mythical inventor and protector deity 
of woodworking, offfering the wooden bull to Pasiphaë. The smaller fĳigure on the 
left shows a carpenter at work  
Pompeii, House of the Vettii 

  Minimalism/primitivism/substantivism vs. maximalism/
modernism/formalism 

 The Roman chapter opens with the controversy between primitivists and 
modernists that has plagued ancient economic history since the nineteenth 
century 17 . These pages are necessary to understand the backdrop against 
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which ancient labour history has developed. Their place at the start of 
the Roman chapter, however, is surprising. Very few Roman historians 
still follow Finley’s substantivist paradigm, but among Greek historians 
substantivist economics continue to enjoy some popularity as a valuable 
alternative to mainstream economics even though they have evolved far 
beyond Finley’s determinism. 18  

 The controversy, however, has a long prehistory, not told by Lis and 
Soly. It stretches back to the early eighteenth century and is bound up 
with the status of classical culture as one of Europe’s two major reference 
cultures. In 1716 Pierre-Daniel Huet published a study of Roman trade and 
navigation. It had been commissioned by Colbert many years before to 
promote his mercantilist policies. Huet argued that Greeks and Romans had 
always promoted commerce to increase the general welfare. Montesquieu, 
however, forcefully rejected this: the only respectable occupation in Roman 
eyes had always been agriculture. Instead of promoting trade, Rome had 
been bent on war and conquest. The discussion remained lively throughout 
the eighteenth century. 19  It only temporarily abated when Blanqui argued 
in his  Histoire de l’économie politique en Europe  (1837) that even though 
ancient Greeks and Romans had despised manual labour and commerce, 
the universal laws of (classical) economics could be seen at work in their 
institutions, monuments and jurisprudence. The main diffference between 
the ancient and modern economy, according to Blanqui, was that the former 
had been wholly based on slave instead of free labour. 20  

 Until the mid-nineteenth century the discussion can be described as 
minimalists versus maximalists. The terms of the debate and the appli-
cability of the same concepts and models to both the ancient and modern 
economy were not disputed. This changed when the German historical 
school of economics argued that the ancient economy was  qualitatively  
diffferent from medieval and modern economies and unfĳit to be studied 
by the concepts of classical economics. Rodbertus argued in the 1860s 
that the dominant production unit in antiquity had been the (ideally) self-
sufffĳ icient household or  oikos , of which slavery was merely an extension. 
Merchants were outsiders, wage labour was a marginal phenomenon. 21  
Karl Bücher expanded this idea in his  Entstehung der Volkswirtschaft  (1892) 
where he distinguished three historical phases in economic development: 
the ‘household economy’ ( Hauswirtschaft ), typical of antiquity, the ‘city 
economy’ ( Stadtwirtschaft ), typical of the middle ages and the ‘national 
economy’ ( Volkswirtschaft ), typical of the modern age. This provoked a sharp 
reaction from the classicist Eduard Meyer, who argued in  Die Wirtschaftliche 
Entwicklung des Altertums  (1895) that the economies of antiquity, from 
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ancient Babylon to late antiquity, were similar to the European capitalist 
economy. 22  The Bücher-Meyer controversy was born and scholars explicitly 
began to take sides, defĳ ining their views in opposition to their ‘opponents’. 

 Max Weber accepted Bücher’s view that formal classical economic 
concepts were not applicable to antiquity, but downplayed the importance 
attached to the household. According to Weber, antiquity experienced its 
own form of commercial capitalism, which was predominantly agrarian and 
political, driven by slavery and imperialism. The free market was never of 
central importance to it, because widespread slavery prevented the develop-
ment of a free market economy. Tax-farming companies were the pinnacle 
of ancient capitalism. Political elites were large landowners and derived 
their wealth from selling their crops to feed the cities they ruled. Cities 
were the pillars of Greco-Roman society but they were consumer centres, 
deriving their wealth from the rents extracted from their rural hinterland. 23  
These ideas deeply influenced Karl Polanyi, whose substantivist school of 
economics also rejected the use of formal economic concepts to analyse 
pre-industrial economies. 24   

 In classics, however, the influence of Bücher’s approach soon dwindled. 
During the interbellum, Weber inspired Johannes Hasebroek, 25  but the latter 
was soon overshadowed by Michael Rostovtzefff who as an archaeologist 
and social-economic historian followed in the footsteps of Meyer. 26  It was 
only in the 1960s and 1970s (in the context of decolonization and cold war) 
that Finley turned the tide and brought Weber and Polanyi to the fore, 
establishing a highly polemic ‘new orthodoxy’ that stood its ground until 
the 1990s. 27   

 The Bücher-Meyer controversy and its ensuing polarization are well 
explained by Lis and Soly and need no further comments here. One aspect, 
however, needs to be stressed more. The divide between Bücher-Weber-
Polanyi and Meyer-Rostovtzefff was not just about opinions, but also 
(mainly) about disciplines. Meyer was a classicist, Bücher an economist, 
Rostovtzefff a classicist/archaeologist, Weber and Polanyi social scientists. 
The modernists Meyer and Rostovtzefff were naïve in their use of economic 
and social concepts. On the other hand, neither Bücher nor Polanyi had any 
familiarity with ancient history or its sources. Weber did, but his historical 
views were those of the late nineteenth century. Finley’s lasting legacy 
is that he bridged the gap between ancient history and social sciences. 
Today, social science models are fĳ irmly at the heart of ancient economic 
history. Finley was not alone responsible for this shift. It would probably 
not have happened (or perhaps in a very diffferent way) without Keith 
Hopkins, Finley’s successor at Cambridge, who was both a sociologist and 
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classicist. Hopkins added formal-mathematical rigor to Finley’s modelling 
and introduced the concepts of macro-economics. 28  This ‘Cambridge school’ 
is now continued at Stanford by Walter Scheidel, Richard Saller and Ian 
Morris (all three Cambridge PhD’s). This ‘Stanford group’ has defĳ ined a 
new research program for ancient economic history inspired by (but not 
limited to) Douglass North’s New Institutional Economics. 29  Their views 
difffer strongly from Finley’s, but methodologically they are his direct heirs. 

 Nevertheless, fundamental disagreements and nasty confrontations still 
exist, although now on a theoretically more advanced level, between schol-
ars who favour market based explanations and those who prefer domination 
(‘predation’) based models. 30  One of the fĳ iercest polemics, for instance, is 
that between the economic historian Peter Bang and the economist Peter 
Temin. The latter approaches the Roman economy as market economy. The 
former sees the Roman economy as a developed ‘bazaar-economy’ and the 
Roman empire as a predatory ‘Natural State’ in the sense defĳined by North, 
Wallis and Weingast. 31   

 These recent developments have deeply influenced ancient labour his-
tory today. Temin sees a flourishing labour market as the core of an empire 
wide market economy, in which slaves participated as well as freedmen. 32  
Scheidel focuses on slavery as a form of coerced labour, but stresses the op-
portunity cost in determining whether slaves or free wage workers would be 
used and emphasizes the efffect of supply and demand on the slave market. 33  
Saller re-emphasized the role of household production. 34  There is no way of 
telling how these debates will develop. 35  My guess is that the contribution of 
economic archaeology will prove decisive because it is fĳ inally bringing in 
the much desired data to test the proposed models and has lifted empirical 
analyses to a much higher level. 

 These methodological shifts also profoundly afffect the thesis of the 
‘plurality of views and values’ endorsed by Lis and Soly. Finley readily 
acknowledged that lower classes did not share the elites’ contempt for 
work. Nor could they have affforded not to work. But for him, this was beside 
the point. Elite values were dominant not just because they represented 
the ‘Leitkultur’ but because there were no true middle classes to provide 
a counterbalance. A vast majority of the population everywhere were 
subsistence farmers, often landless peasants. A small elite of urban based 
notables owned most of the land. Urban craftsmen and merchants were 
mostly slaves, freedmen or outsiders. The rest of the urban population were 
servants, day-labourers or peddlers. Where social equality was greater – as 
in classical Athens – middling citizens relied on slaves and foreigners to 
perform crafts and trade. Their life-styles ultimately depended on their 
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citizenship of dominant tribute extracting polities. In Rome, inequality 
was rampant, but the urban poor were fed by the grain dole. Those who did 
achieve upward social mobility were quick to adopt elite values. 36  It is not 
that work was not considered respectable by a majority of the people, but 
wealth distribution was so unequal and the chances for upward mobility 
so few that such under-class views never developed into middle class views 
with a signifĳ icant impact on investments, schooling or political agendas. 
They may have been wide-spread, but they were impotent. 

 This idea has been swept away. Scheidel and Friesen recently postulated 
a Gini coefffĳicient of 0.42-0.44 for the Roman empire as a whole in the second 
century CE. Approximately 6-12 percent of the population would have been 
‘middling class’. This corresponds well to pre-modern Europe. Of course, 
the guestimate relates to the empire as a whole, including slaves. We should 
take into account wide regional variations, with much higher proportions 
of ‘middle class’ workers and of slaves in Italy and other prosperous parts 
of the empire. 37  

 The opposition between peasants and markets too has faded. Hopkins 
recognized that although peasant families had little surplus to spend, their 
numbers were so large that their aggregate demand was huge. Erdkamp 
showed that peasants’ labour potential was not limited to subsistence 
farming. A large part of the year there was little to be done on the fĳ ields. 
Members of peasant households worked as wage labourers on large estates 
or in non-agrarian enterprises in the countryside (for instance in brick and 
tile works) or in the cities (for instance in the building industry). 38  Hesiod 
reflects seventh-century ideals when labour and commodity markets were 
still largely a peripheral phenomenon. But the commercialization of Greek 
agriculture started well before the end of the sixth century BCE. 39  There is 
no reason to think that Hesiod’s ideology still prevailed in classical Attica or 
in any of the other more advanced  poleis . 40  Of course chattel slavery played 
an important part in the commercialization of agriculture, but only where 
it was more profĳitable for a landowner or entrepreneur to invest in slaves 
rather than to rely on cheap wage labour provided by peasant families. 
Vernant’s anti-market ‘peasant psychology’ thesis (see above), therefore, 
is unconvincing. 

 Behaviour and attitudes 

 Most of the Roman chapter in ‘Worthy Effforts’ studies attitudes and be-
haviour rather than explicit norms and values. Four important research 
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themes are discussed: the question of elite involvement in non-agricultural 
sectors, the social status and mobility of freedmen, the role of  collegia , and 
skills and technology. The last section on Roman ‘work ethic’ turns again 
to philosophy. 

 As noted by Lis and Soly, prosopographical research since the 1970s 
showed the involvement of Roman elites, from local notables to senators, 
in trade and fĳ inance. 41  Most Roman aristocrats and notables remained 
passive investors, lending money at interest to businessmen or fĳ inancial 
intermediaries. Since the late Republic such loans   were a standard part 
of an aristocratic portfolio, alongside urban and rural real estate. 42  Some 
aristocrats, however, were much deeper involved in business activities. 
D’Arms showed how some used lower order middlemen – freedmen, clients 
and ‘friends’ – to manage their investments. 43  Businessmen had no difffĳiculty 
circulating in aristocratic circles, receiving honours or fulfĳ illing political 
or bureaucratic functions. 44  

 Freedmen played a central role in elite business networks. Their role, 
however, is hard to interpret. Manumission was an integral part of the 
incentive system, allowing slaves to be entrusted with care-intensive tasks. 
On average, 15 percent or more of the adult male population in Italian cities 
were probably freedmen. In commercial hubs as Ostia and Puteoli this rose 
to more than 50 percent. 45  Some were very wealthy and although the  Lex 
Vitellia  (26 CE) excluded freedmen from political offfĳ ices, they had no dif-
fĳ iculty in receiving offfĳ icial tokens of honour or obtaining appointments as 
 augustales  (a formal status group with a special connection to the imperial 
cult) or as  apparitores  (civil servants). 

 Lis and Soly rightly stress the close link between freedmen’s professional 
and public identity. They cultivated workmanship ideals and occupational 
identities. We fĳ ind this depicted in funeral reliefs and inscriptions and it 
is implied in Petronius’s story of Trimalchio’s banquet. 46  But there is an 
important aspect that, I think, needs more consideration. Until the 1980s 
scholars generally believed that in practice freedmen (except in exceptional 
cases) remained bound to their patron. 47  An influential article by Peter 
Garnsey published in 1981, however, argued that many of the freedmen we 
fĳ ind in inscriptions, were truly independent. Either because their patrons 
had died or because the freedmen had bought their freedom (in which 
case a patron could not impose  operae ). 48  These independent freedmen 
would have been vigorous entrepreneurs. Garnsey’s view has recently been 
challenged again. According to Mouritsen, the large number of freedmen 
engaged in urban trades suggests that local notables tightly controlled the 
urban economy. As a rule, freedmen would have continued to work under 
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the authority of their patrons. 49  If true, however, this raises the question 
which incentives induced skilled freedmen to accept such authority. There 
is, as yet, no satisfactory answer. 50  

 Freedmen lead us back to slaves, a subject that Lis and Soly pay only little 
attention to. This is unfortunate because slavery takes a central position in 
the debates sketched above. The idea that most work in classical antiquity 
was performed by slaves rather than free people is (too) well entrenched 
in modern intellectual history. 51  Adam Smith launched it in economic his-
tory. 52  It seemed to fĳ ind a fĳ irm basis in the works of ancient authors. Appian 
and Plutarch claimed that slaves drove out free peasants in Italy in the 
second century BCE. 53  Pliny the Elder claimed that great slave-run estates 
( latifundia ) had been the ruin of Italy and were in his time destroying also 
the provinces. 

 Most scholars today no longer believe that slavery determined labour 
relations. Not only because most free people had to work for a living but 
mainly because wage labour is now recognized as a crucial part of the rural 
and urban economy. Nevertheless, while perhaps only c. 10 percent of the 
empire’s population were slaves (many of whom domestic servants), the 
proportion was much higher in some regions. Probably a third of the Italian 
population were slaves. In some places more than half of the free male adult 
population appear to have been freedmen (see above). It is hard to imagine 
that there was no efffect on how freeborn construed their social identity.  

 But this efffect was not straightforward. Roman chattel slavery should 
not be confused with early-modern and nineteenth-century slavery. 54  
Roman slaves were put to work in a wide range of activities. Many were 
highly skilled. They were entrusted with responsibilities as managers and 
instructors. This was only possible with strong positive incentives. Slaves 
with care-intensive tasks enjoyed considerable freedom. They received 
compensations, were allowed (pseudo-)private possessions ( peculium ) and 
enjoyed realistic prospects of manumission. 55  Manumission and upward 
social mobility were integral parts of Roman slavery  qua  institution. Obvi-
ously, many slaves (especially servants and chain-gang slaves) remained 
excluded from such opportunities and did sufffer abuses. But among the 
multiple slave identities, those of skilled workers and ambitious managers 
were as ‘natural’ as those of the faithful or treacherous servant. There was 
no single slave-identity that could have imposed itself on free workers. 

 Ancient historians have long downplayed the importance of occupational 
 collegia . They were considered ‘Ersatz-cities’ for commoners who on account 
of their poverty or servile birth were excluded from civic offfĳ ices, or agencies 
of the state to ensure provisions or serve as fĳ ire brigades. There is still 
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much debate on whether  collegia  actively contributed to the organization of 
their members’ economic activities (for instance by guaranteeing contracts 
or organizing apprenticeships), but scholars now generally acknowledge 
their role as institutions enhancing their members’ status and providing 
successful businessmen with the social capital needed to weigh on politi-
cal decisions.  Collegia  provided an institutional framework to transform 
occupations into social identities that integrated workers in, rather than 
segregated them from, civic and imperial institutions. 56  

 This is excellently described by Lis and Soly. One element, however, 
needs reconsidering. Guild membership for craftsmen and merchants in 
late antiquity became hereditary only for some corporations that served the 
state, primarily those working for the food supply of Rome and Constan-
tinople (the  annona ).  Collegia  did become the main unit for the collection 
of taxes on crafts and trade in late antiquity; hence membership may have 
become obligatory for craftsmen and traders. But with the exception of 
 collegia  working for the  annona,  nothing indicates that they were under 
close supervision of public authorities. Many of the presumed changes since 
the second century CE, moreover, may simply reflect the diffferent source 
materials (legal versus epigraphic) or could have developed gradually. New 
studies on late antique occupational  collegia  are sorely needed. 57  

 Until the 1980s ancient technology was considered backwards and 
stagnant. Advances in archaeology have shown the opposite. Between 
the archaic age and late antiquity, many innovations were developed 
and spread. Hydraulic technology in particular saw huge advances in the 
Hellenistic and Roman period. Watermills became widespread. The same 
technology was used to drive saws and hammers (for instance to crush ores 
or saw stones). Water-lifting devices and pumps increased the capacity for 
irrigation and deep-vein mining. 58   

 Technology both reflects and depends on specialized skills. The Roman 
economy strongly depended on skilled labour. Leading intellectuals like 
Cicero or Seneca scorned mechanical skills. But positive opinions are easily 
found even in elite literature. Many of the negative evaluations should be 
read as attempts to distance ‘high’ culture from a non-elite culture centred 
on professional skills. 

     Lis and Soly focus on funeral epigraphy and reliefs to argue that skills 
were at the core of craftsmen’s social identity. This could be more elaborated. 
Already in 1963 De Robertis argued that inscriptions, reliefs and papyri 
reveal a widespread popular culture that greatly valued work and profes-
sional skills. 59  Until the 1990s this worker-culture was seen primarily as a 
culture of slaves and freedmen. 60  In 2000, however, Paul Veyne revived the 
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idea of a self-conscious Roman ‘middle class’ – the  plebs media  – with its own 
culture premised on hard work and virtuous living. 61  Veyne believed that 
this  plebs media  distinguished itself from the ‘class’ of freedmen, but this 
idea soon faded. Today, most scholars accept the reality of an urban ‘middle 
class’ culture, shared by freeborn and freedmen, centred on craftsmanship, 
professional expertise and co-operative values. 62  

 Illustration 2 Funerary relief with inscription reading: “Publius Curtilius Agatus, 
freedman of Publius, silversmith”. The decease is showed fĳinishing a silver cup 
Italy, early 1st c. AD, Paul Getty Museum 
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 Studying this middle class culture, however, is not straightforward. 
Although literary sources provide clues, the data mostly come from funerary 
epigraphy and reliefs. Occupational references, however, are not as com-
mon as Lis and Soly appear to think. Only a small percentage of funerary 
inscriptions and reliefs refer to the deceased’s occupation. In Italy, by far 
most inscriptions and reliefs mentioning occupations belong to freedmen. 
Mouritsen pointed out that many were barely or not at all publicly visible, 
suggesting that they reflected personal emotional preferences rather than 
a distinct sub-culture. 63  There are, moreover, local varieties that have more 
to do with epigraphic habit than with cultural values. Grand funerary 
monuments in Italy, like that of Eurysaces the baker, imitate those of the 
Augustan aristocracy. Freedmen continued the habit only until the time of 
Nero. 64  The impressive funerary monuments depicting occupational scenes 
in the region of Trier, on the other hand, date roughly to the period 150-225 
CE and belong to local notables. 65  

 The last section (‘Work ethic’) turns again to explicit norms and values, 
viz. those of stoicism and its relation to popular morality. It sums up well 
the connections between both, following a tradition that reaches back to 
Rostovtzefff. Stoicism emphasized that it was every man’s moral duty to fulfĳil 
the task nature had given him. There were many variants, but all stressed 
social responsibility. Which occupations were morally acceptable, depended 
on one’s social status. Some were always reprehensible (particularly those 
catering to sensual pleasures). But Cicero’s famous list of which means of 
income were fĳ it or unfĳit for free men ( liberalis ) cannot be generalized. 66  
Stoicism provided a sound foundation for a positive appreciation of work. 
It resonated well with the general appreciation for exertion and effforts that 
pervaded all strata of Roman society and the condemnation of leisure spent 
in idleness. Mechanical arts were valued for their contribution to human 
society. The stress lay upon social roles and the ensuing moral duty to 
perform the tasks attached to them, underscoring the link between social 
identity and economic occupation. 

 There is a need today, I think, to look at the role of Neoplatonism, a 
contemplative philosophy (contrary to stoicism), whose ethical views have 
received only very little attention. Neoplatonism became popular in the 
third century and influenced early Christianity. As far as I know, however, 
its relation to economic culture has not yet been studied. 
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 Conclusion 

 In their chapters on Greece and Rome, Lis and Soly show a familiarity 
with ancient history that is rarely found among medievalists and (early-)
modernists. They offfer a valuable contribution to closing the gap between 
ancient and medieval/modern history. In this review article I have tried 
to follow up on their achievement by contextualizing and adding on to 
the impressive learning they show and by pointing the reader to further 
literature. I hope that by doing so I too will have contributed a little in 
bringing us closer together. 
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Society  19 (1973) 9-34. Note, however, that contrary to what Lis and Soly assume, Cicero 
was not a stoic. Epistemologically, he adhered to Academic Skepticism, which held that 
the truth was beyond the ability of the human mind to discover. As a school of thought it 
was opposed to stoicism, but its adherents were free to accept any argument they found 
convincing, including stoic ones – which Cicero often did. His ethical philosophy, however, 
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leans also toward Peripateticism (derived from Aristotle), which rejected the stoic view that 
only virtue was worthwhile and sufffĳ iced for a happy live.
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