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TRADE IN CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

Historians have long argued about the place of trade in classical
antiquity: was it the life-blood of a complex, Mediterranean-wide
economic system, or a thin veneer on the surface of an underdevel-
oped agrarian society? Trade underpinned the growth of Athenian
and Roman power, helping to supply armies and cities. It furnished
the goods that ancient elites needed to maintain their dominance —
and yet, those same elites generally regarded trade and traders as a
threat to social order. Trade, like the patterns of consumption that
determined its development, was implicated in wider debates about
politics, morality and the state of society, just as the expansion of trade
in the modern world is presented both as the answer to global poverty
and as an instrument of exploitation and cultural imperialism. This
book explores the nature and importance of ancient trade, considering
its ecological and cultural significance as well as its economic aspects.

NEVILLE MORLEY is a Senior Lecturer in Ancient History at the
University of Bristol. His previous publications include Metropolis
and Hinterland.: the City of Rome and the Italian Economy (Cambridge
University Press, 1996) and Models and Concepts in Ancient History
(2004).
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Preface

As I was completing this book, in the weeks after Hurricane Katrina struck
New Orleans, the price of petrol in some parts of the United Kingdom
reached £1 per litre; this was, in part, because the destruction of refining
facilities in the Gulf of Mexico meant that American oil companies were
seeking to buy up supplies in Europe, while the price of crude oil on the
global market passed $70 per barrel. This can be seen as an indication of the
awesome power of the modern world-trade system to mobilise goods from
across the globe; there is a shortfall in supply leading to a price rise, the news
is communicated almost instantaneously and the market responds, shipping
oil thousands of miles to where the demand is greatest. The demands of
resentful road hauliers that the government should intervene to lower prices
and protect their profits are based on a complete misunderstanding of
basic economics; the market simply reflects the hard realities of supply and
demand, and petrol subsidies or a reduction in fuel tax could defeat their
own object by stimulating demand and pushing prices up even further.
Such developments emphasise the relative powerlessness of states, let alone
individuals, in the face of market forces; they are a forcible reminder that,
within a globalised economy, even the basic rhythms of everyday life can
now be affected by events thousands of miles away — an experience which, as
a regular buyer of Fairtrade products, I naively tend to associate more with
downtrodden coffee and cocoa producers in the Third World. Connectivity,
it is clear, affects us all; however much the rules of the game are rigged in
favour of certain players, no one is wholly insulated from the effects of the
global market.

Over the last decade, as I have been working on this book, the terms in
which trade, markets and ‘globalisation’” are discussed have been changing.
There remain many adherents of the conventional view of trade as indis-
pensable and unequivocally desirable, the lifeblood of economic develop-
ment and the sole hope for lifting millions out of poverty; the market, it
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xii Preface

is argued, is the only efficient way of allocating and distributing limited
resources. Some governments, above all those of the United States and the
United Kingdom, continue to follow the advice of such economists, work-
ing to free world trade from its remaining constraints and to extend the
reach of market forces further into social life. Increasingly, however, more
critical voices have made themselves heard, not least in protests at meetings
of the World Trade Organisation and G8 summits. Far from being a cure
for poverty, trade is seen to be widening the gap between rich and poor. The
globalised market creates misery for agricultural producers in Africa and
South America, sweatshop workers in Asia and unemployed steel workers
in South Wales; consumer demand for strawberries in December, perfectly
round red tomatoes (however tasteless) and dirt-cheap meat (however toxic)
destroys eco-systems and racks up the food miles; the relentless pursuit of
profit undermines local social and economic structures, while even culture
and knowledge become commodities. These developments are attributed
not to trade per sebut to the conditions under which it currently takes place —
depending on the commentator, the blame lies with systems of agricultural
tariffs, the dynamics of capitalism or dependence on carbon-based energy —
but there is a general sense that more trade is not necessarily the answer to
everything.

In particular, there is a feeling that the conventional understanding of
trade, as simply a mechanism by which supply and demand are reconciled
and resources are allocated in the most efficient way possible, neglects all the
important questions about sustainability, justice, and the degree to which
the market — as a reflection of the human beings whose decisions ulti-
mately determine its operations — is not so much efficient as irrational and
unpredictable. Recent events seem to confirm the need for cultural and psy-
chological explanations alongside economic ones: petrol shortages created
by panic-buying as the sight of other people queuing to buy petrol arouses a
fear of shortages, and, underlying the whole problem, the way that individ-
ual car ownership has come to be seen as an inalienable and indispensable
right, regardless of its social or environmental consequences. In such cir-
cumstances, the ancient idealisation of self-sufficiency and the avoidance
of dependence, regularly blamed for the lack of economic development
in classical antiquity, appears in a new light — but only to emphasise the
impossibility of realising autarkeia in the modern world without a radical
change of lifestyle. This is true even for those who attempt to recreate 7he
Good Life in their back gardens. My chickens eat grain from the other side of
the country, my beehives include components from Germany and China,
and my home brew uses Czech hops and electricity from non-renewable
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sources; this book would not have been produced without Indian tea,
German beer and sausages, a Japanese laptop built in the Philippines run-
ning an American operating system, and the ideas of scholars from across
the globe. Ancient self-sufficiency, too, was more about asserting one’s
adherence to a set of values and adopting a social identity than a practical
policy, but the gap between ideal and reality was not so great as it is today. It
is a reminder that the sort of trade now permeating and shaping our lives is
not a natural and universal institution, based on innate human tendencies,
buta particular and, in the light of current events, probably limited cultural
expression.

To most ancient historians, this contrast between past and present will
appear a very unremarkable conclusion; in the great debate between ‘prim-
itivist and ‘modernising’ approaches to the ancient economy, one side
has constantly emphasised the enormous differences between ancient and
modern societies. Underpinning this primitivist perspective, however, is a
blanket acceptance of the conventional association of trade with economic
development, an assumption it shares with the modernisers; for all their dif-
ferences, both sides take it for granted that trade is an index of modernity
(without properly exploring the meanings of that problematic concept),
and that the proper questions to ask in a book like this are about the vol-
ume of trade, the nature of the objects traded and the degree to which the
organisation of trade resembled that of medieval or early modern Europe.
The problem is that either these questions are unanswerable, given the state
and nature of the surviving evidence, or the answers offered fail to give any
sense of what was distinctive about Greek or Roman antiquity as opposed
to other pre-industrial societies, labelling them simply as ‘non-modern’ or
‘proto-modern’.

This book seeks to set up and explore different questions, and to offer
different perspectives on the subject of trade in classical antiquity and the
nature of ancient economic structures. It draws on ideas that have been
developed in economic history, environmental history, anthropology and
sociology, and on the recent work of some ancient economic historians
whose avowed intention is to get beyond the stale and unprofitable opposi-
tions of the old debates. The result is a picture of antiquity that may appear
relatively ‘modern’, in so far as it is difficult to imagine the development
of classical culture without a high level of movement of goods through the
Mediterranean — but only on condition that the present day is seen to be
less modern, its economy less detached from the rest of society, than is
generally claimed. In particular, the image of both ancient and modern is
tinted by the fact that, as is becoming increasingly clear, connectivity has
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its costs as well as its undeniable benefits, and that some of those ‘benefits’
depend very much on one’s place in the social structure.

This book has been a long time in the making, and I am fortunate that
academic publishing — or at any rate the Classics section of Cambridge
University Press — operates according to a system of relaxed, personalised
exchange rather than insisting on the strict enforcement of written contracts
and their notional deadlines. In such systems of reciprocity and trust, an
obligation may finally be discharged years after it was initially incurred,
when the debtor is finally in a position to repay what is owed and/or when
the sense of shame and embarrassment at his failure to do so becomes
overwhelming. It is with a feeling of enormous relief that I am finally able
to thank Peter Garnsey, Paul Cartledge and Michael Sharp for their faith
that I would, eventually, get round to finishing this book; I suspect they
may often have wished that they had asked someone less susceptible to
illness, family crisis and ever-expanding academic administrative duties.

I have incurred many further debts in the course of writing; for ideas,
encouragement, loans of books and unpublished papers, conversations and
prompt responses to random queries.  am particularly beholden to Sittavon
Reden, for the example of her work, for the pleasure — now, unfortunately,
in the past — of having her as a colleague, and for her sympathy as a fellow
Key Themes defaulter. I have benefited enormously from seeing the draft
chapters of fellow contributors to the forthcoming Cambridge Economic
History of Greco-Roman Antiquity, especially those of Wim Jongman, Astrid
Méller, Robin Osborne and Gary Reger, from the comments of the editors,
especially Walter Scheidel, on my own chapter, and from participating in
the related seminar. Seminar audiences in Bristol, Exeter and The Hague
have made many helpful comments on early drafts of some of this material.
The Bristol final-year students who survived my unit on “Trade in Antiquity’
in 2003/4 made clear to me the limitations both of existing approaches to
the subject and of my attempts at developing a new agenda, and I owe
them a great deal for that. Among many other friends and colleagues who
have in one way or another contributed to this enterprise, I would like to
single out Peter Bang, Gillian Clark, Shelley Hales, Aideen Hartney, Aleka
Lianeri, Dominic Rathbone and Greg Woolf.

I am indebted to Jill Glover and Anna Hales, for personal support and
sympathy at various stages over the last few years; to Elfi Dorsch and Hans
Schmid for Bier, Kuchen und Mitgefiihl in the latter stages of writing; to
my favourite exotic luxury items, Amber, Basil, Cleo and Jasper; and above
all and always to Anne, for everything.



CHAPTER I

Trade and the ancient economy

In the early second century BCE a ship arrived at the urban harbour of Pisa,
having made its way up from North Africa via Sicily and Campania. Before
it could be fully unloaded, however, it collided with part of the harbour
structure, probably during a storm, and sank rapidly; at least one member
of the crew went down with the vessel, along with some of the animals that
made up an important part of its cargo. Over the years, tides dispersed most
of the remains; the entire harbour became silted up and then forgotten until
1998, when preliminary construction work on a new regional headquarters
for the Italian State Railway brought the complex back to light. Along with
other harbour structures, and at least another fifteen vessels ranging in date
from the third century BCE to the fifth century cE, archacologists uncovered
the damaged pier and some of the large timbers of the ship that had crashed
into it, along with fragments of its cargo and the personal effects of its crew,
and some human bones (Bruni 2000).

As in most ancient shipwrecks, the bulk of the finds were pottery. The
ship had been carrying Graeco-Italic wine amphorae from the Campanian
region, which provide the main evidence for its date, and Punic amphorae
from North Africa that may, to judge from the number of pigs’ shoul-
der bones found in the wreckage, have contained preserved pork joints.
Other pottery found on board included four thymiateria, moulded ter-
racotta incense burners, reinforcing the North African connection, along
with black-glazed crockery from Volterra and two painted vases from Iberia.
The contents of the amphorae may have been part of the crew’s provisions
rather than destined for trade; the ship’s main cargo seems to have been live-
stock, since the archaeologists uncovered numerous bones in the wreckage,
including those of three horses and a young lioness.

What does a shipwreck like this tell us about trade in classical antiquity?
The answers that would be given by different historians vary widely —
including the possibility that the ship had little to do with ‘trade’ as it
is generally understood. It depends on the questions that we ask of such
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2 Trade in Classical Antiquity

evidence, and, more importantly, on our assumptions about the nature
of the ancient economy, which provide the context in which we interpret
such a find. At the most basic level, we can simply note that particular
objects were being moved from one area of the Mediterranean to another;
and many historical accounts from the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries that deal with trade do focus on compiling lists of ‘the objects of
trade’ as an end in itself. Such accounts relied more or less exclusively on
literary evidence; when Pliny the Elder noted that, for example, Spanish
wool was renowned for its pure black colour, it indicates that at the very
least the wool was known outside its region of origin and probably was
shipped into Rome (Natural History 8.190-3). H. ]. Loane’s Industry and
Commerce of the City of Rome (1938) used such evidence to compile long
lists of imports; drawing on Pliny (/VH 8.53) and on historical accounts
(including SHA Hady. 19.5), she concluded that ‘an import of considerable
bulk that came with regularity to the urban docks were animals for the
games at Rome’ (1938: 55). Lions are said to come mainly from North
Africa, with some from Syria; the first recorded import was in 186 BCE. The
shipment of such animals was important enough to appear in iconography;
a sarcophagus of the third century ce depicts a ship coming into port with
three cages on deck, each containing a lion (Toynbee 1973: 61). Through
the Pisa excavation, archaeology confirms and illustrates the literary record,
with the import of a lioness in a ship that certainly came from North Africa
and was probably Punic in origin, dating to not long after the trade is said
to have begun.

THE GREAT DEBATE

The limitations of this approach to the subject are obvious; it is what M. 1.
Finley referred to as ‘reportage and crude taxonomy, antiquarianism in its
narrowest sense’ (1985: 66). The literary evidence for the movement of goods
is almost entirely confined to a few great cities such as Rome, Alexandria
and Athens (in this context, the Pisa wreck offers a useful indication that the
practice of holding wild-beast shows spread to other cities quite soon after
their institution in the capital). Further, such an approach tells us little or
nothing about the significance of such traffic; it cannot give any indication
of its frequency (the sources note the exceptional, whether an exceptionally
exotic import or some exceptionally lavish games, not the everyday), nor
of its profitability or contribution to the urban economy relative to other
goods, nor of its development over time (since it is necessary to draw
together every fragment of evidence from every period). Historians of more
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recent periods can draw on detailed records of imports and exports on a
year-by-year basis, charting the fortunes of a city’s economy and even those
of individual merchant families; ancient historians are left with the bald
statement that Rome sometimes imported lions from Africa. Finley again:
‘every statement or calculation to be found in an ancient text, every artefact
finds a place, creating a morass of unintelligible, meaningless, unrelated
“facts” (1985: 61).

Such lists of imports have, however, acquired greater significance when
incorporated into wider discussions of the development of the ancient
economy as a whole. Taking a broader geographical and chronological per-
spective raises different questions: not whether we can chart the frequency
and economic significance of the movement of a particular good to a par-
ticular location, but whether we can chart the development of ‘trade and
commerce through the increasing frequency and diversity of traffic of all
kinds. Shipments of lions to Italy are not important in themselves but rather
as an indicator of the scale of movement of more basic goods — the tip of
the iceberg, so to speak, which the sources record because of its exceptional
nature while ignoring the vast amount of less glamorous activity taking
place across the Mediterranean. A society which regularly transports lions
from Africa to Italy must be one in which trade has developed to an impres-
sive degree, across the empire. This is the picture of ancient commercial
activity offered, for example, in M. 1. Rostovtzeft’s Social and Economic
History of the Roman Empire:

In the second century, the commerce of Gaul and with it agriculture and industry
reached an unprecedented state of prosperity. To realize the brilliant development
of commerce and industry in Gaul, it is sufficient to read the inscriptions in the
twelfth and thirteenth volumes of the Corpus [Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum]
and to study the admirable collection of sculptures and bas-reliefs found in the
country . . . The inscriptions of Lyons, for example, whether engraved on stone
monuments or on various items of common use (‘instrumenta domestica’), and
particularly those which mention the different trade associations, reveal the great
importance of the part played by the city in the economic life of Gaul and of the
Roman Empire as a whole. Lyons was not only the great clearing house for the
commerce in corn, wine, oil, and lumber; she was also one of the largest centres in
the Empire for the manufacture and distribution of most of the articles consumed
by Gaul, Germany and Britain. (Rostovtzeff 1957: 165—6)

One might reasonably label such an approach to the ancient evidence
as ‘optimistic’. It is more commonly characterised as ‘modernising’, in so
far as historians like Rostovtzeff not only identify a high level of economic
activity in the Hellenistic and Roman periods but unselfconsciously regard
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it as basically comparable to more recent economic activity — ‘the modern
development, in this sense, differs from the ancient only in quantity and
not in quality’ (Rostovtzeff 1926: 10; cf. Hopkins 1983a; Cartledge 1998;
Morley 2004: 33—50). “Trade’ as an activity is largely taken for granted as
the expression of a natural human instinct to exchange goods and pur-
sue profit; the movement of goods is automatically assumed to entail the
involvement of professional merchants, the more successful of whom came
to play a significant role in the politics of their societies and to influence the
commercial policies of ancient states. Once the role of trade and traders in
ancient economic development has been charted, the key question becomes
that of the reasons for antiquity’s failure to take the final step and become
a fully modern economy:

Why was the victorious advance of capitalism stopped? Why was machinery not
invented? Why were the business systems not perfected? Why were the primal forces
of primitive economy not overcome? They were gradually disappearing; why did
they not disappear completely? To say that they were quantitatively stronger than
in our own time does not help us to explain the main phenomenon. (Rostovtzeff
1957: 538)

This view of antiquity can be, and has been, criticised on numerous
points. For the ‘primitivists’, following writers like Weber and Finley, the
ancient economy was qualitatively as well as quantitatively different from
the modern: not only was there less trade, but it was a different kind
of trade, with a different relationship to other areas of society. Classical
antiquity was a pre-industrial agrarian society in which the vast majority
of the population lived barely above subsistence level; the consequent lack
of mass demand, coupled with the high costs of transport, meant that
the only goods worth trading were high-value, low-bulk luxuries for the
wealthy elite and their dependants (animals for the games clearly fall into
this category). Many goods were in fact not traded but ‘redistributed” by
agents of the state or the nobility; the lioness at Pisa may have been a gift
from one aristocrat to another or obtained on commission, rather than
being an object of market trade. Traders were poor, dependent, foreign and
socially marginalised; ancient states had no discernible commercial policies
other than ensuring that they received sufficient food supplies; and trade
was always an insignificant part of the economy — even at the height of
the Roman Empire one can scarcely imagine many people making a living
from transporting lions. The main question from this perspective is not
the failure of antiquity to ‘take off’ into modernity but the lack of any
significant economic development; this may be attributed, among other
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things, to the absence of economic rationality — social status rather than
profit was the main goal of human activity — or the dominance of slavery
in the economy, or the particular nature of the ancient city as a centre of
consumption rather than production.

The problem with this long-running debate — the reason why it has yet to
be resolved, and why historians are becoming increasingly frustrated with
it (see Morris 1994) — is that the available evidence is inconclusive, because
the interpretation of any individual example depends on prior assumptions
about the nature of the ancient economy. An example of a trader becoming a
member of his city council (SEGxv11 828, a ‘councillor and shipowner’ from
Nicomedia in the province of Bithynia, in modern Turkey) can always be
proclaimed as the tip of the iceberg, suggesting that there were many others
like him whose epitaphs have not survived, or dismissed as an exception.
The absence of clear evidence for the involvement of any senatorial families
in commerce can be taken at face value as evidence that they did not exist,
or explained — with supporting material from early modern Europe — as
the natural result of the Roman elite’s suspicion of trade: anyone in that
position would naturally seek to disguise the commercial origins of the
family fortune (D’Arms 1981; cf. Whittaker 1985).

The great advances in archaeology over the last few decades, especially in
the analysis of the forms and fabrics of pottery and the excavation of ship-
wrecks, and the enormous quantities of material that have been collected
and classified, have made surprisingly little difference to this debate (Pea-
cock and Williams 1986; Greene 1997). The ability to identify the points of
origin of different pottery containers now makes it impossible to deny that
some goods were being moved around at least some areas of the ancient
Mediterranean in impressive quantities. Even in the eighth century BcE,
for example, ‘SOS’ amphorae from Attica (named after the decoration that
appears on the necks of some of them), probably containing high-quality
olive oil, are found in Crete, Cyprus, Sicily, Italy and Spain, while the
remains of tens of thousands of Italian Dressel 1 wine amphorae dating to
the second and first centuries BCE have been recovered from the River Saéne
in Gaul (Johnston and Jones 1978; Tchernia 1983). The archaeological per-
spective is both chronologically and geographically variable, something that
is due partly to local conditions of preservation and discovery: a shipwreck
is more likely to be noticed — and is easier to excavate — along the south
coast of France than off the coast of North Africa, so that shipwreck data are
biased towards the north-western Mediterranean, and differences between
regions or periods may reflect the nature of the evidence rather than the
level of traffic (Parker 1992). Similarly, goods that were transported in more
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or less indestructible pottery containers are far more visible than perishable
goods such as textiles or grain carried in sacks, although it is widely accepted
that pottery often rode piggy-back on other cargoes and so can serve as a
proxy for other items (see Fulford 1984: 135—6 on grain imports into Roman
Britain). The movement of livestock, whether animals or human slaves, is
almost completely invisible. For all these uncertainties, however, archae-
ological evidence is far more copious and far less susceptible to bias than
anything to be found in the literary sources.

The problem arises when one tries to go beyond acknowledging the
existence of inter-regional connections and the widespread distribution
of goods to assess their economic significance. Briefly, archacology shows
that goods are being moved, but rarely by whom, or in what context. No
historian would now follow Finley’s wholesale rejection of archaeological
evidence, on the basis of the fact that thirty-nine sherds of terra sigillara
scattered over a 400-metre area on the Swedish island of Gotland were
eventually found to belong to the same bowl (1999: 33), but it is difficult
to refute Whittaker’s equally sceptical argument that the distribution of
wine amphorae in the Roman period might simply represent aristocrats
moving their own produce between different estates rather than market
trade (1989). Such redistributive practices are certainly recorded and con-
form better to what we know of ancient values and ideology than does
market trade; modernisers of course reply that the literary sources which
disparage trade are the product of the landed elite and cannot be assumed
to be representative of all sectors of society. Tens of thousands of pottery
sherds confirm their belief in the high development of ancient commerce,
but they are insufficient to dismiss the arguments of the primitivists as to
why trade could not have been large-scale or economically significant in a
pre-industrial society with limited demand (Tchernia 1989).

TRADE AND MODERNITY

Despite the unbridgeable differences in their perspectives on what antiquity
was like, which are often reinforced by very different conceptions about
how it should be studied, primitivists and modernisers do share a number
of important assumptions. In the first place, there is now general agreement
that antiquity was predominantly an agrarian society, even if disagreement
remains on the significance of this point. As Cartledge puts it:

Primitivists tend to be trying to explain how the 98% of Greeks ‘economized’,
that is, secured a bare livelihood within the framework of the ideally (yet rarely)
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self-sufficient oikos or household; whereas the modernizers focus instead on the
2% of exceptions for whom macro-economic activity at a regional or international
level was the sole or primary source of their wealth. (1998: 6)

However, this is not simply a matter of emphasis and scholarly preference;
rather, it is central to what both sides regard as the crucial question, whether
antiquity should be considered ‘modern’” or ‘not-modern’. This approach
rests on a number of related assumptions, each of which is also found
in modern discussions of economic structures and in particular in dis-
cussions of ‘economic development’ in the Third World (see Hill 1986).
The first is that this dichotomy is indeed the right way to think about
economic systems: the industrialised, capitalist West represents the only
feasible model for successful economic development, so that the choice is
between ‘modernity’ along western lines and non-modern stagnation. Sec-
ondly, itisassumed that the modernity of an economy should be understood
primarily in terms of the place of trade within it, rather than in terms of,
say, production or patterns of consumption. ‘In order to understand the
ancient economy, we need to know the part played in it by trade and traders’
(Hopkins 1983a: ix); when western governments and financial institutions
advise Third World countries on ‘modernisation’ — or attach conditions
to financial aid packages — these invariably involve shifting production
towards marketable goods rather than subsistence crops and the removal of
restrictions on the market (see Stiglitz 2002). Trade is regarded as a natural
human impulse, so that its development is assumed to be inevitable once
‘impediments’ are removed. In considering pre-modern societies, what is
assumed to matter is their resemblance to a particular version of the history
of the emergence of the modern economy, in which trade is given a central
role.

According to this account, which owes a great deal to Max Weber, trade
played a crucial role in the emergence of the late medieval city as a polit-
ically independent institution; the separation of town and country then
fostered the development of a distinctive mentality emphasising rational
decision-making and valuing the accumulation of wealth, and the emer-
gence of a new class of men who put this into practice through their
entrepreneurial activities (Weber 1958; Braudel 1982; a critique in Holton
1986). The imperatives of trade and the capitalist mentality then drove the
European expansion across the globe in search of new and cheaper sources
of merchandise and, increasingly, new markets for the products of Europe;
it underpinned the Industrial Revolution as the mediator between demand
and supply, providing the incentive for innovation and investment; it
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continues to be the lifeblood of the world economy, supporting the global
division of labour that ensures that resources are exploited as efficiently as
possible (see Wallerstein 1974, 1980).

Many elements of this account have been questioned, but that is beside
the point; this version remains the yardstick against which antiquity is
regularly, if often only implicitly, measured in the primitivist—modernising
dispute. This implicit comparison not only explains the prominence of
trade in the argument, but also some of the particular (if not peculiar)
characteristics of the way that trade is discussed. For example, the question
of whether aristocrats were involved in trade or whether traders ever joined
the political elite may appear tangential to arguments about the economic
importance of ancient trade, but it is driven by a comparison with the late
medieval trading cities of the Hanseatic League, ruled by merchant families
and hence, according to Weber, the breeding grounds of the ‘Protestant
ethic’ that drove the development of capitalism (1992). On the basis of
this historical comparison, modernisers like Rostovtzeff tend to assume
without question that traders will develop and promulgate their own set of
bourgeois values; primitivists, on the other hand, downplay the significance
of trade because there is little trace in antiquity of any alternative ideology
to that of the landed elite. Unless the wider intellectual context is taken
into account, both arguments seem largely beside the point. The same
can be said of the debate about whether ancient cities were centres of
consumption or production, or about the existence of a narrowly defined
‘economic rationalism’; vital questions if one assumes that the choice lies
only between ‘modern’ and ‘not-modern’ and that later medieval and early
modern Europe are the only valid models of developing modernity, but
otherwise a distraction from more productive questions.

The third assumption underlying this debate, which does not always sit
comfortably with the second, is that ‘trade’ needs to be understood in terms
of the modern ideal — driven solely by the profit motive and market forces,
unfettered by social or political constraints, encompassing every aspect of
material existence — rather than any historical or contemporary reality. This
leads both modernisers and primitivists to build arguments around some
allegedly clear distinctions, the implications of which are unexamined and
taken for granted: public and private, luxury and staple, self-sufficiency
and economic rationality. For example, as will be discussed in more detail
in chapter 3, it is simply assumed that only trade in staple goods had real
economic significance; luxury trade is regarded as intrinsically superfluous
and trivial, despite the importance of non-essential items such as spices,
tea and sugar in the development of trade in the early modern period.
Only pure profit maximisation is accepted as economically rational, so that
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self-sufficiency (which may be a perfectly rational strategy) is dismissed as
unproductive; the involvement of the state in any activity is assumed auto-
matically to work against the possibility of proper economic development.
Perhaps the most problematic distinction is that between the economic
and the social; it is certainly a valid criticism of modernising approaches
that ‘the economy’ was not an entirely separate sphere of human activity in
antiquity (see Finley 1999: 17—-34) — but this is equally true of the present
day. The fact that ancient trade was influenced by concerns with social
status and other cultural factors does not mean that it was therefore not
really an economic activity.

One of the aims of this book is to explore and break down some of these
distinctions, and to identify what distinguished trade in classical antiquity
not only from the modern world but from other pre-modern societies. The
contrast between ancient and modern represents one way of identifying
issues that may need to be addressed, but it is not an end in itself. Rather
as the World Bank refuses to consider whether alternative approaches to
economic management might be more appropriate in some cases than
their doctrine of free trade (bearing in mind that most western countries
followed wholeheartedly protectionist policies while they were building
their industrial bases: Madeley 2000; Stiglitz 2002), so ancient historians
have tended to fall into a dichotomy of modernity or stagnation, rather
than considering whether different pre-modern societies might have their
own dynamics of development and laws of motion. The primitivists are
clearly correct in their insistence on the need to understand ancient trade in
the context of a pre-industrial, predominantly agrarian society with limited
technical resources and strict limits on the possibility of increasing surplus
production (Wrigley 1988). However, the modernisers are right to focus on
the 2 per cent of activity that was not wholly devoted to subsistence: the
ways in which the surplus production of ancient society was mobilised,
managed and consumed — including the role of trade and traders — is
one of the key things that distinguishes antiquity from other pre-industrial
agrarian societies. To consider trading activity simply asa ‘veneer’ on the vast
mass of subsistence-orientated activity begs the question: would classical
antiquity have taken the same form and developed in the same manner if
there had been no system for the widespread distribution of material goods?

DEFINITIONS

However, this does itself beg a further question, insofar as so much of the
primitivist—modernising debate involves arguments about which activities
can appropriately be labelled ‘trade’. Trade is clearly a form of exchange, in
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which goods are passed from one person to another, but it is not the only
form. Anthropologists have distinguished between reciprocity, redistribu-
tion and market exchange (trade) as different modes for the distribution of
goods within a society (Polanyi 1957); one of the most important contribu-
tions of the primitivist school has been to emphasise the crucial role played
by both reciprocity (the exchange of gifts) and redistribution (whether
by powerful individuals or by states) in the ancient economy, where the
modernisers tended to regard any form of exchange as trade. However, too
narrow a definition of trade can be as misleading as an excessively broad one;
if the label ‘trade’ is, for example, restricted to ‘the purchase and movement
of goods without the knowledge or identification of a further purchaser’
(Snodgrass 1983: 26) then it was indeed a rare phenomenon through much
of antiquity — but is it correct to insist that only the activities of indepen-
dent professional traders should count as ‘trade’, excluding the case of a
farmer like Hesiod transporting his own goods to market (Works and Days
618-94)? At the other end of the scale, is there a meaningful distinction to
be drawn — presumably on the basis of scale of activity — between ‘trade’
and ‘commerce’?

For some purposes, such distinctions are extremely important. The cul-
tural meaning of exchange from the perspective of the actors involved is
usually affected by the ‘social distance’ between them — that is, the Greeks
and Romans did regard gift exchange between friends as clearly different
from obtaining goods through the market, even if in practice the distinction
was not always clear-cut (Sahlins 1972; von Reden 1995a: 2—3). The extent
to which exchange activities in a given society involved some full-time
specialist traders can be an important indicator of their degree of develop-
ment. In other instances, however, the distinction between market trade
and other forms of exchange may be less significant. In an agrarian economy
with high transport costs, evidence for the movement of any goods over
significant distances, through whatever mechanisms, is interesting, raising
questions about the way that this portion of the agricultural surplus is being
deployed and about the implications of the development of ‘connectivity’.
The environmental structures that create conditions of scarcity and the
uneven distribution of resources, thus creating a need for exchange, are
common to the different forms of exchange that are developed; so too the
patterns of consumption and desire that determine the value of the objects
involved. For much of this book, I shall be considering the broad subject
of ‘distribution’, encompassing all the different ways in which this may be
managed; later chapters will pay more attention to the distinction between
trade and other forms of exchange — above all because this distinction
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mattered to the ancients themselves, which in turn affected the actual prac-
tices of exchange.

A similar point can be made about the question of physical distance.
“Trade’ is sometimes glossed as ‘inter-regional trade’, to distinguish it from
smaller-scale local exchange. For some purposes this is significant, not least
because long-distance trade requires a greater investment of resources in
distribution, something that both requires an explanation and is likely to
have social and economic consequences. However, the distinction between
short- and long-distance distribution will always be somewhat arbitrary;
so too the definition of a ‘region’, since in some instances political bound-
aries and in others ecological considerations will carry the most weight. It
seems preferable to conceive of the ancient world in terms of overlapping
spheres of exchange, as the boundaries between different eco-systems came
to be overlaid with political boundaries that partially reshaped patterns of
distribution, and to see different exchange practices as part of a spectrum
in terms of both distance and scale. Trade may be considered in the broad-
est sense as the movement of goods across different sorts of boundaries:
household, tribe, state, status, ecological. The Greek peasant carrying his
surplus produce to the local town market is doing something that is differ-
ent, but not absolutely distinct, from the merchant shipping grain between
Egypt and Athens; for the most part, their activities need to be understood
through the same set of analytical tools and concepts.

APPROACHES

Running in parallel and intersecting with the primitivist—-modernising
debate — often, it must be said, with confusing results — is the dispute
between substantivism and formalism, about how pre-modern economies
should be studied (Morley 2004: 43—s5). Formalists assume that the prin-
ciples and practices of neoclassical economic theory are universally valid
and applicable; substantivists argue that they are valid only for the mod-
ern capitalist economy, since they ignore the extent to which pre-modern
economies were ‘embedded’ in society rather than being distinct spheres of
activity. The application of modern economic categories and concepts is
tantamount to ‘modernising’ the ancient economy, scarcely distinguishable
from Rostovtzeff’s unselfconscious use of the term ‘bourgeoisie’ to describe
the traders of the Hellenistic cities; substantivists turn instead to alterna-
tive conceptual schemes, such as the anthropological distinction between
reciprocity, redistribution and market exchange.
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This argument rests on a certain misunderstanding of the purpose and
status of an economic model (Morris 2001). It is not intended as an accurate
description of the real world but as a kind of utopia, a thought experiment
based on deliberately simplifying assumptions: how would key variables —
at the simplest level, say, supply, demand and price — interact if there were
no other factors involved? It must be admitted that some economists can
behave as if their theories and categories are both universal and normative,
ignoring the extent to which they are based on wholly unrealistic assump-
tions, and so the hostile reaction of ancient historians is understandable,
but this is not intrinsic to economic theory. Its basic principles underlie the
analysis of trade offered here.

If this book does not appear particularly ‘economic’ in its style, it is
because many of the simplifying assumptions of economic theory, such as
perfect information, pure economic rationality and frictionless markets,
are even less realistic for classical antiquity than they are for the modern
world. Further, we simply lack the detailed evidence for changes in supply,
demand and price of any good, let alone the market as a whole, to construct
a sufficiently detailed model of the ancient economy for the application of
economic analysis. We can follow the example of Hopkins in producing
abstract models based on ‘orders of magnitude’ (e.g. 19805 1995/6) to iden-
tify some of the underlying processes of economic change, but even this
approach has its limits. A margin of error of 10 per cent (even that is per-
haps optimistic) is acceptable in a discussion of the population of Rome
or the gross domestic product of the Roman Empire, whereas for Athens
that would constitute the basis for radically different views of population
and the need for imported grain (Morris 1994). One might attempt to con-
struct a larger model of ‘the Greek world’, but that would be undermined
by the fact that so much of the evidence relates to the exceptional case of
Athens, and by our knowledge of the likely economic effects of political
fragmentation. In analysing the ancient economy, the most important use
of economic models is in identifying issues that are worth exploring, which
are precisely those points where the model clearly diverges from historical
reality (North 1981; Morris 2001). Neoclassical economics indicates what
would be the most efficient distribution of a given set of resources under
conditions of scarcity, all other things being equal; we turn to the insights
offered by other disciplines as to why resources ended up being distributed
rather differently.

The next two chapters take a step back from the starting assumptions
of economic theory to explore the origins and parameters of demand.
Both the scarcity and the non-uniform distribution of vital resources in
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classical antiquity derive from the environmental structures of northern
Europe and the Mediterranean region. As recent studies of the ecology
of the Mediterranean have suggested, the environment can be both an
impediment and a stimulus to trade. Exchange is one way (but by no means
the only way) both of gaining access to resources that are more abundant in
another region and of responding to the conditions of risk and uncertainty
that are endemic to agrarian economics in general and, according to Horden
and Purcell’s monumental study, to the Mediterranean in particular (2000);
on the other hand, the topography of the different regions shapes, directs
and hinders the movement of both people and material objects. The aim
of chapter 2 is to identify the physical structures that conditioned human
activity: the ‘limits of the possible’, in Braudel’s phrase (1981: 27), which
could be breached but only at a high cost in terms of effort and resources.

By the classical period, lions were not generally to be found in Europe;
any demand for them could be met only through some sort of distributive
system. However, lions are not always regarded as potential objects of trade
and do not seem to have been treated as such before the Roman period; a
market for wild, non-edible beasts exists only in certain cultural contexts.
Chapter 3 considers the origins of demand by focusing on the development
of patterns of consumption. Anthropological and sociological approaches
have long argued that the importance of the objects of trade is not reducible
to their economic value; the consumption of particular objects in particular
ways may serve to legitimise political structures, establish claims to social
status or identify the consumer’s social identity and adherence to a given
set of values. The introduction of lavish spectacles, gladiatorial combats
and wild-beast shows as part of the funerals of elite Romans, conditioned
by the need to compete with one’s rivals for political power and resting on
an ideology that valued triumphing over nature and controlling the exotic,
created a demand for lions (Wiedemann 1992). The importance of such
goods for Roman society is seen in their role in aristocratic competition and
display, not just their contribution to gross domestic product. The demand
for apparently ‘natural’ commodities like grain and wine equally needs to
be understood in social and cultural terms — and not simply according to
the categories of ‘luxury’ and ‘staple’ that are commonly used in the study
of the objects of ancient trade.

The following two chapters focus on the social and psychological struc-
tures that shaped the practices of exchange and distribution. Neoclassi-
cal economic theory traditionally ignores the role of social institutions in
exchange; transactions are assumed to take place effortlessly and without
any costs. The New Institutional Economics, a recent school of economic
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history, argues that, on the contrary, exchange is barely conceivable with-
out social institutions to constrain and condition human behaviour (North
1981, 1990; Morris 2001). Exchange requires agreement between the two
parties, and thus some basis for agreement, whether in terms of the mea-
surement of the quantitative and qualitative attributes of the objects of
exchange or in terms of the establishment and enforcement of the con-
ditions of exchange. Institutions provide such structures; in antiquity this
means, above all, the institutions of the state, as the enforcer and creator of
laws and the source and guarantor of measures and money. However, the
ancient state was never simply the passive facilitator of exchange: it inter-
vened regularly and significantly — mobilising and redistributing resources,
encouraging or regulating the activities of traders, above all seeking to pro-
tect its own interests and pursue its own goals — in ways that directly affected
the structures of ancient trade. Non-state institutions, too, played a part,
in the financing and management of overseas expeditions, and the nature
of the structures developed in antiquity shaped and, arguably, limited the
development of systems of distribution. The wreck at Pisa cannot answer
questions about ownership or the financing of trade — but it immediately
points to the potential importance of some form of insurance, as provided
in the way that ancient maritime loans were organised, in limiting the risks
involved in such ventures.

Chapter s turns from formal to informal institutions: the attitudes, beliefs
and value systems that shaped individuals’ economic behaviour. Ancient
exchange practices were indeed ‘embedded’ in social structures and affected
by the development of traditions of thought that regarded both trade and
traders with hostility. The objects of trade, too, and the ways in which they
were consumed could become the focus of moral and political debate, as
in the ancient discourse on ‘luxury’ (which might include excessively lavish
and exotic funeral games), and this in turn reflected on the people and prac-
tices that introduced such problematic objects into society. However, the
lack of separation between the social and the economic works both ways:
ideas about exchange come to offer a template for conceptualising social
relations, and in debates about the limits of self-sufficiency, the morality of
particular forms of consumption and the commoditisation of objects, the
economic, social and political become inextricably entwined. The disparag-
ing attitude of many ancient sources towards trade and traders, frequently
blamed for the limited economic development of antiquity, is often a strat-
egy of self-positioning in relation to a set of ideals and values — whether that

of the true aristocrat, the good citizen, the traditionally minded Roman or
the faithful Christian.
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The aim of this book is not to offer a chronological history of the devel-
opment of trade and commerce or to draw up lists of the goods that were
traded between regions, but to identify the different structures — physical,
social, ideological — that shaped the distribution of goods and the practices
of exchange across the ancient world. However, it must not be forgotten
that such structures change over time, as a result of human action as well as
external pressures. This is true even of the apparently unchanging structures
of the environment, as patterns of cultivation change with the introduc-
tion of new crops and techniques, or as the exploitation of resources leads
to their degradation or exhaustion; it is obviously true of more malleable
structures like political institutions, attitudes and taste. There are times,
therefore, when a particular theme can usefully be illustrated with sources
from the whole span of classical antiquity; at other times, we need to be
alert to the variations between different periods and cultures.

‘The ancient economy’ is rarely a helpful concept, since it tends to
look uniform only in so far as it is contrasted with modernity. It does not
necessarily help, however, to replace it with smaller chronological divisions
like ‘the Athenian’, ‘the Hellenistic’ or ‘the late Roman’ economy; the
different structures that shaped ancient trade did not change at the same
pace, so that any attempt at defining periods of economic development will
invariably involve arbitrary distinctions based on one set of criteria (usually,
the historical divisions of traditional political history) at the expense of
others. The aim of the final chapter is to consider how far there may indeed
have developed ‘an economy’ at any period of classical antiquity, in the sense
ofarelatively integrated and interacting sphere of activity uniting more than
one region. In recent years various theoretical approaches have attempted
to consider historical developments at a global level and to identify the
underlying determinants of change; a reflection, undoubtedly, of the sense
that we are living in an increasingly interconnected and interdependent
world. How far this was true of antiquity, or whether it was rather a world
of more or less independent, only loosely connected cells, is the main
question here. One thing is clear, that trade was not an autonomous force
of globalisation; it was closely connected to, and frequently dependent
upon, the integrative force of imperialism.

Lastly, this chapter will consider the limits to ancient connectivity, and
the relationship between changes in the structures of trade and exchange
and the gradual disintegration — taking that term literally, as a process of
loosened ties and reduced communication — of the Roman Empire. In the
early medieval period, trade was indeed something of a veneer on a predom-
inantly agrarian society, scarcely touching the lives of the majority of the
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population (McCormick 200r1). This development calls for consideration
of how far connectivity and interdependence may have costs and drawbacks
as well as benefits for a society, and how far this may have accelerated the
move towards a less connected world.

How, then, do the Pisa wreck and its cargo fit into a new account of trade
in classical antiquity? They stand for the development of connectivity across
the Mediterranean, with the movement of people, goods and information;
for the development of the technology, infrastructure and institutions that
underpinned and encouraged such movement; and, given the fate of the
ship, for the risks and uncertainty that characterised any such venture. It is
impossible to say anything useful about the frequency of this sort of traffic,
how far it may have made how many people wealthy, and whether this wreck
would have brought about somebody’s ruin — but its importance is not to be
understood in purely financial terms. As argued above, trade in lions has to
be understood in the context of Roman aristocratic competition, expressed
first and foremost in the sheer numbers of animals being slaughtered —
and hence an increase in demand for them — but also in the search for ever
more exotic creatures for the arena. The foreign origin of the object of trade
is not simply a reflection of the geographical distribution of lions in the
ancient Mediterranean but is part of its meaning and its appeal; so too the
range of qualities that come to be ascribed to lions in literature and visual
representations (see Toynbee 1973: 61-9). At the same time, the object and
the process that brought it to Italy become implicated in debates about the
proper limits of aristocratic competitiveness and the social consequences
of their spending, expressed in the language of ‘luxury’ as excessive or
inappropriate consumption of particular commodities (Edwards 1993). The
development of trade and distribution depended on, but also made possible,
the structures and institutions of ancient society; Rome would have looked
rather different without lions.



CHAPTER 2

Ecology and economics

Suppose that there is a time of dearth and famine at Rhodes, with
provisions being sold at fabulous prices; and suppose that an honest
man has imported a large cargo of grain from Alexandria and that
to his certain knowledge several other importers have set sail from
Alexandria, and that in the course of the voyage he has sighted their
vessels laden with grain and headed for Rhodes; is he bound to report
this fact to the people of Rhodes, or is he to keep his own counsel and
sell his goods at the highest market price?

(Cic. Off 3.50)

From today’s perspective, the fact that Cicero can consider that such a
situation would ever present a merchant with a moral dilemma seems to
epitomise the distance between ancient and modern economic mentality.
His stress on the honesty of the man, given the views that he expresses
about traders earlier in the same work (1.150-1), is significant; in so far as
this thought experiment relates to actual behaviour, it is that of the young
Roman noble rather than any merchant. However, the situation in which
such a dilemma ought to exist is intended to be believable: it exemplifies
not only the ubiquity of food crisis (not necessarily famine: Garnsey 1988:
17—39) and the reliance on imports of grain, but the slowness of trans-
port, the scarcity of information and the volatility of the market. Classical
antiquity, like other pre-modern societies, was a world of uncertainty and
vulnerability; trade arose from these conditions and was shaped by them,
sometimes relieving and sometimes contributing to the insecurity of every-

day life.

MODES OF ACCUMULATION

In recent years a number of studies have emphasised the importance of
studying ancient history in relation to the environment: physical topogra-
phy, climate, flora and fauna are not simply the scenic backdrop to historical

17
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events but help to shape their course and influence — if not determine —
their outcome (Cartledge 1979; Sallares 1991; Horden and Purcell 2000).
This is most obvious in considering the ways in which humans obtain
their basic material needs: the interaction between the dynamics of the
human population and those of other populations, including food crops,
animals and pathogenic micro-organisms, which is shaped by the particular
conditions and resources of the ecosystem, affects such vital factors as the
size of the population, its life expectancy and its nutritional status, with
direct consequences for social structure, military capability, the workings
of politics, and so forth.

In ecological terms, one of the striking things about humans is their
ability to overcome some environmental constraints, and even to modify
their environment, through the use of technology. For most animal and
plant populations, the availability of resources in the ecosystem sets limits
on their capacity for expansion; when this limit is reached, it is neces-
sary either to limit population growth or, if possible, to move to another
area. Humans have at times followed similar strategies — the phenomenon
of Greek colonisation is now commonly interpreted as at least in part a
response to relative overpopulation — but they have also developed alterna-
tive techniques: clearing more ground for farming, the introduction of new
crops or new farming methods, and the acquisition of resources from out-
side the region (Sallares 1991: 73-84). The last technique includes, but is not
limited to, trade; war, banditry and piracy might be equally effective modes
of accumulation. Thucydides” speculative reconstruction of the history of
early Greece first imagines a world ‘without trade and without freedom
of communication by either land or sea’ (1.2.1) and then, ‘as communica-
tion by sea became more common’, one where piracy was ubiquitous (1.5).
The ‘Homeric’ Hymn to Apollo, probably dating to the sixth century BCE,
expresses the concern that seafaring strangers might equally be pirates as
traders (452—5), and the evidence suggests that piracy remained a prob-
lem throughout antiquity, increasingly parasitic on distributive activities,
despite the claims of various states to have brought it under control (de
Souza 1999).

War, piracy and trade all involve the expenditure of energy in the process
of acquisition, in producing the necessary equipment (ships, goods for
exchange or weapons) and in travelling, and presuppose the existence of an
agricultural surplus. One can only speculate about the grounds on which
one strategy was adopted rather than another: the potential gains from
piracy were considerable, as there was no need to hand over goods in return,
but so were the potential risks; trade was more efficient in so far as it required
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the involvement of fewer people, and less hazardous for the individual. It
also offered a better prospect of repeat transactions and a more regular
supply of necessary resources, especially those which were not common
in a region. Even in the violent world of the Homeric poems there were
traders, regarded as the obvious sources of more specialised goods like metals
(e.g. II. 7.467—75). The importance of violence as a mode of accumulation
and a cultural practice in antiquity can scarcely be exaggerated, but it is
clear that as early as the eighth century BCE much, if not most, of the task
of remedying the deficiencies in a particular region was assigned to more
peaceful forms of redistribution. The early Greek overseas settlements may
not, as was once thought, have been founded for the purposes of trade, but
they undoubtedly drew on the knowledge of prior peaceful contacts with
the regions to which they were sent, and they assumed that there would be
sufficient visits in future to maintain links with the homeland (Snodgrass
1980; Osborne forthcoming).

UBIQUITY AND VARIETY

In ecological terms, therefore, systems of distribution represent one way in
which the ‘limits of the possible’ in a particular ecosystem can be exceeded
through the expenditure of time and resources. The next question is how
far the characteristics of the environments of the classical world may have
affected the development of such systems. Interestingly, it has been argued
both that they represented a strong impediment to the development of
trade and that they would have promoted a high level of connectivity and
distributive activity, both ‘high commerce’ between regions and a con-
stant background noise of the short-haul coastal trading known as cabotage
(Horden and Purcell 2000: 124—72).

The first line of argument emphasises the homogeneity of the Mediter-
ranean environment and of the way in which it was exploited. The basic
components of the ancient diet — grain, wine, olive oil — were ubiquitous.
No region could develop any comparative advantage in their production —
that is to say, produce them so much more cheaply or efficiently than other
regions that they could undercut local products once the costs of trans-
port were taken into account — so there was no basis for their exchange.
Individual cities and regions focused instead on ensuring their own self-
sufficiency, since they could scarcely count on supplies from elsewhere.
The same was true for other products: the raw materials, such as wool,
clay or wood, were found everywhere and were expensive to transport over
long distances, and the techniques for working them were rudimentary
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and ubiquitous. Surplus production was limited, so that the mass of the
population had little capacity to consume non-subsistence items and few
areas could afford to become reliant on regular imports. The result was that
there is no trace in antiquity of the development of regional specialisation,
like the vast herds of sheep of medieval East Anglia or the pottery industry
of seventeenth-century Delft; goods were consumed locally, predominantly
by their producers, while only a few high-value items for the wealthy elites
were ever distributed more widely.

As always, the ‘primitivist’ perspective on the ancient economy rests on
a potentially misleading contrast with modernity: the fact that there was
indeed no regional specialisation in antiquity on the scale of; say, the grain
fields of the American Midwest does not mean that there was no trade of
any significance. A closer examination of the structures of the environment
suggests a number of ways in which the picture of absolute homogeneity
is overdrawn. Certainly it is not the image that ancient writers had of their
own world. The practical impossibility of self-sufficiency and hence the
need for regular imports were acknowledged even by those who might
have preferred to do without the corrupting influence of foreign trade:
‘It is almost impossible to found a state in a place where it will not need
imports’ (Plato, Rep. 370¢; cf. Arist. Pol. 1327a). In Aristophanes’ Acharnians,
the basic principle of exchange is to obtain ‘something we don’t have at
home but is plentiful around here’ (900) — even if Attica’s only desirable
export for the moment is ‘an informer, packed up like crockery’ (904). For
the compilers of geographical surveys in the Roman period, such as Strabo
or the Elder Pliny or the fourth-century Expositio Totius Mundi, regions
were defined by the uniqueness or abundance of their products and their
capacity for exporting them (e.g. Strabo 3.2.4—6; Pliny, NH 37.202-3). For
a Christian preacher in the fourth century, God’s creation was the very
opposite of homogeneous and free from trade: ‘God filled the earth with
goods but gave each region its own particular products, so that, moved by
need, we would communicate and share among ourselves, giving others
that of which we have abundance and receiving that which we lack’ (John
Chrysostom, Hom. de perfecta caritate 1).

The homogeneity of the Mediterranean environment depends on the
scale at which you consider it. It is perfectly true that Greece, Italy, southern
France and Spain have broadly similar climates, soils and terrain and grow
the same sorts of crops — above all, the Mediterranean triad of wheat, vines
and olives (King, Proudfoot and Smith 1997). However, notall parts of these
countries could produce all these crops. Vines and olives are temperature-
sensitive and can be grown successfully only up to a certain altitude; olives



Ecology and economics 21

are particularly fussy, requiring both a dry summer and cool but frost-
free winter (Tchernia 1986; Sallares 1991: 304—90). Grain crops, particu-
larly wheat, are more productive and less likely to fail down in the valleys
(Garnsey 1988: 9—10). The original historian of the Mediterranean envi-
ronment, Fernand Braudel, argued that there was a fundamental distinc-
tion between mountains, hills and plains in environmental conditions and
hence in economic structures (1972: 25-102). Some individuals might move
between these different zones, keeping flocks in the hills in summer and
on their valley farms (where they contributed manure) in winter. In many
cases, however, the pastoral and arable economies grew apart, developing a
mutual suspicion — shepherds were commonly associated with banditry —
but connected by the possibility of exchanging wool and meat for oil and
wine (Shaw 1984; Whittaker 1988; Griinewald 2004). In Strabo’s account
the Ligurians of northern Italy subsist on the produce of their herds and a
drink made from batley, but trade wool, cattle, hides and honey for the oil
and wine of Italy (4.6.2). Coastal regions, wooded areas and even appar-
ently barren scrubland and desert had their own specialities: fish, salt and
salted fish, and wild game of all kinds.

Even the valleys and plains of the Mediterranean were not homogen-
eous, except in contrast to the hill country. One indicator of the existence
of variation is the way that certain regions became renowned in antiquity
for the production of grain. Egypt, with the benefit of the annual Nile
flood, was exceptional — to the extent that its status as a ‘Mediterranean’
region, according to any of the usual criteria, is seriously in doubt (Bagnall
2005). Other, less atypical, regions also enjoyed more favourable growing
conditions than others: the Black Sea region, Sicily, North Africa, Campa-
nia — ‘the land is in crop all year round!” (Pliny, VA 18.111) — compared with
Apulia or Bruttium, and the Argive plain compared with Attica. The pro-
duction of a substantial marketable surplus of course depends on more than
a marginal advantage in soil fertility or the reliability of rainfall — demogra-
phy, social structures and political institutions are equally influential — but
it was clearly easier to achieve this in some areas than others. Even minor
differences in soil, relief, climate and the availability of water can make a
considerable difference to agricultural yields, and it is argued strongly that,
if ‘the Mediterranean’ has any clear identity, it lies not in any homogeneous
characteristics but in the degree of fragmentation and variation, a kind
of ‘unity in diversity’, with significant differences in ecological conditions
even between adjacent valleys (Horden and Purcell 2000: §3-88).

The final point to note is that the classical world was not com-
pletely isolated from its neighbours, and was not always confined to the
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Mediterranean; it not only bordered on regions with quite different ecosys-
tems and products but frequently encompassed them (Harris 2005b: 21-9).
The south of France broadly fits the conventional pattern of Mediterranean
terrain and climate, with the caveats noted above, so for much of antiquity
it produced a similar range of crops to Italy and Spain, but climate and soil
alike change as one heads further north. Olive oil, a central component of
the ancient diet and of cultural practices like bathing, would always have
to be imported into northern areas, or substituted with animal fats, but
these regions were better suited to animal husbandry — to the extent that
the excessive consumption of meat and milk became, for classical writers,
one of the key characteristics of the stereotypical barbarian (Garnsey 1999:
66-8). The East, meanwhile, was equally strongly associated with its dis-
tinctive products such as spices, silk and incense, obtainable only through
some form of redistribution or exchange. The Hellenistic empires brought
together regions with different ecological conditions and products, enhan-
cing the possibility of exchange between them; so too the Roman Empire.
‘“Who would not admit’, argued the Elder Pliny, ‘that now that communi-
cation has been established through the whole world by the power of the
Roman Empire . . . even things that had previously been hidden have all
now been established in general use’ (IVH 14.2).

The environment was not homogeneous; nor were its products, either in
quantity, as noted above, or in quality. The differences might be relatively
small or even entirely negligible in terms of the functional qualities of the
objects — the nutritional value of foodstuffs, for example, or the warmth
provided by a woollen tunic — but they could be immensely important in
terms of the development of patterns of consumption. For example, the
quality of wine from different regions varies dramatically, even in the mod-
ern era of industrialised viticulture, depending not only on the varieties
grown and the production techniques but on subtle differences in the min-
eral content of the soil, the nature of the terrain and the levels of sunlight
and rainfall during the growing season (Tchernia 1986). From a very early
date a certain proportion of consumption moved from undifferentiated
‘wine’ to wines identified by their place of origin; even in Homer guests
may be offered ‘Pramnian’ wine (/. 11.639; Od. 10.235). By the first century
ck the Elder Pliny is expressing his astonishment that Virgil had listed only
fifteen different kinds of grape, and insisting that what distinguishes dif-
ferent wines is not the grape but the country and the soil (NVH 14.7, 70).
In many regions one wine might be produced for local mass consumption
and another for special occasions and export (the Roman ideal became a
wine that would somehow combine quality and quantity: Tchernia 1986:
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211-14). The arguments that Pliny records about the claims to superior-
ity of different varieties suggest that such products were not considered
interchangeable; a wine-producing region might still import wines from
other areas. This was a specialised sector of the wine trade and limited in
volume if not necessarily in profitability; but it is part of a wider pattern
in which environmental differences and specialised local products go hand
in hand with the development of discriminating taste and a preference for
the exotic.

Just like the products of India, or silk from Persia, or all the things that are grown
and harvested in the land of the Ethiopians but are carried everywhere by the
custom of trade, so, too, our native fig does not grow anywhere else on earth, but
is exported by us to every part of it. (Ps.-Julian, Ep. 80: ‘On the Damascus fig)

Wool could be found in every region, but here too the compilers of ency-
clopaedias could identify numerous differences and gradations in quality,
colour and suitability for particular purposes, all based on regional differ-
ences as much as on breeds of sheep — in some cases, a distinctive colour had
no name other than the place of origin of the wool (Pliny, NH 8.190-3).
Such lists can be multiplied for other products. In most cases, of course, and
certainly the further we move from the archaic period, the distinctions are
not based purely on environmental differences; they reflect also the choices
made by the inhabitants of different regions as to how best to exploit their
environment, influenced by the existence of a market for distinctive prod-
ucts as much as they made such a trade possible. This was also the case
with some manufactured products: the basic techniques of producing pot-
tery were more or less universal, but the ability to produce certain forms
and fabrics — red-glazed zerra sigillata, for example — was geographically
restricted and so created the possibility for inter-regional exchange, at least
until the technique was communicated or copied (Woolf 1997: 169—205).
The development of distinctive patterns of decoration created the possi-
bility of the profitable exchange of otherwise ubiquitous, low-value and
utilitarian objects (see Gill 1991, 1994; Osborne 1996).

The raw materials for pottery were widely, if not absolutely uniformly,
distributed; other mineral resources were not. The most obvious exam-
ples are metals, and not only precious metals. These come to be closely
associated with the particular regions where they were abundant and/or
easily extracted; from a very early date they become the objects of redistri-
bution, as seen in descriptions of Phoenician merchant activities and the
copper ingots found in bronze-age shipwrecks such as that found off Cape
Gelidonya in south-west Turkey (Parker 1992: 108—9). Iron and lead were
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relatively ubiquitous — that is to say, they could be found in most regions,
but by no means every part of them — but copper, silver, gold and tin were
far rarer (Healy 1978, 45-67). As Strabo remarked: “The whole country of
the Iberians is full of metals, although not all of it is so rich in fruit, or so
fertile either . . . It is rare for a country to be fortunate in both respects, and
it is also rare for the same country to have within a small area an abundance
of all kinds of metals’ (3.2.8). The Phoenicians, it has been suggested, made
their fortunes by connecting worlds where precious metals had different
values because of their relative abundance or scarcity (Moscati 1968: 180),
and certainly most of the early evidence for Phoenician and Greek activity
in the western Mediterranean is found in the vicinity of sources of met-
als, in Italy, Sardinia and Spain. Stone suitable for building was not found
everywhere, especially not high-quality decorative marbles, but the same
can be said of some far less valuable and exotic but equally essential objects:
the storage of many agricultural crops, for example, depended on obtaining
supplies of pitch to line barrels and jars, and often large quantities of salt
for preserving,.

The ancient environment was not homogeneous at any time — and cer-
tainly not homogeneous over time. In the first place, crops were not grown
everywhere at all periods. Vines can potentially be grown through most of
the Mediterranean, but their introduction into different regions by Greeks,
Phoenicians and Romans can be roughly charted from the eighth century
BCE, when Greek wine containers first appear in Italy, to the first two cen-
turies CE, when Spain and Gaul began to export their own wine back to
Rome as well as consuming Italian products. The diffusion of olive culti-
vation was similarly gradual; meanwhile, grain may have been ubiquitous
but the varieties grown in different areas, not only wheat as opposed to
barley but different varieties of wheat, suited to particular uses, changed
significantly over time, in response to changing techniques of processing
and new patterns of consumption (Sallares 1991: 14-18). That is to say,
any region could supply some sort of grain for its population, but, at least
until the middle Principate, a demand for high-quality bread wheat would
in many areas have to be supplied through some form of long-distance
redistribution.

Secondly, there was considerable variation in the short term: the climate
in most regions and microregions of the Mediterranean can fluctuate dra-
matically from year to year, especially in the level of rainfall, so harvests
tend to lurch between glut and dearth rather than offering steady and pre-
dictable yields. Periodic harvest failure and food crisis seem to have been the
norm in antiquity, interspersed with the enjoyment of windfall surpluses
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(Garnsey 1988; cf. Olshausen and Sonnabend 1998). Redistribution was not
the only means by which short-term shortages could be remedied: individ-
ual farmers might hope to rely on storage facilities, cultivation techniques —
including taking advantage of local microecologies by dispersing holdings
across a wide area — and family and other relationships (Garnsey 1988:
43—68). Non-producers, above all in the cities, were in any case dependent
on the market for their sustenance, so had to hope that it would now draw
in supplies from outside the region as well as from the local countryside,
perhaps assisted by the generosity of the local elite. For those regions with a
surplus, trade was not the only option either, but the potential gains from
redistribution, whether sending grain as a gift or selling it to merchants,
were normally greater than simply consuming it locally. Hopkins® outline
model of this process suggests that, in any given year under the Roman
Empire, a minimum of nearly half a million tonnes of grain would have to
be redistributed to compensate for local shortfalls, cargoes worth over 200
million sesterces (1983b).

Discussion of interannual variations in yield has tended to focus on
grain as the basic and more or less indispensable foodstuff of antiquity,
but the variations affected other crops as well. The Younger Pliny discusses
the problems of the wine merchants who had bid for a share of his grape
harvest in advance and had then been disappointed by the results, failing
to recoup their investments; the laws concerning the sale of ‘grapes on
the vine’ were debated extensively among Roman lawyers because, given
the unpredictability of Mediterranean agriculture, the precise qualities of
what was being sold were not fixed at the time of the sale (£p. 8.2; Morley
1996: 161-3; cf. Erdkamp 2005: 120-34). A far more extreme example of the
impact of the environment on the distribution and availability of resources
was the eruption of Vesuvius, devastating many of the famous Campanian
vineyards and presenting producers in other regions with an opportunity
to cash in, which seems to have induced some growers in southern Gaul to
begin a significant expansion of their vineyards (Tchernia 1986: 221-53).

This, then, was the situation which Cicero imagined at Rhodes: the island
was quite densely populated and a noted producer of wine, but not a major
grain producer, so it was vulnerable to any poor harvest. Rhodes would not
have been an obvious candidate for food crisis in earlier centuries, when
its location and harbour facilities made it a major stopping-off point for
traffic between Egypt and Athens (see [Dem.] 56; Pryor 1988: 54). However,
its commercial position declined in the second century, and in 169 BCE it
sent a request to the Roman Senate for a shipment of grain from Sicily
(Polyb. 28.2.5). The technical limitations of ancient agriculture, together
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with the particular conditions of the environment, meant that every year
many cities and regions were in this position, hoping for the arrival of grain
merchants.

COST, SPEED, RISK

Far from being homogenecous, classical antiquity endured wide variations
in the availability and quality of different goods, year on year. However,
redistribution, let alone trade, was never the only available response, and
it remains to consider the second part of the primitivist argument against
the economic feasibility of widespread long-distance trade in the ancient
world. Given the level of technological development, transport was slow and
expensive: the question is whether it was so expensive that the movement of
most goods was uneconomic unless subsidised or organised by the nobility
or the state. Self-sufficiency was certainly a rational response to conditions
of risk and uncertainty in agricultural production, but was it in fact the
only available option for most people?

Ancient transport depended on the power of wind and muscle. Sailing
could be quite fast and efficient if winds and currents were favourable,
and otherwise slow and unreliable; rowing on the sea was expensive, given
the numbers of men required to move any size of ship, so it was confined
to military shipping; land transport was almost invariably slow, and the
draught animals — oxen, mules, camels or humans — had to be fed. The
main evidence for costs comes from Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices
from 301 ce. The absolute figures for different sorts of transport are much
less important than their relation to each other and to the prices of other
goods; overall these suggest that transporting a load of grain a hundred
miles overland would add over 50 per cent to its cost, while a hundred-mile
journey over the sea would add only 2 per cent. The cost of river transport,
according to a papyrus relating to the Nile, was a bit more than sea traffic
(Duncan-Jones 1982: 368).

The implications of these calculations, however, can easily be exagger-
ated. Grain was particularly bulky and heavy relative to its value; freight
charges would not raise the price of wine or oil to the same extent even if
they were carried overland. The relative cheapness of sea travel is undeni-
able and fits with comparative evidence from later periods, but many parts
of the ancient world were within reasonable reach of the sea or a naviga-
ble river. Moreover, the evidence from the Edict relates specifically to the
maximum carriage charges that may be levied, not to the actual costs of
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transport — leaving aside the possibility that an imperial bureaucrat’s view
of an appropriate rate might not have wholly accorded with reality. The
figures for sea travel relate to specific, well-travelled and, in the case of
the Alexandria—Rome run, effectively subsidised routes, so are likely to be
underestimates (Horden and Purcell 2000: 377). In any case a shipowner
might calculate his costs quite differently, taking into account the invest-
ment in his boat, the cost of upkeep and the likely risk; all the more so
if he was also a merchant considering the potential for profit on a specific
cargo, while perhaps subisidising his voyages by also transporting the goods
of others. The cost of land transport is different if the merchant owns his
own pack animals rather than hires those of others; he perhaps, but cer-
tainly the farmer carrying his own goods to market, would think more in
terms of time expended on the journey. Land transport might generally be
slower than going by sea, but it could also be more reliable, with less risk of
adverse weather conditions holding up the journey for weeks. What is clear
is that the calculation of transport costs and the merits of different routes
was more complicated than the Edict suggests, and the