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Hesiod on Scarcity
By Gregory T. Papanikos”

This study deals with Hesiod’s most important economic contribution. He
introduced and explicitly defined the concept of economic scarcity, relating it to
the productivity of labor. The latter can be enhanced by an unbounded
Prometheus (technology), which permits the exploitation of new materials such
as iron. In this paper, a distinction is made between a static and a dynamic
definition of scarcity. Related to scarcity is the debate on the etymology of the
word ““economics”. In Works and Days, the word itself is absent, but,
nevertheless, the word ““oikos’ is mentioned many times to clearly mean family
business, which needs economic management within the institutionally-
determined peace and justice. Without these two pre-conditions, the economies
cannot flourish (grow).
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Introduction

Scarcity is defined as the lack of means of life. The opposite is abundance,
i.e., more goods exist than needed. Hesiod understood the importance of scarcity
in determining human behavior, clearly defined it and provided an excellent and
unsurpassed metaphysical explanation of its existence, which, nevertheless,
included a pragmatic way of mitigating its intensity. All of these are examined in
this paper. Hesiod’s discussion of the scarcity issue may be considered as his most
important economic contribution. Papanikos (2022a) examines Hesiod’s overall
place in the economics literature. Scarcity is one of his important contributions that
puts him at the beginning of the history of economic thought and economic
analysis. Hesiod’s clear definition of scarcity and its relationship to economic
activities makes him the first known economist in the world.

Scarcity is, by definition, the economic problem of humanity. Hesiod not only
provides, what | call, a static definition of scarcity, which most contemporary
economists would feel comfortable with, but he also gives a dynamic definition of
scarcity, which encompasses a continuum of the intensity of scarcity, which is
demonstrated by three distinct categories: deprivation (famine, starvation),
saturation (bliss point), and abundance. This dynamic approach entails comparisons
across time of the same household, and most importantly comparisons between
households across space and time.

All three of these possible categorical human conditions are analyzed in
Works and Days, which includes both normative and ontological effects that these
conditions have on the allocation of time in work activities, leisure time and
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idleness (laziness). Papanikos (2022b) presents, in detail, Hesiod’s book, Works
and Days, arguing that it is the first known economics textbook. At the individual
level, Hesiod states that the scarcity problem can be solved by four means. Firstly,
by stealing other people’s products, i.e., those who sleep during the day so they
can “work” during the night. Secondly, extort other people’s property and goods
by bribing the kings-judges or by lying and borrowing money/goods, which are
never returned back. Thirdly, by begging. Fourthly, by working honestly and hard
to produce what is needed. According to Hesiod, the last is the best solution in the
long-run to the scarcity problem.

Thus, the scarcity problem can be solved when individuals become saturated
(the exact word used by Hesiod is xopeaoduevoc?), and even better when their
accumulated wealth is abundant, i.e., their warehouse is full of material goods.
Further accumulation of wealth, beyond saturation, might be the result of either the
subjective utility of wealth and/or as a result of the demonstration effect when an
individual compares himself with others, such as neighbors, relatives and people
of the same profession. Hesiod also has a theory of unhappiness because of the
diminishing marginal utility of income (consumption), which can turn negative
after the bliss point is reached.

In addition to his pragmatic analysis of the scarcity problem at the level of the
individual, Hesiod’s metaphysical explanation (Prometheus’ fable and Pandora’s
jar) of the existence of scarcity also suggests that, at the level of humanity, the
intensity of scarcity can be mitigated by applying technology (fire) to produce
more goods and services and to discover new materials (iron). Technology and
new discoveries give hope. It is what is left inside Pandora’s jar for the humanity
to use in order to alleviate the intensity of the scarcity problem.

Hesiod has so far been vindicated. The history of the human race is the
struggle against scarcity—ethical and unethical or legally and illegally. One can
paraphrase Karl Marx and state that the history of all hitherto existing societies is
the history of struggles against the intensity of scarcity. The class struggle is only
one manifestation of these struggles and relates more to the distribution of the
intensity of the scarcity rather than its overall mitigation. At the world level, the
struggle against scarcity continues, especially as this is manifested by absolute
poverty, malnutrition and the dire condition of the everyday living of billions of
people. This is despite Prometheus being unbounded now. Unfortunately for
billions of people, Prometheus has been unable to solve the deprivation
manifestation of the intensity of the scarcity problem. Hunger, famine, starvation,
child malnourishment and diseases still exist, or as Hesiod put it:>

“The same word is used in modern Greek economic terminology to indicate “saturation”, i.e.,
KOPEGLUOG.

“Hesiod, in his economic history (Papanikos, 2022c), uses metals to identify the various historical
phases of human development such as gold, silver, copper and iron. Hesiod lives in the iron race
(age, epoch, period). However, even in this purely economic explanation of human development he
adds something mythical-metaphysical, which is the race of heroes, i.e., those who fought in the
battles of Troy and Thebes. My interpretation is that this insertion made his book more attractive to
his listeners.

3Unless specified otherwise, | provide the English translation of the original text. By doing so |
chose from the many meanings that a word has, the one which makes sense to modern day
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but myriad other catastrophes for the people dAlo, 8¢ popia Avypd kat' avOpdToug GAGATOL
untold [100]

The moral of the story is that the war of the human race against Gods
(searching for the truth and creating new knowledge) continues! After all,
Prometheus was the first to challenge the Gods’ power to hide the truth and look at
them straight in the eyes (and minds) as equals. Since then, the human race is able
to theorize and find out, through the acquisition of new knowledge, solutions to
the myriad of human problems. Literally speaking, the word “theory” means, “I
see God” and therefore I know what is known by God. Building theories, then, is
like building ladders to reach Gods, i.e., to acquire new and useful knowledge.

Singer (1958) was the first to notice Hesiod’s important and unique economic
contribution to the scarcity issue. Gordon (1963) further developed Hesiod’s
exceptional scarcity idea by comparing Hesiod and Aristotle. As is the case with
Homer, Aristotle has received much greater attention by contemporary economists
even though, unlike Hesiod, he was not an economist. Gordon (1963) correctly
pointed out that Hesiod was the first to define and analyze the scarcity issue as an
economic problem. Aristotle did not. Unfortunately, Singer’s and Gordon’s papers
have not motivated economists to change their views on the origins of the scarcity
issue. Almost all economists consider Robbins (1932) as having invented the idea
of scarcity. In this paper, Hesiod is considered as the genuine Prometheus while
Robbins a pseudo-Prometheus. This predatory practice has happened many times
in the history of scientific innovations.

In this paper, | argue that Hesiod’s concept of scarcity is not only his most
important contribution to economic analysis, but it is much better than Robbins’s
contribution, i.e., he explains more than Robbin’s definition of scarcity. At least
this is my reading. Hesiod clearly recognizes, as many economists do today, that
people must “economize” because the means of life are scarce. Unlike contemporary
economists who ignore the question, “why does scarcity exist?”,* Hesiod gives his
own metaphysical explanation; not only of its existence, but also of its intensity.
The myth of Prometheus is a heuristic way of saying that the scarcity problem may
be mitigated by technology and new discoveries.

Scarcity is not the same for all people living in different times and places.
Hesiod’s metaphysical story can be used to interpret his concept of scarcity as a
dynamic one which relates the long historical trend of the scarce means of life to
productivity of labor (technology) and to the satisfaction of an ever-growing
number of human needs, taking into consideration the declining marginal utility of
consumption. Therefore, there exists a point of saturation (kopeooduevog), or as
economists call it, a “bliss point”. Hesiod had developed an explicit theory of

economists. Unfortunately for the economic interpretation of Hesiod’s work, classicists and
philologists translate the text having in mind other criteria.

*Robbins (1932, p. 15) does make a note that, “We have been turned out of Paradise. We have
neither eternal life nor unlimited means of gratification”. This of course cannot compare with the
Hesiod’s Prometheus fable and Pandora’s jar and the non-metaphysical hope this entails for future
human races to mitigate the intensiveness of the scarcity problem as explained below in this paper.
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diminishing marginal utility of income and wealth and applied it to the economic
problem of scarcity.

Undoubtedly, the study of economics is the study of scarcity. Even the
distributional aspects of economic analysis, which mainstream economists ignore,
depend upon scarcity. On the other hand, the so-called radical economists failed to
recognize that the greatest achievement of the contemporary economic system (or
human race, to use Hesiod’s term) has been its continuous ability to substantially
mitigate the intensity of the scarcity problem. Hesiod wishes for such a world
when he stated that he wanted to live in the future because better things can
happen (along with bad of course). It seems that from the scarcity point of view, if
Hesiod lived today, he would conclude that many good things have happened
along with many bad; as is always the case, | may add.

Robbins (1932, p. 15), in an excellent paragraph, describes the role of scarcity
in defining the subject matter of economics. I give here the full passage because it
has many similarities to Hesiod’s concept of scarcity:

Here, then, is the unity of subject of Economic Science, the forms assumed by human
behaviour in disposing of scarce means. The examples we have discussed already
harmonise perfectly with this conception. Both the services of cooks and the services
of opera dancers are limited in relation to demand and can be put to alternative uses.
The Theory of Wages in its entirety is covered by our present definition. So, too, is the
Political Economy of War. The waging of war necessarily involves the withdrawal of
scarce goods and services from other uses if it is to be satisfactorily achieved. It has
therefore an economic aspect. The economist studies the disposal of scarce means.
He is interested in the way different degrees of scarcity of different goods give rise to
different ratios of valuation between them, and he is interested in the way in which
changes in conditions of scarcity, whether coming from changes in ends or changes
in means—from the demand side or the supply side—affect these ratios. Economics
is the science which studies human behavior as a relationship between ends and
scarce means which have alternative uses.

Economic textbooks cite the last sentence as the definition of economics.
Economics is not what economists do, but the analysis of what people are
forced to do when they are compelled by the scarce means of living. | have
chosen the word “force” because in many cases people, out of desperation and
caused by the scarcity of the means of life, do things which go beyond what a
civilized society would consider ethically and legally acceptable. At the individual
level, this takes the form of theft and crime and other unethical behaviors, but at
the polity (social) level it takes the form of wars (plundering) and injustice. Hesiod
analyzes them extensively, but rejects all these alternative ways of solving the
scarcity problem. He bases his arguments on ethical and realistic (historical)
grounds as | shall show below in this paper.

Robbins is wrong in the above quotation when he stated that the war reduces
the scarce resources from other uses. This is a static and short-run analysis. It does
not take into consideration the distributional effects of a war. A dynamic historical
analysis will show that staging a successful war increases the scarce resources
available to be used for non-war purposes by the winner. The present value of a
successful war far exceeds the present value of costs, including the initial costs of
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preparing for a war. A war (the use or the threat of violence) is one of many
methods to acquire scarce means of life and has nothing to do with its many other
excuses in staging a war, such as the clash of civilizations or for the beauty of
Helen in Homer’s story of the Trojan War. If Troy was not where it is and the
whole area was not providing the scarce means of living to the Greek city-states, |
doubt very much if Greeks would have cared if Helen fell in love with someone
from Troy and left her husband in mainland Greece.” In a nutshell, and contrary to
Robbins’ allegations in the above quote, after the successful war in Troy, the
Greeks had much more means of life than before the war. Their war expedition
had risks as all “investments” do. It is true that the Trojans lost not only their
means of living but their lives as well. This is a distributional problem of scarce
resources and economists like Robbins and many others like him ignore this
fundamental economic solution to the scarcity problem. On the other hand, Hesiod
did not ignore it.

My conclusion from reading history® is that the entire ancient history of wars
(almost two millenniums) for which we have written information from the Trojan
War up to the collapse of the Roman Empire, a long-lasting war is always a
continuous struggle to acquire scarce means of life; they are wars against scarcity.
Classical Athens of the fifth century BCE is the best-known case along with many
other examples.” At the cost of overstating it, one may argue that the history of
scarcity is the history of wars to “steal” scarce resources, primarily food and
natural resources from other countries and people. The scarce resources (money)
that poured into Athens after the successful battles against the Persian Empire in
the early fifth century BCE were unprecedented. It created an Athenian empire,
which by the continuous use of wars, attempted: (a) to mitigate the intensity of the
starvation problem of the very poor Athenians by securing the importation of
cheap food (grains) from all over the known world at the time; (b) to satisfy the
cravenness for wealth of many individual Athenian citizens; and (c) to show off
their wealth by building such masterpieces as the monuments on the Acropolis
Hill.® This is exactly what Hesiod had predicted a few centuries before in his
Works and Days and so eloquently have been told by the two great historians of
the world: Thucydides and Xenophon. Robbins lived in a period when people
knew and studied the ancient Greek sources (classical studies). It seems that he did
not read it, or if he had read it, he did not appreciate the important implications of

SGorgias (5™-4" Century BCE), in his masterpiece of Encomium of Helen, gives four reasons
(God’s will, use of force, love, and logos-soothing) why Helen was the innocent part of the Trojan
War. Of course, Herodotus (5™ Century BCE) also gives an excellent catalogue of the women who
were allegedly the causes of wars (including Helen), but right away dismisses such an approach.
Herodotus was writing history and not novels.

®In other works, | examined what history is as well as its other aspects, including how history can be
used to assist in the implementation of economic policy; see Papanikos (2020a, 2006, 2005) and
Papanikos and Pappas (2006).

"The most famous one is of course the Peloponnesian War, which has so masterfully been narrated
by Thucydides in his 5" Century BCE book, including an excellent presentation of the pandemic
which hit Athenians in the first year of the war; see Papanikos (2020b).

®This includes the temple of Parthenon with an unmatched economic cost. The cost was close to 500
silver talents which was equivalent to half of the annual revenue of the Athenian state. In today’s
Greece, the cost would have been at least 20 billion euro.
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Hesiod’s economic contributions. It seems that many contemporary scientists have
started to look again at ancient (economic) history for inspiration, and most
importantly to avoid not only the “Thucydides Trap”, but also to take into
consideration the Ancient Greek proverb: a wise man does not make the same
mistake twice (zo di¢ eCauapreiv ovk avopoc copod éoti), which allegedly was said
by Meandrous.

The notion of scarcity is tautological to the concept of the economy. Without
scarcity, the study of economics is useless. Without scarcity there is no need to
economize; petom is one of the verbs Hesiod uses which can be translated as being
frugal, or as the fourth century BCE Greek scholars would call it, “do economy”
or economize. This term has survived to the Modern Greek language, and if
someone is good at being frugal, it is called, oixovouog. This relates to the history
of the adoption of the word “economics” by later writers. However, as Hesiod
points out, the scarcity problem cannot be solved by frugality alone. The human
race is “condemned” to work hard because of the threat of scarcity.

The above is an overview of Hesiod’s contribution to scarcity and therefore to
economic analysis. All the above issues are examined in this paper. The paper is
organized into six sections, including this relatively long introduction. Section two
discusses the static definition of scarcity, which appears in the contemporary
economics textbook. Section three presents Hesiod’s unparallel explanation of
scarcity, which | call a dynamic definition of scarcity. Section four gives Hesiod’s
metaphysical explanation of why scarcity exists and how using technology can
mitigate the intensity of scarcity. Section five discusses the issue of the concept of
“economy”, “economics” and “economize” in Hesiod’s Works and Days. The
final section concludes.

The Static Definition of Scarcity

Economics is the study of human behavior when they are faced with the harsh
reality of material scarcity. Robbins is credited with giving the best definition of
economics. It is based on his meaning of scarcity as was shown in the introduction
above. The received view of his analysis of the meaning of scarcity in his well-
known book, An Essay on the Nature & Significance of Economic Science, Robbins
(1932, p. 15) stated that, “Scarcity of means to satisfy given ends is an almost
ubiquitous condition of human behavior.”

Just to note that the use of the word “almost” leaves room for exceptions
because there are some human ends which cannot be satisfied by any allocation of
scarce means alone. For example, one cannot buy God’s love with scarce means
(money), even though some religions have promised God’s love if the worshipers
donate (pay money) or even sacrifice their lives. Equivalently, you cannot buy
someone’s true love, including the love of your family members, using scarce
resources alone or even by sacrificing your life. You may be able to “buy” their
pity, but not their love. Also, you may buy people’s pretense of loving you, and for
many “consumers of love”, this might be sufficient. Finally, and most important of
all, one cannot always buy good health, and sooner or later the fate of any
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individual, rich or poor, has been predetermined by their own birth. Humans are
mortals and this is independent of their wealth. In 2017, the last human being born
in the nineteenth-century died. Now it is the turn of the twentieth-century human
race to start departing from earth! Hesiod emphasizes this throughout his work.
This fatality of the human race underlies all his theory of economic history
discussed in Papanikos (2022c). One may distinguish then, between material and
non-material scarcity. It is only the material aspect of scarcity, which is the subject
of economic analysis.

I call the above description of scarcity the static definition. The problem of
scarcity becomes a mechanical dilemma which can be easily solved by linear
programming. Every household can make its daily, monthly, annual and lifetime
planning by allocating its past, current and future accumulation of scarce resources
(income) to meet the infinite ends (consumption). Hesiod gives a full daily,
monthly and annual calendar of all the activities necessary to create the means of
life to satisfy human needs. This is the necessary, but a mechanical and a relatively
easy solution to the scarcity problem. Nonetheless, | consider this static definition
as a necessary starting point, but not sufficient to define the meaning of scarcity
and therefore the totality of the subject matter of economics.

The static definition unnecessarily and unjustifiably restricts the rich field of
economics because some economists have been infected by what | call a
“monomaniac ideological framework”. This disease has penetrated their “heart
and soul” as Hesiod would have put it. There are many economists who suffer
from “a phobia of distribution”. They do not want to consider any economic
analysis which touches upon the distribution of income and wealth, or what is
similar, the interpersonal comparisons of utilities at the level of individuals, social
classes and countries. Robbins went to great lengths in explaining why his
definition of scarcity and the obvious fact of the diminishing marginal utility of
income (wealth) should not be related to its distribution. Even though he relates
scarcity to the law of declining marginal utility, Robbins, nevertheless, unsuccessfully
attempted to refute the distributional implication of the law.

Hick’s contribution in the 1930s called the ordinals “revolution”, “liberated”
economists from the need to analyze demand along the lines of declining marginal
utility. My feeling is that he did not liberate them from their phobia of distribution.
Robbins’ publication of 1932 missed this “revolution”. However, Hicks did not
give a parsimonious answer to the same question, but restricted the domain of the
question to be answered.? The difference is on the distribution of scarce means to
satisfy the infinite ends. The Hicksean analysis of indifference curves cannot
answer the following question: should economics examine whether society’s
welfare can increase if there is a way that income and wealth can be redistributed
from rich to poor households without, however, reducing the total quantity of
goods and services produced either today or in the future?'® Is this an entirely

%Cooter and Rappoport (1984) provided an excellent overview of the difference between ordinalists
and cardinalists.

OHicks is credited as having invented the compensation principle, i.e., those who lose have the
potential to be compensated by those who gain and are still left better off. This is a perfect (happy)
society where the scarcity problem is solved with perfect harmony. It is like the perfect competition
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different issue not to be examined by economists? Some economists have
responded that the issue of diminishing marginal utility of income (wealth) should
not only be used for welfare (distributional) analysis, but it should be used to
analyze individual human behavior of nonlinearities between wealth and
“happiness”. In other words, we are living in a world that some individuals have
accumulated so many scarce resources that one additional unit makes them
unhappy. A social (public) intervention to prevent such a conspicuous “market
failure” of consumption will make these people happier. Of course, such an
unhappy individual may, on their own, act in order to get rid of this excess “fat”.
Philanthropic actions are a characteristic example. It is not an accident that the
super-rich of this planet have established their own philanthropic associations to
help solve the scarcity problem of the world. Of course, economists are absolutely
correct when they point out that vanity is an element of the utility function and this
is satisfied when such associations bear the name of their founders, usually along
with their wives/husbands.

The relatively new field of the economics of happiness demonstrates that
there is a point where more income (consumption) makes people unhappy. This
literature links utility, income and happiness to the idea of the relative income
hypothesis which according to Clark et al. (2008, p. 100), “... can be dated back to
at least Thorstein Veblen (1899), and then James S. Duesenberry (1949).”

The authors smartly mentioned “at least” which allows me to argue that
Hesiod was the first to point this out. As stated in the abstract of their paper,
“Income may be evaluated relative to others (social comparison) or to oneself in
the past (habituation).” This is exactly what Hesiod’s analysis does.

Relative comparisons bring the issue to the surface that Robbins and others
have tried very hard to avoid: the intensity of scarcity is not the same for all
individuals. In other words, it is one thing to allocate scarce means to satisfy
infinite ends, but it is another thing to explain why the intensity of scarcity differs
between individuals across space (geographically) and time (historically). Hesiod
tackled this issue and gave some very interesting answers. His conceptualization of
scarcity can be considered as being part of a dynamic explanation, which is
examined in the following section.

The Dynamic Definition of Scarcity

Hesiod offers what | call a dynamic definition of scarcity. According to
Hesiod, scarcity is the difference between what people want (ends) and what
people have (means). As already mentioned, this defines three mutually exclusive
states of human condition: (a) abundance, (b) saturation, and (c) deprivation —
famine. These three words appear many times in Hesiod’s Works and Days.

I have already mentioned that Hesiod uses the word xopeooduevog to describe
the state of material saturation. Another word is dpxiog, which is translated as

or the perfect (ideal) society of Plato. Their common characteristic of all these perfections is that
they do not exist. Nevertheless, they have a tremendous value as yardsticks to be used to evaluate
real world situations.
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sufficient or satisfactory. Hesiod uses this term to draw the demarcation line
between work and leisure. Spend time on leisure once you have secured sufficient
means of life would be the recommendation of Hesiod and not otherwise. The best
word which describes the deprivation is Ayudg, which is translated as “famine” in
English; the same word is used in Modern Greek.

As for the word “abundance”, there are many words which can identify a state
of abundance. | have counted more than ten words in Works and Days. Some are
mentioned many times in different parts of the text. At this state, people can derive
pleasure from the simple accumulation of wealth, by giving to others or by
entering into conspicuous consumption, of which Hesiod is not in favor;
moderation and not demonstration is what he suggests. It should always be kept in
mind that Hesiod, like Adam Smith, was on a mission: to make the world
materially and ethically better.

These three human conditions can be objectively or subjectively defined.
They differ from individual to individual. Abundance is defined when the ends are
less than the means. In this case, people are wealthy (rich) with a lot of property
and plenty of leisure time. Saturation is a state of human condition when the
means of life suffice to satisfy all the ends (needs), including the need for leisure
time. Deprivation is a state of affairs where individuals and their families starve
and the means of life are not sufficient to cover their basic (biological) needs.

The extent of this difference between ends and means measures the intensity
of scarcity, which is determined by a number of factors including:

(@) the individual time devoted to work and not to leisure/laziness;
(b) the previously accumulated wealth;

(c) the stability secured by peace and justice; and

(d) the uncertainty of life.

The latter Hesiod attributes to Gods because they are the ones who determine
the “natural” phenomena, which affect the production and productivity of work,
particularly in farming and seafaring. Thus, Hesiod does not blame only the
individual as being responsible for his being destitute, but gives two other reasons
attributing them to archons and Gods. Not hard work, but luck as well to be born
in a good society without wars and injustices as well as Gods’ blessings
determines the intensity of scarcity. This issue relates very much to the recent
discussion of political philosophy instigated primarily by the work of Sandel
(2020), which considers that meritocracy is not so much the result of individual
hard work, but the result of chance, which includes whether one was born into a
rich or a poor family; in an advanced or less advanced politeia; raised during a war
or peace period.

Hesiod suggests that the problem of scarcity must be solved only by hard and
honest work with the spirit of fair competition between the various trades and
artisans. Any current surplus should become accumulated property so that the
future scarcity problem becomes less acute, i.e., the intensity of the scarcity is
reduced by decreasing the ratio of ends to scarce means. Hesiod warns that cities
cannot progress economically (do not produce more goods) and are in general
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non-sustainable in the very long term, if they attempt to solve their present scarcity
problem by wars, plunder, theft and injustice. Sustainability is also included in the
existence of the human race itself. The threat of extinguishing humanity is an
integral part of Hesiod’s theory of economic history either by Gods’ will or by
self-destruction because of wars. The idea that the human race has created the
means of its own destruction is as evident in Hesiod’s works as it is today with the
atomic bomb and climate change.

As already mentioned above, there were many states and races which relied
on wars to solve their scarcity problem. As predicted by Hesiod, they disappeared
from the face of the earth. Of course, there are many other civilizations (human
races) which were able to survive, but they had to adjust to a fairer distribution of
the means of life. This is the case with all western powers. Now they must share
some of their power with the rest of the world if they want to avoid what was aptly
called the “Thucydides Trap”.

Hesiod discusses all three mutually exclusive human conditions mentioned
above as | shall show below. Unlike Robbins’ received view on scarcity, the
dynamic concept of scarcity--defined as the difference between ends and means--
was used by Hesiod to show: (a) the hard objective condition individuals face
when the available means of life do not suffice to cover their basic needs (avoid
starvation); (b) the need to accumulate any current surplus to avoid future
deprivation of the basic means of life which may result in famine in addition to
additional satisfaction people derive by accumulating wealth, or as Hesiod so
wonderfully put it: if your soul or heart craves for more wealth; and (c) the
subjective feeling of deprivation people experience when their social reference
group (neighbors, relatives, economic and social class etc.) has higher means and
therefore is able to satisfy more ends.

Points (b) and (c) are the dynamic elements of Hesiod’s definition of scarcity,
which are lacking from Robbins’ definition of scarcity. A part of this dynamic
definition of scarcity has been vindicated by the development of the relative
income hypothesis and the demonstrative effect of consumption; see Arrow and
Dasgupta (2009). However, the most important element of Hesiod’s dynamic
definition of scarcity is its relation to production (work time) and productivity of
labor. The latter is related to technology (use of fire) and new discoveries (iron).
Both issues are examined in the following two sections of this paper.

Work, Production, Productivity, Leisure and Laziness

Hesiod’s concept of scarcity is related to the uncertainty (Gods’ will) of life,
but primarily to time allocated to work. It is work that increases production and
adds to the accumulation of private wealth. In today’s economic jargon, Hesiod
suggests that people should maximize their income (wealth) from working hard,
subject to the uncertainties of life. Hesiod is very clear on the allocation of
individual time between work, leisure and laziness.
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Scarcity and the Productivity of Labor

As | have mentioned above, the description of the three human conditions of
severe scarcity (famine), saturation and abundance are everywhere in Hesiod’s
Works and Days, but the best excerpt which clearly defines scarcity is the one that
related it to the productivity of labor. Hesiod defined scarcity (actually, the lack of
scarcity) as follows:

Because easily by working one day PNdimg Yap Kev Kol €' ot Epydccalo,
have for a year and idle be MoTe 6€ KEIG EVIOWTOV EYELY Kol depyov
govto [43-44]

Scarcity exists because the productivity of labor is not sufficient to produce
what people need. In the above example, Hesiod’s extremely high productivity of
labor required only one day’s work to satisfy all annual needs. This is the essence
of scarcity according to Hesiod, i.e., the relatively low productivity of work.
Robbins correctly points out that scarcity is a relative concept, but Hesiod shows
why this is the case by integrating it into his definition of scarcity. At the limit,
scarcity will stop to exist or will become less acute* when the productivity of
labor will tend to infinity, i.e., people will not need to work, and they will be idle,
or as Hesiod put it in the above passage, xai depyov éévra. The word depyov means
that there is no need to work to produce anything because everything will come
almost for free like Hesiod’s Golden Age as is further explained in Papanikos
(2022c).

In the above excerpt, Hesiod does not blame only the individual for the
existence of scarcity, but the low productivity. The low productivity is the result of
the lack of technology as Hesiod explained in his metaphysical interpretation of
the existence of scarcity, which is discussed in the next section of this paper. There
existed an initial stage of human development in which people did not work
because earth provided all they needed for free. This metaphysical explanation of
the existence of scarcity leaves the door open for an optimistic outlook of the
dynamic historical evolution of the intensity of the scarcity problem. Hesiod was
optimistic about the future despite the hardships of his contemporary iron race. He
writes:

Now the iron race exists; never a day VOV yaip 81 yévoc £0Ti G181 peove 0DSE moT' o

without work-tiredness and pain, not a non- TOVOVTOL KOUATOV Kol 01{00g, 00OE TL VOKT®P

tormented night; @Bepdpevor.

hard Gods give concerns; Yahemag 6¢ Beol dMGOVGL Lepitvag

but, however, mixed are the goods with bad. GAA' Epumng Kol Toiot pepeieton E60AN KaKoiow.
[176-179]

1| do not know any economist who will not consider starvation (famine) as an acute manifestation
of the scarcity problem. They disagree on the proposed solutions. Some argue that it is a matter of
the world distribution of food because the total production of food is sufficient to feed more than the
entire world population and avoid episodes of famine and malnutrition. Some other economists
argue that such distribution will result in less food for the future and therefore the famine problem
cannot be solved by distribution alone. The best long-term solution is to increase production in the
areas of the world which suffer from the acute manifestation of the scarcity problem by increasing
the productivity of labor. I think on the latter solution, no economist would disagree.
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The word xaudazov has survived into Modern Greek and means “tired from
work”, which is another indication of how scarcity can be overcome, i.e., with
hard work and pain. In Modern Greek, the two Hesiodic words of 7juap and
xoudrov have survived as one word: ueporauaro, which means “the daily wage
rate”. Hesiod believed that he lives in the Iron Age, mixed with good and bad.
However, it is up to human beings to exploit the goods and avoid the bad. His
optimism is expressed in the two preceding lines of the above passage when
Hesiod wished that he was born after the Iron Age because it will be better than
the current state of human economic affairs.

Hesiod developed another interesting theory about the productivity of labor.
People should start their work as early as possible, at dawn, because it is during the
dawn that one can do most of a day’s work. Hesiod put it much better as follows:

Because the dawn’s work provides one third of  Hjo¢ yap Epyoto tpitnv dmopeipetan oicay,

the day NAOG To1 TPOPEPEL LEV 030D, TPOPEPEL B¢ Kol
The dawn moves you on the road, and moves &pyov [578-579]

you on the work

The words used by Hesiod reveal the economic depth of his thought. The
word drousiperor, translated here as “provide”, also means to distribute the
production of what is destined (aioav) to be produced in one day. This way, nature
and metaphysics intermingle again. What one can produce in one day because of
the uncertainly of life, especially in agriculture and seafaring, is a destiny
determined by Gods, but taken this as given, human beings can get a bigger share
of what is destined to them only if they start working early in the morning. This is
a testable hypothesis whether the productivity of labor is higher early in the
morning (at dawn) relative to the rest of the day. Actually, Hesiod’s theory of the
daily productivity of labor makes it one-third which is an empirical testable
hypothesis; one of many that exist in his book of Works and Days. One may
wonder how Hesiod came up with this number, one of the few which are cited in
his book. Of course, his own experience provided the evidence for such claims.

Attitudes towards Work, Leisure and Laziness

Gods play only a partial role in what a man can produce on a daily, monthly
and annual basis. The rest is determined by an individual’s attitude towards work,
leisure and laziness. Hesiod develops a theory which relates scarcity to an
individual’s own choices in allocating the scarce time among the three alternatives:
work, leisure and laziness. He distinguishes the non-work time between laziness
and enjoyment (leisure). He was against laziness, especially if people are faced
with the severe manifestation of the scarcity problem as is demonstrated by
starvation and famine. In this case, only hard and long work can solve the scarcity
problem and avoid famine.

The important dynamic element of scarcity is the relation between works and
ends. The higher the ratio of works to ends, the higher the manifestation of
scarcity. And here comes the most important relation between the two variables: if
leisure time is an end in itself, as Hesiod thought it was, then this ratio becomes
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complex (non-linear) because more work may not increase the satisfaction of ends,
but reduce it, once a certain level of satisfaction (bliss point) is reached which
includes the satisfaction derived from consuming leisure time. Contemporary
economic analysis has made this an important determinant of an individual’s co-
decisions between work-time and leisure-time. Hesiod understood this relation
very well and there are many passages in his book that illustrated this negative
relation between work-time (means) and leisure-time (ends). Early on in his book,
Hesiod stated that the intensity of scarcity determines the time left for leisure/
idleness activities:

little time to waste in running around inthe  ®pn yép ' OAiyn TédeTon verkéwv T

downtown (agora) has ayopémv TE
he who has not stored in his house abundant ~ @twvi pmy Blog EvSov émmetavog Kotdkerton
means of life [30-31]

People must first bring to their house abundant (émetavoc’?) means of life
(food, clothes, etc.) before they start wandering around in the downtown of the
city, i.e., in the agora. They must reach a point of saturation, kopeoaduevog, with
the means of life before they engage in other activities. However, reaching the
stage of saturation requires a lot of hard work. Hesiod was very straightforward
that with the current natural conditions, human beings must work as hard as they
can in order to avoid famine (Aiuog), reach saturation (kopeooduevog) and enjoy
abundance (¢s020iory moiéeaon™):

But you always remember my order, A 60 Y UETEPNG UEUVIUEVOC CUEV EQETURC
work, Perses of divine race, so that famine becomes  gpyalev, [lépon, diov yévog, 6epa oe Mpdg
your enemy, befriended by the wreathed venerable  &yfaipn, pikén 6¢ ¢' évotépavog Anunitnp
Dimitra aidoin, Botov 8¢ TENV TTATIOL KAV

so that your storage is full of the means of life [298-301]

Hesiod here clearly suggests that given nature, work and only work is the way
to achieve abundance, or in his own words: if the warehouse (kadujv) is not totally
filled up (zmyrAsjor) with the means of life (Biozov).

In this paragraph, it becomes obvious that Hesiod made a link between the
metaphysical conditioning of scarcity and the human being’s role in mitigating the
scarcity problem by working. However, even this distinction between the destiny
determined by Gods and the pragmatic recommendation to work hard is
interdependent because the Goddess of Agricultural Production (food), Dimitra,
loves people who work. This is not novel to only Hesiod’s work. In one of the
Aesop’s fables, there is a sailor who, after a shipwreck, called upon the Goddess of
Athena to save him without himself having to do anything (move his hands and
swim). The Goddess told him, “l am with you, but move your hands” (cov A0nva
Kou yeipa kiver). Some attribute this to Homer and others to Euripides. Hesiod
made an economic theory out of this.

12As mentioned above, this is one of the many words Hesiod used to mean abundance. It can also be
translated as “rich” and “sufficient”.
13 Another expression meaning abundance. £o60iov means rich and zoAéeoov means very much.
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Thus, metaphysics go hand in hand with the reality of everyday life. If you
work (move your hands and the other parts of your body), Gods will help you to
produce more. Thus, work is to be praised and idleness to be condemned:

Work is nothing to be ashamed of, idleness is €pyov 8' 0VdEV dveldog, depyin 8¢ T' Gveldog
[311]

| translate the word &pyov as work, but | think a better interpretation of the
meaning of the word would have been “production” or “work-production”.
People’s first priority is to avoid famine. There are many references in Hesiod’s
Works and Days about famine:

Think how you can find solutions to your needs and ppaLecton yperdv te Aoty Ao T dAemprv
avoid famine [401]

Hesiod suggested in such cases of desperation that hope is not sufficient to
solve the acute scarcity problem:

Hope is not sufficient to feed a deprived man £Amtic &' oKk dyaOn) keypnuévov Gvdpa kopilet,
who seats in the clubs, when his means of life fjuevov év Aéoym, @ Biog dpkiog £in [500-501]
are not sufficient.

In these cases, people must work and not waste their time in clubs** because
laziness forces people to beg for their food:

Lest after you become poor i g T pétole yotilmv
in other people’s houses beg and get nothing ntdoong dAoTpiovg oikovg kol pundév dvioong
[394-395]

People must avoid laziness and napping if their means of life are not
sufficient:

Avoid seating in shaded areas and napping @evYEY 8¢ oK1EPOVE BdKOVG Kol £’ O KoTtov
During the harvest time when the sun burns the  &pr év aurftov, 6te T NéMOg ypda. KapeeL.

skin TNROVTOG GTEVOEY Kol 0TKOdE KOPTOV AyvVelV
Run to bring the seeds into your house Opbpov aviotdpevog, tva tot Plog dpkiog &in.

Walking up early in the morning so that your [574-577]
means of life are abundant

Hesiod makes the connection between famine and laziness:

Because famine always accompanies the idle Apog yop tor méumay depy®d oOpeopog avopi
man [302]

“Hesiod made two references to the clubs (Zéays), but gave no details. | assume that if someone’s
wealth is sufficient then he can visit these clubs and spend some of his leisure time. It seems to me
that he is not against them in general, but only in cases which people have not solved their scarcity
problem. The same word has survived in Modern Greek as well meaning the same thing.

214



Athens Journal of Business & Economics April 2023

He stated that despite what Gods have decided about an individual’s future
and chance, working is better:

Whatever is your fortune, to work is best Soipovt &' olog &ncBo, 1 EpyalecOan Eusvov
[314]

Thus, the acute manifestation of scarcity which brings starvation and famine
can be solved only with spending a lot of time to work and no time to leisure
and/or be lazy. However, work not only solves the problem of famine, but it can
make you rich with a lot of wealth if this is what you desire.

if your soul inside your mind craves wealth, do  coi &' &l MhovToL BuNdC EEASETON &V PpPEGIY IOV,
as | say, @' Epdetv, kai Epyov &' Epyw €pyalecOon [381-
and one work after another work undertake 382]

And in another section of the book:

With works men get a big herd and become rich €& &pyov &' &vdpeg moivunioi T dpveloi te
[308]

Once you have solved the problem of scarcity and your coffins are full of the
means of life, then you can enjoy your life (leisure time):

to enjoy the means of life taken from inside your  koi og £oAna

house ynOMoew Pirotov aipedpevov Evoov £dvtoc.
thriving reaching the bright spring, looking evoyfémv &' i€eon moAov Eap, 00SE TPOG BAAOVG
without the others avydceate 6€o d' dAAog avp keypnuévos Eotat.
who will have your need [475-478]

Hesiod used another two words to show the utility individuals derive from
consuming the means of life. | translate the word yn6noerv as “enjoyment”, which
also means rejoice from consuming something; in this case here, by consuming the
means of life (Si6rov). Hesiod’s reference to being taken from inside your house
means from your accumulated wealth since this is an annual planning of production.

The second word “edoyféwv” is unique in Hesiod which is also another
indication of the deep economic background of his analysis. I translated the word
as “thriving” (“prosper” could be another word), but what it literally means is to
enjoy yourself from consuming plenty of material goods without the need to toil
and suffer.

Now it is leisure time. Hesiod gives an excellent description of an example of
how to use and enjoy leisure time, which today can be described as a picnic in the
countryside. It is worth citing here the full description (taken from West’s English
translation of Works and Days):
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When the golden thistle is in flower, and the
noisy cicada sitting in the tree pours down its
clear song thick and fast from under its wings
in the fatiguing summer season, then goats are
fattest and wine is best, women are most
lustful, but men are weakest, because Sirius
parches their head and knees, and their skin
dried out with the heat. Then you want rocky
shade and Bibline wine, a milking cake and
the goats’ last milk, and meat of a scrub-
grazes cow that has not yet calved, and of
firstling kids. And after it you want to drink
gleaming wine, sitting in the shade, having
had the heart’s fill of food, facing into a fresh
westerly breeze. From a perennial spring that
runs away and is unclouded pour three
measures of water, and the fourth of wine.

Papanikos: Hesiod on Scarcity

"Huog 88 oxoAuog T avOsT 1cod Tiyéta TéTTié
Sevipém EpelOEVOC AryvpTv KOTOYEVET GO0V
TUKVOV VIO TTEPVY®V, BEPEOG KapATMOEOG MDPT),
Tipog moTaTod T odyec Kai otvog 8p1oToC,
poyAdtatar 8¢ yuvaikeg, GPOLPOTOTOL O TOL
Gvopeg

giotv, &mel kepanv kol yovvarta Xeiprog dlet,
anOAE0G € TE YpMS VIO KadpLoToge LG TOT' 1iom
£in netpoin e ok kai BiéAvog otvog,

pada ' duodyain yoa t aiy®dv odevvopeviwmy,
Kol o0 DAoPAyolo Kpéag P e TeTokving
npotoydvov T Epipave €mi &' oiboma mvéuev
otvov,

8v oK1fj £(ouEvoV, Kekopnpévov fTop £8mdTig,
AvTioV AKpaEg Ze@HpOov TPEYAVTA TPOCMT,
Kp1vNG T aievaov Kol drmoppvtov, fit 06AmTOC,
Tpig VdaT0g TPOYEELY, TO OF TETPATOV 1ELEV OIVOV.

[582-596]

I do not think that any English translation or an adoption to modern Greek can
really present the beauty of this description of a picnic of three thousand years
ago.™ For example, the first line of the above excerpt Hesiod could have said
simply, “in August”, but instead gave a description of the month which is a
scenario for a cinematic play. It is the best description of the month of August in
Greece even today. It is really amazing for a village man like Hesiod to give such
a description. Not only must people work hard to acquire the scarce means of life,
but enjoy consuming them along with other pleasures that usually the scarcity of
means cannot buy.

However, Hesiod was aware that human beings are insatiable. Abundance
may not be sufficient for some individuals. They might want more and their
surpluses can be used to buy other people’s property. In this case, Hesiod
suggested the accumulation of property by buying other people’s property:

Then you can buy the property of others, and
not the others yours

Spp' GAA®V @V KAfjpov, pn OV Tedv EANOG
[341]

Here, wealth is indicated by the word x47jpov, another economic term which
has survived unchanged into Modern Greek. Why would individuals want to
accumulate more wealth if they have solved their scarcity problem? Hesiod
developed his theory of deriving pleasure from not only the consumption of goods
and leisure time, but from the accumulation of wealth itself for its own absolute
pleasure, as well as relative to their neighbors.

Hesiod explained very well the existence of scarcity, but he also gives a
metaphysical explanation of why scarcity exists and a pragmatic way out of this,
which comes from technology and new discoveries. The metaphysical dimension
of scarcity is examined in the next section.

This description of a picnic has attracted the interest of many classicists; see Bershadsky (2011)
for a discussion of the Hesiodic picnic and the relevant literature cited.

216



Athens Journal of Business & Economics April 2023

The Metaphysical Origin of Scarcity

Economics is the science of scarcity which is a permanent characteristic of
human existence. However, no economist has ever answered the question: why
does scarcity exist?'® | have not seen even a single hint in an economics textbook
why scarcity exists. They assume its existence and then they try to explain how
this affects or should affect the allocation of (rare) resources relative to needs.
Hesiod’s didactic textbook does better. Unlike modern economics textbooks, he
offers an explanation of why scarcity exists which is an amalgam of good
economic history and mythology. Hesiod stated what all modern economic
historians accept: at an unspecified time period (most probably during the
Neolithic period), men and women became food producers from food gatherers.
Hesiod does not offer a non-metaphysical explanation of this important transition,
i.e., some kind of innovation, population growth, climate change, invasions, civil
wars etc. However, neither do modern economic historians. The “explanation” of
settling down and the domestication of animals is not an explanation, but a
definition of food production.

Hesiod’s metaphysical explanation of the scarcity problem embeds a pragmatic
solution. Technological advancements can mitigate the intensity of scarcity in the
future—this is the hope left in Pandora’s jar for the future human races to use, and
this is what Prometheus’ story of stealing the fire from Gods (discovery)
symbolizes. Hesiod was optimistic that the future will be better. For the time
being, people must work hard to get what was given to them with small toil or for
free in the beginning. Also from Hesiod, the evolution of the human race is linked
with the discovery of new resources such as iron. This issue is particularly
important because it relates the metaphysical explanation of the existence and the
intensity of scarcity to the realistic process of mitigating it.

Hesiod goes beyond these “natural” explanations of human behavior. He
wants to explain why scarcity exists, but, most importantly, to explain how the
human race can obtain more means to satisfy the undisputable fact of indefinite
needs, if not at the individual level, definitely at the world level. Hesiod gave a
metaphysical explanation in which embeds a pragmatic solution: technology. For
the purpose of this paper, technology is defined as knowledge applied to a
production process with an aim to reduce the intensity of the scarcity problem
analyzed by economics (Papanikos, 1994).

Hesiod developed an unparalleled myth of Prometheus and Pandora which
had a long-lasting effect on western thought. Four centuries after Hesiod’s
elegantly metaphysical explanation of the intensity of scarcity and its pragmatic
solution through technology, the great dramatic play writer Aeschylus wrote a
trilogy on Prometheus which unfortunately, only one survived. Aeschylus had
Prometheus saying:

®\Many economists confuse the definition of a concept with its explanation. Scarcity exists because
the supply of goods and services is less than what people need. This is the definition of scarcity. The
verb “exists” must be replaced with the verb “is”. This is not an explanation (theory) of scarcity.
However, this is not the only tautology in economics. The quantity theory of money is a tautology
one because from an identity becomes, metaphysically, a functional (behavioral) relation.
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All  technologies for the mortals from wdoow 7Tégvon Ppotoiow éx  TIpounOimg
Prometheus come [Aeschylus, Prometheus, 506]

Two comments should be made. | translated the Greek word zyveu as
“technology”. It is a mistake to translate it as “arts”. The etymology of the word
Prometheus suggests forethought in the sense that one should study the things first.
This way, technology requires knowledge. The discovery or the making of fire for
productive use is not an art but a technology, and that’s what Prometheus
symbolizes then and now, i.e., the discovery of new things to make people’s lives
more comfortable.

More than two-and-half millennia later, Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1820
published his drama entitled, Prometheus Unbound. Of course, in economics
Prometheus was used by David S. Landes in his book entitled, The Unbound
Prometheus: Technological Change and Industrial Development in Western
Europe from 1750 to the Present, first published in 1969.

To Hesiod it was clear that Prometheus was the personification of technology;
the liberator of the human race from the intensity of scarcity. The legacy of
Prometheus has been tremendous not only in the modern world, but in the classical
world as well.

The myth has a very straightforward economic explanation. Humans’ destiny
is not in vain. They can mitigate the intensity of the scarcity problem. For Hesiod,
in both in Theogony and Works and Days, Prometheus appeared as a thief who
stole the fire from Zeus (Gods). Fire is equivalent to technology. However, why
would Prometheus need to do something like this if all goods were in abundance?
The story that during a sacrifice to the Gods, Prometheus tricked them by keeping
the best pieces of the animal also violates the abundance hypothesis. Why would
Prometheus need to pull such a trick if meat was abundant? A non-economic
explanation of the beginning of the myth would have been better, but Hesiod did
not provide one. For example, Hesiod he could say that Prometheus stole a
beautiful mortal girl from Zeus with the help of all mortals (humans). However,
this explanation was already used to explain the Trojan War. Instead, Hesiod used
another story with a beautiful woman who brought scarcity and sickness to
humans. Pandora was the vehicle through which Gods punished the mortals for
their “stupidity” to steal the technology of making fire from Gods. However, it is
clear that hope is what was left for the humans, and this hope can come by new
knowledge which can be applied to improve the conditions of living.

Hesiod used Prometheus’ story as a starting point that in the beginning there
was abundance, but then Gods created scarcity by hiding the technology (fire) to
retaliate because Prometheus deceived Zeus in the distribution of sacrificed
animals. He made him choose one out of two packages and the one that looked
better had only bones. | guess Zeus lacked the necessary foresight after all! If he
had, he would have known that you cannot judge a book (present) from its cover.

Zeus got upset and retaliated against the entire human race by hiding the
means of life: technology (fire). Or in Hesiod’s own words:
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But Zeus wrathfully hid them GG Zedg EKPUYE YOMDGALEVOC PPEGIV IOV,
Because he was deceived by the crafty Sty gEomdnoe Ipopn0gig drykvloprTng
Prometheus [47-48]

The first thing Zeus did was to hide fire, which I guess was considered the
most important innovation of the human race. Imagine what would happen today
if Gods were to hide all energy sources from humans. In Hesiod’s own words,
Zeus:

For this reason, he planned for people pernicious totvex' Gp' avBpdmoicy éuncarto KNndea Avypd.
things by hiding the fire Kpoye 8¢ Top [49-50]

Prometheus, with a very illustrious description, stole the fire from Zeus. Gods
then colluded to prepare the most destructive weapon for men: a very beautiful
woman in appearance (a sexbomb in modern language), but a satanic mind. Zeus
thought that this will destroy men because they are very weak and they will
“embrace with tenderness their own destruction”. Hesiod’s description is really
superb. He made Zeus say the following:

Instead of fire | will give them destruction, so 1oig &' &yd dvii mPOC Sdow KokdY, @ Kev

that all Gmovteg
will be happy in their heart by embracing their tépmovrton kot Bopdv £0V KaKOV AUEAyaTBVTEG
destruction [57-58]

Then, Zeus called upon Hephaestus, the artisan/the handyman, to create a
woman and then all other Gods gave her external and internal gifts, as these were
requested by Zeus. The woman was called Pandora (all-gifted) because all Gods
gave her gifts. Zeus’s purpose was to seduce the men of the human race with her
sexy appearance, but with an ugly soul and heart. 1 very much like Pandora’s
myth, but | do not understand why Zeus:

... then asked Athena avtip Advny
to teach her the works, the assorted loom to &pyo Sidackijcot, ToAvdaidolov icTOV VPOivew
waive [63-64]

The last thing a man would ask a sexy woman is whether she knows how to
weave, unless in Hesiod’s time this had a hidden sexual connotation. This is really
a surprise, but my serious interpretation is that women were productive and Hesiod
wanted to emphasize the role of women in this archaic division of labor.

I do not think that Hesiod himself was satisfied with this metaphysical
explanation of scarcity, and for this reason he offered another one which has also
received a lot of attention. Throughout the centuries it constitutes the backbone of
his theory of economic history as I further explain in Papanikos (2022c). As with
Prometheus and Pandora, his theory of economic history started with abundance.
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Unfairness, Theft and Begging

Hesiod distinguished between ethical (good) ways of solving the scarcity
level and immoral (bad) ways of acquiring the scarce means of living. At the level
of the individual, Hesiod distinguished three ways of unethical acquisition of the
means for living: injustice which favors one individual like Hesiod’s brother, theft
and begging. All three are examined here.

Injustice and Unfairness

Hesiod relates his ethical behaviour to Gods. Those who steal money are
condemned, but those who make money in an honest way are much better.

Money should not be stolen, those which are
given by Gods are much better.

Even if violence is used to steal wealth or with
lies, as many times happen, when profits deceive
people’s minds, and the shame is overcome by
shamelessness;

easily Gods blacken him, diminishing their

xpnuoTa. 8 ovy apmoktd, 0e0cd0Ta TOAAOV
apetvo.

&l yap tig Kol xepol Bin péyav SA6ov EAnrat,

6 7' &md yAdoong Anicoeton, 0id T TOAAL
yiyveton, 0T dv O képdog voov éamatiion
avOpodnmv, aidd 0¢ T dvaudein Kotomalne

peia 8¢ pv powpodot Ogoi, pvdbovst & oikov

business. [320-325]

| translated the above, using almost the exact words as Hesiod does. In these
six verses, there are so many words which, then and now, have a sound economic
meaning. The word ypruora meaning “money” is used today in Modern Greek.
The word di6ov means “wealth”. The word xépdog is used today to mean
“profits”, having the same meaning as three thousand years ago. The word oixov
means in this context (family) business.

Hesiod considers that any society that is not ruled by justice alone will in the
long term disappear as all races did in the past. This is well documented in his
concise theory of economic history and his theory of economic growth.
Individuals in such a society can use their power and money to bribe the judges
and get other people’s property and money. Hesiod described Perses, his brother,
as such an individual, but, at the same time, he warns the basileis (who were the
judges at the same time) to judge the economic differences between two
individuals fairly and to not take bribes. Early on in his text Hesiod calls the judges
“gift-eaters” (dwpopayovg) which is an excellent way to say that they are bribed
by gifts:

... great tributes to the gift-eaters kings,
who this way legal differences want to judge

péya Kudaivav Pactifog
dwpoeayoug, ot tvde diknv é0éAovot dikaoool
[38-39]

Hesiod makes an entire “lecture” [213-221] to his brother because injustice
has no future and it is very difficult even for the kings-judges to bear, and
impossible for a single individual to endure it.

This is the essence of Hesiod’s practical moral philosophy. People must be
good because this is not only what Gods like, but it seems to be the best long-term
strategy. My interpretation is not that Gods punish the injustice, but also the
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uncertainty of life creates such unexpected difficulties which an individual can
bear easier with justice rather than injustice. Unlike many other religions and
beliefs, Hesiod here seems to suggest that people pay for their injustice in this
world during their current life and not in an afterlife stage. Thus, Hesiod stated that
men who straight judge never face famine (Ayuoc):

Never with straight judges, men face famine 000¢ ot 1Ldiknot pet’ avépaot Apog Onndel
[230]

However, there are many other excerpts where Hesiod mentions and
condemns criminal (unjust) behavior. One must always keep in mind that Hesiod
wrote the Works and Days in reaction to the unjust behavior of his brother and of
the judges (basileis) of his time. He denounced violence:

And now pay attention to justice, and totally «xai vv dikng éndxove, Ping &' Eminbeo mhpmay.
forget violence [275]

Unlike in the animal world, God has given justice to the human race, which is
much better.

Gave justice to people, which is much better avBpmmoiot &' £dwie dikny, | TOAOV dpiotn
yiyverar [279-280]

Not only from a moral point of view is justice is better, but Hesiod developed
a theory that in the long-term, injustice and criminal activities lead to the detriment
of the future generations.

Hesiod continues to lecture his brother that good behavior is better than a
criminal one. The latter might look better in the beginning, but there is nothing that
compares with virtue.

Theft

He relates theft to the lack of means of life, i.e., individuals inflicted by
scarcity. Hesiod relates this scarcity to laziness. Hesiod writes that,

The idle man who vainly hopes for the lacked moAAd &' depyog avip, keveny émi EATid0 pipvav,
means of life, xpNiCov Protoro, kaxa tpocerééato Buud [498-
bad thoughts come to his mind 499]

This is similar to what Solon, one of the seven sage men of the ancient times,
said almost one century after Hesiod’s Works and Days, which has survived until
today: “idleness is the mother of all badness.” I am sure Solon had read Works and
Days, but nobody could tell that his apothegm was inspired by Hesiod’s book.

Hesiod has an excellent description of the thief. He is an idle man who sleeps
during the day so he can thieve during the night when the hard-working people of
the day sleep. The thief enters into their houses and warehouses and steals their
valuables. Hesiod made a beautiful note of that in the following excerpt giving
advice to honest people of how to protect their valuables.
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and get a sharp-teeth dog, don’t spare its food, Kol kbhva kopyapddovia kKopeilv, un @eideo
just in case that the day sleeping man takes your  citov,
valuables p moté ¢ mMuepdkottog Gvip Gmod  xpruad’

£wnron [604-605]

| translated the word ypnued' as valuables, but the word in Modern and
Ancient Greek means “money”. In Works and Days, it means more than that and
may include all useful (valuable) things such as money, goods (food), any form of
wealth (utensils, furniture etc.). The day sleeping man rjuepdxoiroc dvip is the
thief.

Begging

Begging might work one or two times, but it cannot be sustained in the long
term. The same can be said for theft and unfairness (injustice).

The idle men are similar to the drones in the bee world who steal the work of
the bees which is unethical. Gods and people do not like such behavior.

Gods and people get upset with those who live 1@ 8¢ Beoi vepeodot kot avépeg, ¢ kev Aepyog
without work Cam, [303]

However, Hesiod welcomed the good competition. He had a clear view that
people derive utility from comparing their wealth to other people’s wealth and
work hard to surpass them. This is called by contemporary economists, the
demonstration effect, as | have already mentioned.

Health and Scarcity

Hesiod’s definition of scarcity does not include only the lack of means of life,
but relates to health as well. Contemporary economists have developed indices to
measure this dimension of scarcity of health. In that initial state of human race,
people lived in abundance, they also lived without severe diseases, vovowv 7’
apyatéawv, which resulted in death, x7jpog. A few lines below, Hesiod defined the
lack of health and the existence of serious sicknesses, day and night:

Human diseases day and night hit people votcold' dvBpdmoicy £¢' uépn, ol &' &l vokti
automatically bringing them many bad. avToOpaTOL QoUTdol Kok Bvnroict @épovoar
[102-103]

Leisure and Recreation Time

Good health is necessary to enjoy leisure and recreational activities as was
demonstrated above. Assuming good health, they can enjoy the rest of their time
off. Thus, scarcity includes the scarcity of work time as well. One day’s work is
not sufficient, but as Hesiod explained scarcity manifests itself with the need of
people to work hard all year long to provide the means of life.
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However, if one has the means of life provided, then he has solved the
scarcity problem and he can enjoy himself. Robbins has analyzed this reverse
relation between work and leisure and (1932, p. 12) stated, “In the first place,
isolated man wants both real income and leisure. Secondly, he has not enough of
either fully to satisfy his want of each. Thirdly, he can spend his time in augmenting
his real income or he can spend it in taking more leisure. Therefore, he has to
choose. He has to economize. Whether he chooses with deliberation or not, his
behaviour has the form of choice. The disposition of his time and his resources has
a relationship to his system of wants. It has an economic aspect” (italics added). |
emphasize here the word “economize” because it is very important in defining
economics relevant to scarcity.

The Meaning of the Word Oikog in Economics

Scarcity defines economics as many economists learned from their introductory
course. Is this all? Economics is what economists do! Since this is a tautology, |
may paraphrase it and state that economics is what Hesiod did in his Works and
Days! Hesiod did not use the word oikonomia which is a synthetic word from
oikos and nomos. The word was used later by Xenophon and many others
thereafter. On the same token, no ancient Greeks used the word “technology”
which is a synthesis of the two words: technai and logos or ecology, which is the
synthesis of oikos and logos. However, the word technai was used to mean what
today is called technology as mentioned above. The protection of the environment
was a priority in ancient Greece and especially in ancient Athens when it became
too crowded, as many writings have mentioned the many laws created to protect
the hygiene of the polis.

However, | would like to offer another interpretation of the word oikos
(oixoc), which appears so many times in Hesiod’s Works and Days. | shall argue
in this section that the word “oikos” (oixog) has many meanings; one of these is
“business enterprise”. Hesiod clearly stated that the purpose of the oixoc (business
enterprise) is to make profits («épdog) or money (ypruozo). The two Greek words
— képoo¢ and ypruora — are used today in any contemporary Greek economics
textbook. The Greek language has no other direct words to describe profits and
money. Hesiod used exactly the same words, as shown below, with the same
etymology, the same spelling, and the same intonation. Diachronically, economic
jargon at its best!

Not only did the word “oikos” means *“a business enterprise”, but it also has
survived into Modern Greek expressions such as “commercial enterprise”
(epmopucoc oikog), “publishing house” (exdotikog oikog), “fashion business”
(oixog nodag), “nursing home” (oikog svynpiac), a “whorehouse” (oikog avoyng)
and many others which denote any form of institutional economic association in
general. Also, the word oixoc stands for something more than a “house” or a
“home” made of bricks and mortar. It means all the areas of the world that are
inhabited by people. For example, the word oixovuévy is an Ancient Greek word
from oixog and uéve (stay) meaning the entire known inhabited world, i.e., the
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universe or an ecumenical world. The latter can be translated with a twentieth
century neologism of globalization.

Hesiod used the word ofxoc more than ten times in his Works and Days and in
most cases, as explained below, the meaning of the word makes no sense unless it
is translated as “business enterprise”. Of course, as is even the case in Greece
today, a business enterprise in Hesiod’s period was a family business; not relatively
small, but nevertheless a family business with all the common characteristics of
such business enterprises. Hesiod is talking about a family business of the eighth
century BCE, which is comparable with any family business in contemporary
Greece in the same sector such as farming, stock-breeding, artisan (technai), artists,
commercial seafaring, etc. A Greek family business, then and now, can be a very
large company, not only according to Greek standards, but according to present
global standards. Many Greek shipping companies that are at the top of the world
are, strictly speaking, family businesses.

Hesiod uses another word to describe big business and gives an emphasis to
the business meaning of the word, oixoc. In line 377, he uses the word év
ueydpoiarv, which can have no other meaning, but to mean “a business estate”.
Hesiod did not mean a house with bedrooms, but the oixoc with all the economic
activities and capital of a family business that produced profits by using land,
capital of all sorts, labor of all sorts, and managerial skills. They may also engage
in trade (including dangerous seafaring) to make more profits and import goods
not produced locally. How much better can a contemporary economist can put it,
than Hesiod’s clear statement of making profits from selling your produce abroad
using seafaring:

And then the fast ship to the sea pull, with the Kol ToTe vija Oomy dhad' Edcépey, &v 8¢ 1€

freight inside @opTOV
Get ready to put to sea, so that in your business  Gppevov évtovacta, v' oikade képdog Epmot
bring profits [631-632]

It is clear from the above passage that the word oikade makes sense only if it
is translated as a business enterprise irrespectively if it is a family business, which
was the only type of business enterprises that existed in Hesiod’s time and is still
the dominant form of enterprise in the contemporary capitalist Greek economy.’

Hesiod continues a few lines below giving his theory of economies of scale in
seafaring (emporium):

The maximum the freight, the maximum the ueilwv pév eoproc, peilov &' &mi képdei kEPdOg
additional profits [644]

All words of this line you find in any general modern Greek economics
textbook, and particularly an introductory textbook of the economics of shipping.
The excellent expression, éxi xépder képdog, from the above passage means
additional profits: “add profits to profits”, which is the result of a larger freight
inside the ship. This is always true with shipping. Technology is the only constraint
to building the largest possible commercial ships. Hesiod knew it.

Y"This is the reason that | have argued in Papanikos (2015) that it is very difficult to handle tax
evasion in Greece because there are so many small family businesses.
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It is interesting to note that commercial shipping is the number-one activity of
contemporary Greek business people. All of them are family businesses, pretty
much like in Hesiod’s times. As a matter of fact, Greece has one of the highest
percentages of the so-called independent (family) business in the world. I mention
this because there is a strand of economic historians who claim that the ancient
(Greek) economy cannot compare with the “capitalist” economies of the modern
world. They are wrong. They reach these conclusions because they make the
mistake to compare the wrong “spaces” or “ecumenies”. Contemporary Greek
capitalist economic activities look pretty much like Hesiod’s period which differs
from other advanced countries not in the objectives (profit and utility maximization),
but in natural and institutional constraints. | can argue that contemporary Greeks
follow this long tradition of organizing economic activities, at least if one looks at
the Greek commercial shipping throughout the centuries, or if | may exaggerate,
over all the historical millennia. One must be very careful and explain all factors
that give rise to the characteristics of the Greek economy which tend to persist for
so many centuries. In other words, the difference is not so much between economic
systems (archaic or modern), but on natural and man-made (institutional) constraints.

Thus, Hesiod is talking about profits and money which can be made by
engaging in economic activities taking place in the institution of a business
enterprise called “oikos”. As mentioned above, Hesiod used the word oixoc many
times. The first appearance is early on in line 23 when Hesiod is talking about the
fair and unfair competition between the various professions (business). Hesiod’s
argument is that the fair competition is the one which forces people, assuming
justice and peace (no violence), to compete in their economic activities (business)
of farming, stock-breeding, building, wielding by copper and iron smiths, logging,
entertaining, etc. As in any business, profits can be made with good management:

Your business well managed oikov T' €b 06c00u [23]

There is no question that Hesiod talked in this line about business enterprises
(various economic activities). He gave the examples mentioned above to indicate
what is meant by oixov 1’ &b Oéo0au; he definitely did not mean the utility bills of
his family home because he talked on this in another occasion. Later on, Hesiod
gave an excellent description how one must organize his farm business. In an
informative passage he states:

In your business first get an ox to plough, awoman,  Oikov pgv mpoTicTe yovoiké € Podv T

not by marriage, so that she follows the oxen apotiipa,

money have in the business everything must be KINTHY, 00 YaueTv, fitig kai foveiv Enotro,
prepared in advance ypAuoTa &' év olkm mavt dppevo Tomoocho,
in case you ask from others, they refuse, and youdo  pn oV pév aitfig GAkov, 6 &' dpvijtar, cb &¢
not have med,

lost time, decreases your production 1N &' dpn mapopeidnTar, pvodn 8¢ 1o Epyov.
don’t postpone for tomorrow and the day-after- und' avabdAiecbon &g T abplov &¢ e Evnotve
tomorrow 0V YOp ETOGCLOEPYOS GVIP THUTANGL KOAUV
because the man who works without profit doesnot 008" avaSailopevoge peré 8¢ 10 Epyov
full his warehouse OpéALEL

nor the dilatory; diligence promotes production; aiel &' apBoAepyog avip Grnot moaiet.
always the neglectful man fights with losses. [405-413]
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The word oikoc is mentioned two times in this passage and of course means a
business enterprise, otherwise it does not make sense. Hesiod talked about a
woman, and differentiates her from the woman-wife, which he makes a specific
note that she is not your wife, but she will work in the fields along with the oxen.
My interpretation is that Hesiod knew, as many men know today, wives rarely
obey men. Given that he was against the use of violence in general, his suggestion
makes perfect sense and many men should follow his advice if they want to have a
happy family life. Presumably, if this was a self-sufficient small family farm,
Hesiod’s wife would work on the fields as is still the case today in Hesiod’s
village. However, Hesiod advises all men how to choose a wife.

The above passage gives solid business advice of how to increase production,
make profits and reduce losses. Everything is in the management of oixog or the
business enterprise.

The word oikoc is also used to mean “family” and especially “family size”.
When Hesiod discusses injustice, he warns that Gods punish men and their
societies as well as their families by making women not able to bear children:*®

Nor women bear children, diminishing the 008¢ yuvaikec tiktovowy, pvdbovot && oikot
household size [244]

Hesiod talked here about the ecumenical world because the word oikoc is
used in the plural form. All households (oixor) are affected by Gods’ wrath who
punish unjust societies. Now, the interpretation of the word oiko: is difficult
because it can mean more than a family and it can include everything, particularly
even their business. In a passage discussed extensively in Papanikos (2022a),
Hesiod believed that more children are better because they can work in the family
business enterprise (zazpiov oixov), and in this way they can increase its wealth.

Only one child should be maintaining the family  povvoyevic 8¢ méug £in maTpdIOV otikov

business pepBELEY B YOp TAODTOG GEEETOL &V LEYAPOLGTY.
Because this way wealth increases in the estate ynpaudg 8¢ 0dvoig Erepov maid' ykoaraleinwv
Dying old another child must be left behind [376-378]

However, the same expression (uuvifovar d¢ oikor) is used in another passage
which can also be interpreted as related to business.

Easily then Gods disgrace them, decreasing their  peia 8¢ pv pawpodot Oeoi, pvodovot 8¢ oikov
business avépL 1@, madpov d¢ T mi ypdvov EAB0g Omndel
Only for short time wealth follows them [325-326]

The word oixoc was used to describe the houses of the third race, which |
interpret as it was used within the concept of universal or ecumenical description
of the entire inhabited world:

Whom their weapons were made of bronze, of v &' v ydhkea pgv tedyea, ydhiceor 8¢ Te
bronze were their houses otkot

81t should be noted that this line may be a later addition to Hesiod’s Works and Days, but is
consistent with what Hesiod described in this section.
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They work with bronze; the black iron did not yoAxk®d &' eipyalovtoe pélog &' ovk Eoke
know. oidnpog [150-151]

However, Hesiod does use the word oikoc to mean “home” (bedrooms and
living room). He was very clear and explicit about this. In one occasion, Hesiod
was discussing the climatic conditions and especially the cold and rain. He advises
that once they do their work people should return to their home to be protected:

Once works are finished go to your home Epyov telécag otk6ve véeshon [554]

Here Hesiod made a clear distinction between the “space” of the work and the
space of the home. These two spaces were not the same. Home is where people go
to rest and sleep which is the meaning of the word oixévde here. Exactly the same
word is used when Hesiod advised when the seafaring trade should be done, i.e.,
before the fall and winter so that the weather is good. Once you have done the
seafaring on time, Hesiod recommended to return fast to your home to avoid the
bad weather:

Bring to the sea your ship with all the freight put  é\xépev é¢ mdvtov edprov T' é¢ mhvta TiBecbon,
inside onevdey §' L TéIoTO THAY 0iKOVOE VéEaBon
Run then fast again and to your home return [672-673]

Again, it is obvious the separation of the home-space and the business-space.
People in the seafaring business make money travelling abroad so to speak and
when they finish, they must return to the safety of their home.

The above analysis shows that the word oixoc by Hesiod in Works and Days
meant both the business enterprise, which uses factors of production to make
profits and accumulate wealth, but, at the same time, it was used to mean home
where one rests and sleeps. Pretty much like in Modern Greek

Conclusions

Scarcity defines economics as was pointed out by Robbins (1932). However, so
thought Hesiod in the 8" Century BCE. Both explained scarcity as a phenomenon,
without which there would be no need to do economic analysis or economize. The
purpose of this paper was to show that Hesiod was not only the first to make
scarcity the foundation of his economic analysis, but he did it much better than
Robbins.
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