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A NOTE ABOUT ABBREVIATIONS PREFACE

A few minor and unproblematic deviations apart, in referring to
ancient sources I use the standard abbreviations of the Oxford Latin
Dictionary, Liddell and Scott's Greek-English Lexicon, 9th edn.
and J. Gates et al., Checklist of Greek, Latin, Demotic and Coptic
Papyri, Ostraca and Tablets.

"Habent sua fata libelli" the Roman writer remarked in days of
old. This is just as true of scholarship as of literature. Over the
years I have been met with extensive generosity, support, patience
and liberal-minded curiosity from many people and institutions.
I am delighted to offer my heartfelt thanks to all of these at the
completion of this study. It originated as a PhD submitted at the
Faculty of Classics in Cambridge in 2003. The Danish Research
Agency financed the three preceding years of work in Cambridge,
for which Corpus Christi College provided a wonderful setting,
both for me and my family. Fondation Idella, Knud H0jgaards
Fond, Corpus Christi College and the Faculty of Classics gener-
ously gave supplementary funding. In Denmark, Erik Christiansen
and Uffe 0stergard helped me lay the foundations to the research
I conducted in Cambridge and have been unwavering in their sup-
port. In Leicester, David Mattingly tolerated a polemical visitor
and provoked me to conceive the first ideas for a comparative
study of the Roman Empire. Sarah Scott encouraged me to think
of Cambridge. In 2001, The Danish Institute in Damascus and its
then director, Peder Mortensen, made a research trip to Syria and
the ruins of Palmyra an unforgettable experience. I owe particular
thanks to Joyce Reynolds, who has been such a kind friend, as
well as Dorothy Thompson and Michael Sharp for discussing mat-
ters ofepigraphy and papyrology with me. Richard Duncan-Jones
and Muzaffar Alam gave me kind advice on different occasions.

Michael Crawford kindly let me have a preview of the new edition
of the text for the Asian Customs Law, still in preparation.

Richard Saller generously invited me to Chicago, supervised
my research for a term, did much more than one could reasonably
expect and introduced me to Walter Scheidel, who has continued to
offer friendship and inspirational discussions over the years. Keith
Hopkins volunteered to supervise my second year and made it one

Xl



PREFACE

of intellectual play and expanding horizons. Chris Bayly took a
kind interest in the project from very early on, gave me invaluable
guidance on Indian history and has grown into a trusted colleague
and collaborator. Vincent Gabrielsen and my other colleagues in
the Saxo Institute at the University of Copenhagen had faith in
me, took me on as lecturer before the completion of my research
and encouraged my work in every aspect. However, with that
also came new obligations and new projects. Kari Erik Frandsen.
the former director of the Institute, gave me the period of peace
and quiet which enabled me to return to Cambridge for a second
round in the first half of 2007 and to start turning the thesis into a
book This time Robin Osborne kindly extended hospitality as well
as stimulating discussions at King's, while the Danish Research
Council gave financial support. Dick Whittaker and Greg Woolf
originally examined the thesis, offered penetrating observations
and made the defence an occasion which I remember with joy. The
comments of two anonymous readers, as well as my lecturership
committee, further helped me to improve the manuscript and the
argument.

Above all, however, my thanks go to Peter Gamsey who first
took me on at Cambridge. I can hardly believe almost ten years
have passed. Enjoying the privilege of his inspirational guidance,
firm support, loyal friendship, tolerant patience and incisive com-
ments has not only benefited my work immensely, it has also set
an example to which I can only ever aspire in my own teaching.

On the domestic front, I owe an enormous debt of gratitude
to my parents, who taught me to go my own ways, and to my in-
laws; they have supported me in every way possible over the years.
Ultimately, however, it was my family, Helena, Julian and Mette.
who made it all possible by agreeing to follow me out on "foreign
adventures", by tolerating my whims and by giving loving support
in times of agonising doubts. It is to them that I dedicate this work.
I wish it were perfect, they would deserve nothing less, but this is
the best I could do.

Copenhagen, autumn 2007
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KEY DATES AND TERMS IN MUGHAL HISTORY

1526:

1526-30:
1530-56:

1556-1605:

Battle of Panipat, foundation of Mughal
rule in northern India.

Babur, first Mughal emperor.
Humayum, reign interrupted by exile
from 1540 until victorious return shortly
before his death.

Akbar.

Conquest and cooptation of the Rajputs, conquest of Gujarat and
Bengal.

157^-85:

1605-27:

1627-57:

seat of government transferred from
Agra to Fatehpur Sikri, a newly erected
capital and palace complex, which was
again abandoned after only a few years
of use.

Jahangir.
Shah Jahan.

Expansion into the Deccan.

c. 1632-43 Taj Mahal:

1639-48:

1650-56:

1658-1707:
1685-87:

construction of the mausoleum to the
favourite wife of Shah Jahan, Mumtaz

Mahal.
construction of the Red Fort of Delhi
which was henceforth elevated to serve

as the imperial capital under the name:
Shajahanabad.
construction of the Jami' Masjid
mosque in Shajahanabad/Delhi.
Aurangzeb (Alamgir).
Annexation of the tributary sultanates of
Bijapur and Golconda in the Deccan.
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KEY DATES AND TERMS IN MUGHAL HISTORY

Last third of the century: insurgency of the Hindu Marathas drags
down the Mughals in a fruitless war of attrition.

Gradual weakening and disintegration of Mughal rule follows in
the decades after the death of Aurangzeb.

1707-12:

I7I2-I3:
I7I3-I9--
17^9-48:
1739:

1837-57:

Bahadur Shah.
Jahandar Shah.

Farrukhsiyar.
Muhammed Shah.

occupation of Shajahanabad (Delhi) by
the Persian ruler Nadir Shah. The
Mughal capital is plundered and the
famous Peacock Throne carried away to
Persia. End of effective Mughal power.
Bahadur Shah 2 (deposed after the
Great Indian Mutiny).

Mansabdar is the Mughal term for the individual members of
the imperial aristocracy. The mansab refer to the ranks which the
nobles were awarded by the emperor.

Jagirdar is occasionally used instead oiMansabdar. However.
here the emphasis is on the revenue Sissigments, jagirs, which the
nobles received in return for serving the'emperor.

Zamindar is used to denote local landowning elites across the
Mughal Empire and as such covers a broad spectrum of wealth,
statuses and influence.

XIV

ROMAN WEIGHTS, MEASURES AND COINS

The principal grain measures

I modius = c. 6.55 kg or c. 8. 62 1
[ medimnos = c. 40 kg or 52. 53 1
I artaba = c. 30. 2 kg or c. 391; in late antiquity 21. 5 kg or 29 1

Liquid measures

i metrete 39. 39 1
i kotyle c. 0. 25 1
I monochoron c. 7 1
i sextarius = c. \ pint (16 sextarii to a modius)

Square measures

I mgerum = c. 2,500 m square
i aroura = c. 2,760 m square

Coins

i denarius (silver) = 4 sesterces (HS, bronze) = 16 asses
i aureus (gold coin) = 25 denarii = 100 sesterces

myriad denarii: in late antiquity, the silver contents of the denarii
dwindled to almost nothing and its value correspondingly col-
lapsed. Hence we now find the notion of myriad denarii (10, 000
denarii)

solidus: in the same period a new gold coin, the solidus, from the
time of Constantine struck at 72 to the pound, became the new
backbone of the Roman imperial coinage.

i drachma = 6 obols (in Egypt 7 obols)
i mina = 100 drachmai

I talent == 60 minai = 6,000 drachmai
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PROLEGOMENA

an Oriental "artefact", as the form of trade characteristic of the
pre-modem high cultures of the agrarian world. The bazaar is not
incompatible with a Roman setting, far from it; in Damascus it is
still possible to observe how the two co-exist, the one organically
built into the other, in the narrow alleys leading from the old Via
Recta to the Umayyad Mosque, the former temple of Jove (see
Frontispiece).

Evidently, part of the problem of ancient economic history
is the poor and fragmented state of the evidence. Compared to
historians of European trade and capitalism from the Middle Ages
through to the industrial revolution, the situation of the ancient his-
tonan is deplorable. Nothing like the copious merchant archives,
company records, toll registers and lists published by brokers of
pricey current in the bourses - the bread and butter of European
trade history - exists from Roman antiquity. The ancient histo-
rian has to make do with much less and must be willing and able
to combine the testimony of very different kinds of sources. He
or she cannot afford to ignore the evidence of any one group
of material. Papyri, ostraca, wax tablets, Roman law, the classi-
cal literature, inscriptions and archaeological evidence must all
be consulted and made to contribute to the final image. No single
group of sources can set the analysis on a firm footing^ Inscriptions
mentioning merchants, for instance, provide very little detailed
information and are in any case relatively few in number, leaving
large tracts of the Empire completely in the dark. Archaeology
has produced abundant evidence of transport of goods around the
Mediterranean, but mainly through finds of potsherds in field sur-
veys and excavations. This tells us of transport of oil and wine
in clay containers and trade in pottery. Perishable containers and
goods are, on the other hand, often invisible. The huge number of
grain ships bringing supplies from Egypt and Africa to Rome have
left hardly any trace in the archaeological record, whereas the prob-
ably smaller number of ships sailing with cargoes of oil ancTwine
dominate the wreck evidence. 3 Cloth, an important commodity in
pre-industrial trade, is also largely unaccounted for by archaeology.
Though clearly of great worth, the distribution patterns reveafed

3 Cf. Parker 1992.
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by archaeology cannot easily substitute for our missing trade
statistics.4

The general inadequacies of the evidence accentuate the role of
conceptualisation in historical research. Too often historians for-
get that the sources are not identical with history; they are only
the fragmentary remains, the traces of the past world which we
seek to re-create in our writings. Sources are, in other words, not
self-explanatory. They must be interpreted in order to bring us to
the ancient reality. This has, in fact, always been acknowledged by
most practitioners of the historical profession. But it would be fair
to say that, with some very honourable exceptions, the discipline
has neglected the development of interpretative tools. The way
that history was institutionalised as a discipline across universi-
ties in Europe and America in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries focused on promoting the detailed examination and crit-
ical scrutiny of sources. How to combine the observations into a
coherent whole was, on the other hand, seen as a function of the

personal inclinations of the individual scholar. Romanticist histo-
rians claimed to be artists, working on the basis of their personal
intuition and "divine" inspiration.5 Scholars of a more positivist
bent agreed. They tended to regard the "art" of interpreting the
evidence as a subjective activity, not really part of the proper "sci-
entific" pursuit of history, which should simply stick to the sources.
The latter was no solution; ultimately it was simply a way of giving
up on writing history.6

The historian of Hellenism, Droysen, followed by Max Weber
in the next generation, offered an alternative to this submission
to subjectivism. Intuition might be of service to historians dealing
with problems and occurrences of which they had immediate expe-
rience. However, as soon as they had to deal with questions beyond
their personal horizon, their experience stopped being of any use
to them. Indeed it might often lead them to make false judge-
ments and introduce anachronistic features to their analysis - the

4 Whittaker 1989. 5 Meyer 1910.
As the "founder" of the modem historical profession in Denmark, Kristian Erslev quite
possibly did, cf. Tandrup 1979. A small booklet (Erslev 1911), making a sharp distinction
between the critical scrutiny of sources and the subjective art of interpretation, has
continued to provoke intense debate among Danish historians right up to the present day.
See Finley 1985b, chapter 4 for a general treatment of the question.



PROLEGOMENA

cardinal sin of the professional historian. Such concerns are par-
ticularly pertinent with regard to phenomena either far removed
in time and place from the historian, or such as cannot readily be
seen from the observation of individual examples but only appear
from the statistical study of large masses of evidence. Both con-
ditions apply in the study of ancient economies. The response of
Droysen and Weber was to pay close attention to the formation
of concepts - our analytical tools - or theory. By broadening and
refining his conceptual and theoretical repertoire, the historian
acquires a method for improving and making explicit the assump-
tions that he brings to bear on the source material. Theory and
conceptual analysis are a means by which the historian controls
and compensates for his "deficient" experience.7

One example must suffice for demonstration. In common par-
lance market trade is always the same. Careful theoretical examina-
tion of markets, however, reveals that they may operate in very dif-
ferent ways according to circumstances. The bazaar, for instance,
possesses a number of characteristics, which produce a distinct
pattern of trade very different from that of modern, capitalist mar-
kets, as we shall see more fully explained in Chapter 3. For the
moment, a basic definition in ideal-typical terms will do. As a
form of trade, the bazaar has taken shape from the many irregular-
ities characteristic of pre-industrial peasant societies. Compared
to modem markets, the bazaar is distinguished by high uncertainty
of information and relative unpredictability of supply and demand.
This makes the prices of commodities in the bazaar fairly volatile.
As a consequence, the integration of markets is often low and frag-
He; it is simply difficult for traders to obtain sufficiently reliable
and stable information on which effectively to respond to devel-
opments in other markets. Considerable fragmentation of markets
prevails. From a modern perspective where trade has focused on
overcoming these obstacles to commercial integration by creating
a more transparent and predictable environment, this condition
has often been mistaken for a seeming chaos and lack of organ-
isation. Most merchants operating in a bazaar environment' are

Droysen 1977, esp. 217-219 and 285-393; Weber 1922: 146-290; Finley iq8'ib. chapter
4; Veyne )976b.
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small and household-based. However, they were and are not pas-
sive victims of uncertainty. Instead they tend to pursue strategies
which do not aim to eradicate the general conditions of uncertainty,
but rather reproduce them as part of the solution. One such strat-
egy, as observed by Clifford Geertz, is clientelisation. Merchants
in the bazaar seek to cultivate personal and lasting relations of
exchange with particular business partners. This serves to shelter
them against the all-pervasive risks and uncertainties of the bazaar,
but on the basis of specially trusted and favoured relations. The
market as a generalised sphere of exchange is not available, or only
in a very limited way, to the bazaar merchant. His is not a level
playing field. Better opportunies might, for instance, be available
in a different market. However, if the merchant lacks his network

of personal alliances, he may not be able to make use of those
opportunities and will therefore prefer to remain in the market
he knows. Fragmentation of the market is not simply an imper-
fection; quite the reverse, it is reproduced by the way the bazaar
functions.

Described in this way, the bazaar as a model of markets is bound
to be of particular interest to the student of pre-industrial trade. It
provides an attractive formula by which to treat the many irregu-
larities characteristic of a world based on slow-moving animal and
weather-bound sea transport. Yet, even here is it possible to make
distinctions. In this study, the bazaar is used as a concept to describe
markets in complex agrarian societies before the development of
(early) modem capitalism with its links to mercantilist privileges
and later liberal programmes of laissez-faire economics. These
policies helped to strengthen the position of the middleman, often
a man of dubious reputation and status in aristocratically domi-
natecl societies, and saw a development towards more stable and
integrated markets during the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries
within the European-led, for lack of a better word, worlcl-system.9

Theoretical and conceptual reflection enables the historian to
cultivate his analytical imagination and increases his capacity

8 Geertz 1979 is the best theoretical description of the bazaar.
9 Cf. Wallerstein 197411. Steensgaard 19733 and Persson 1999 on the link between Euro-

pean commercial policies, institutional innovations and the gradual improvement in the
integration of markets; Bang 2006, for further discussion.
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for perceiving historical differences. 10 Traditionally historians
have described Greco-Roman antiquity with concepts taken from
the "Western" historical experience. For a long period clas-
sics was seen as the epitome of civilisation and constituted the
backbone of elite education in Europe and America. As this posi-
tion was lost in the cluster of processes normally referred to as
modernisation, a gap began to open up in people's minds between
the European present and the Greco-Roman past. Increasingly
Greco-Roman culture has come to be seen as a foreign place and
the experience of modernity as a correspondingly inadequate guide
to the ancient past. This has set classicists and ancient historians
free to explore the less familiar aspects of the ancient world. They
have in particular sought inspiration from anthropology. This dis-
cipline, having developed a rich theoretical tradition, has proven
a virtual gold-mine for ancient historians in search of organis-
ing concepts. Indeed, the anthropological work of Clifford Geertz
greatly informs the use in this study of the bazaar as an ideal-
type. But the relevance of anthropological research for ancient
history also has very real limits. Anthropologists have tradition-
ally either focused on so-called primitive societies or studied tradi-
tional, most commonly peasant, communities in isolation from the
outside world. " This is a problem for the student of an urbanised
high culture, which depended on its ability to break the isolation of
the individual peasant villages and claim a part of agricultural pro-
duction for the consumption of urban dwellers and specialists. The
isolated units of anthropology are too simple for the ancient real-
ity. '2 Economics might offer another possible theoretical avenue
to the student of Roman trade. In particular, development eco-
nomics, dealing with societies where agriculture still holds a very
prominent position, has something to offer. But much has already
changed in the third world. It does not represent a pristine version

10 Bloch 1967: 44-8i; Veyne 1971; Finley 19855.
" A local emphasis, failing to take proper account of intercity/long-distance trade, is a

particular weakness of Geertz' early work (1963) on the bazaar.'The 1979 treatment
is more aware of links between markets, but the attention is still pointed'towards local
links.

Finley 1975: Chapter 6 Harden and Purcell 2000 struggle with this problem; they have
difficulties combining their micro-analytical approach with a clear understanding of
wider processes such as state formation; see Bang 2004.
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of pre-industrial society. In addition, economics as a discipline is
more orientated towards the future than the past. Its objectives are
different from those of history.

Both anthropology and economics offer valuable insights to the
ancient economic historian. This study draws on some of these.
But neither of the two disciplines has focused its attention on the
problems most relevant to the student of the ancient world - a
pre-industrial high culture. The ancient historian is thrust back on
himself or herself to develop an adequate theoretical framework
more thoroughly grounded in a historical experience relevant to
his/her own subject. This brings us back to Weber's project. His
ambition was to ground the social sciences securely in historical
experience. Theories developed in relation to the modem world
had to be complemented by concepts developed to deal with pre-
industrial conditions - a historical sociology. Weber's tool was
comparative history. 13 By studying other societies which resemble
the Roman world more closely, ancient historians acquire a more
secure basis for their own interpretations. Comparative history
provides them with the historical experience they lack.

The number of relevant historical parallels to the Roman Empire
is relatively limited. Pre-industrial history does not present us with
many giant, multiethnic agrarian empires sufficiently well known
to warrant closer comparison. The last point bears emphasis. Pre-
Colombian empires in the Americas, such as the Inca and Aztec,
though smaller, might for instance be considered potential can-
didates for comparison. But our knowledge of these polities is
considerably less than of Rome. The sources are fewer and schol-
arship much less copious. The same goes for a number of ancient
and medieval imperial formations. 14 Anyhow, this is not to say that
these are not interesting cases. 15 But from a pragmatic perspec-
tive, the best candidates for comparison would seem to be found
in the context of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Asia. Ottoman,
Ming/Ch'ing and Mughal history all offer attractive comparisons.

13 Weber 1972. See Skocpol 1979; Skocpol and Sommers 1980 on the analytical qualities
of comparative history.

14 The volume edited by Alcock, D'Altroy, Morrison and Sinopoli (2001), while interest-
ing, did reveal the huge discrepancies in the density of information between the Roman
Empire and many potential comparisons.

15 See Scheidel 2008 for an interesting attempt to compare Rome and Han China.

7



PROLEGOMENA

These empires have size, dense documentary record and extensive
historiography speaking in their favour.

But the choice is not merely a matter of expediency. The early
modern timeframe means that all three imperial societies were,
in turn, confronted with expansive, European capitalism. This has
caused Mughal, Ottoman and Chinese historians to debate to what
extent trade and markets in these empires resembled or differed
from European (see Chapter i). The challenge facing these histori-
ographies has in many ways been the same as that confronting the
Roman historian: to find a way to account for vibrant commercial
networks and considerable exchange without denying the exis-
tence of significant differences to the emerging forms of modern
capitalism, in other words to avoid the Scylla of primitivism and
the Charybdis ofmodemism. 16 The historian of Roman trade can
surely leam from these efforts. This study draws on the experience
from all three empires, but Mughal India has been singled out for
more detailed comparison. This choice is not wholly arbitrary. The
character and shape of the historiography of the Mughal Empire
is such as to be particularly helpful in suggesting solutions to'the
problems which have occupied historians of the Roman economy
and trade - as will appear from the following chapters. Suffice it
here to note the availability of an extensive literature on trade in
the Indian Ocean and the prominent position claimed by a model,
positing a close link between state taxation and commercialisa-
tion in explaining economic developments in the Mughal Empire,
much as in Hopkins' influential interpretation of Roman economic
history.

A Roman-Mughal comparison may seem to militate against
the instincts of traditional historical research. It disregards' both
the unity of time and of space. Trans-epochal as well as cross-
cultural comparisons are often viewed with suspicion. '7 This is in
many cases unwarranted. Neither cultures nor epochs are "sacred"
boundary markers. They are analytical, not arbitrary, I hasten to
add constructs, useful generalisations designed to throw light on
specific aspects of reality. Such categories must be designed and

Bang et al. 1999; See Bang and Bayly 2003 for some preliminary comparisons.
17 Even Tilly 1984. Bloch 1967: 44-81 is more nuanced.
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adjusted to serve the historical inquiry. From an economic point
of view, imperial capitals like Rome and Agra - giant cities of
the pre-industrial world with population figures reaching into the
hundreds of thousands and financed by an enormous expenditure
of imperial tribute - clearly have much more in common than
each of them has with a contemporary smallish peasant village
within their respective cultural orbits in, say, Anatolia or Bengal.
"L'unite de lieu n'est que desordre. Seule 1'unite de probleme
fait centre", as Marc Bloch once remarked. '8 This approach does
not exclude recognising differences. The production of calicoes in
Bengal during the Mughal era represents one of the most extensive
pre-industrial examples of cloth production. A significant, though
far from the biggest, part of production went to foreign exports. '9
Roman products such as wine and glass did find their way out of
the Empire, but the Roman economy was without a similarly large
export trade. In that respect, India, in spite of having often enjoyed
a reputation for being the quintessential traditional society, would
seem to be not less commercialised than the Roman world, rather

the opposite. This makes Mughal India a useful upper benchmark
for discussions of Roman trade and markets. Categories, in effect,
must be handled pragmatically and tailored to fit our analytical
needs.

This takes us to the problem of trespassing. Only rarely can
comparative historians aspire to be experts in more than one field.
Therefore they must depend, to a large extent, on the work of
colleagues in other areas of research. Inevitably, they are bound
to make some mistakes, just as their understanding of parts of
the "foreign" material undoubtedly will leave much to be desired.
None of this should be seen as vitiating the endeavour. It bears
emphasis that the aim is not to produce a comprehensive and
detailed account of Mughal India. Not every detail or nuance is
important to the comparative historian. Emphasis must be placed
on the aspects which can help to elucidate the problems in which
he/she is interested. The same goes for scholarly disagreements.
No historiography is ever fixed. New generations tend to produce
new, competing versions of the past. Any historical question of

18 Bloch 1934: 81. McNeill 1986: 35 and 84; Aymard 1990. '9 Prakash 1998.
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more than moderate interest is bound to be contested. In practice it
is not possible, nor is it desirable, to account for every conflicting
view in the interpretation of the comparative example. In general,
I have chosen what seemed to be the better-argued case, even if
controversial, and restricted myself to indicating only some of the
major fault lines in scholarly debates on the Mughal Empire. The
aim, it should be remembered, has been to use Mughal history to
develop concepts for Roman history. 20

Remaining to be explained are a few matters of terminology and
chronology. The term "tributary" empire may require clarification.
Tributum designates in Latin the taxes owed by the provinces to the
Roman imperial state. During the 1970$ and early 1980$ the term
gained currency among Marxist scholars to describe the predom-
inance of the political power to tax in mobilising the agricultural
surplus of peasant producers. This distinguishes a tributary empire
from the modem colonial empires of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. The latter treated their dependencies much more with a
view to commercial exploitation. Provinces provided the Romans
with tax revenue; colonies served more as suppliers of raw products
and consumers of metropolitan exports. 2' Chris Wickham gave the
concept a well-directed twist, when he suggested it be used to dis-
tinguish centralised, imperial surplus extraction from rent claimed
by local, decentralised and independent feudal lords. 22 It is in this
sense that the term has been adopted in the present study, though
in an undogmatic way and without subscribing to the broader
Marxist framework. In general "tributary" seems preferable to the
empty and less precise phrase "traditional" empire. Occasionally
'tributary" has been used interchangeably with "agrarian" or "uni-
versal" empire. The term "universal" may help to clarify further
the notion of empire used here. It is generally reserved for vast
extensive hegemonic polities that manage to dominate and absorb
most states within their orbits. This sets a tributary empire apart
from the early modem absolutist monarchies which developed on
the basis of European feudalism and formed part of a pluralistic

20 Paludan 1995: 197-203 is the best available discussion of this problem. See further
Goldstone 1991: xxvii and 50-60.

21 See Hobsbawm 1987, chapter 3 for a treatment of colonial empires.
Wickham 1985; Wolf 1982; Amin 1973.
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state system maintained not by a clear hegemon, but by a balance
of power. 23

Another terminological "mannerism" employed here is the con-
cept "agrarianate society". The term was coined by the innovative
comparative historian of Islam, Marshall Hodgson, who used it
to emphasise that literary high culture and cities co-existed with
peasant agriculture in the pre-industrial world. It was not simply
an "agrarian" society. The next issue is chronology. The emphasis
in this study is on the Roman Principate. However, occasionally
discussion of examples and evidence from both the late Republic
and late antiquity has been included in order to throw light on the
problems under examination. Though clearly seeing changes, the
broader timespan was also marked by one fundamental continuity:
the presence of a vast tributary empire in the Mediterranean world.

Finally, a word about citation of Greek and Latin texts. These
are normally reproduced in English translation as a help to the
reader. The argument, however, is based on the language of the
original. Sometimes, therefore, I have not indicated the source of
the English text, so as to be free to make the changes, modifications
and adjustments I deemed necessary, whenever the translation did
not originate with the present author. In most such cases the text
has been taken from the standard translations of the Loeb series.

The first part of this study seeks to identify and develop the
most suitable comparative framework for the analysis of trade in
the Roman Empire. Chapter I treats the debate on the Roman
economy as an expression of a set of problems common to pre-
industrial studies in general: to what extent should the evolution of
European capitalism be treated as a general template for analysing
trade in other complex agrarian societies? The evolution of a sys-
tem of emergent nation states in early modem Europe is now seen
as instrumental in the development of modern capitalism. Fierce
competition and rivalry forced governments to promote economic
development and often trade in particular. The Roman imperial
government was under no similar constraint. The ancient process
of state formation had united the greater Mediterranean under the

rule of the Romans. Interstate competition was a much weaker

23 Tilly 1992; Watson 1992.
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force. The Roman state was already the most powerful and had
much less need to privilege commercial groups; it could concen-
trate on taxing its vast population, particularly the peasant masses.
In that respect, the Roman Empire resembles the early modem
empires of Asia, the Ottomans, the Mughals and China of the
Ming and Ch'ing dynasties. These empires were all tributary and
the chapter concludes by suggesting them as constituting a more
proper category within which to analyse the character of Roman
trade.

Chapter 2 explores the character of economic integration in the
Roman world. Through a comparison with surplus extraction in
Mughal India, it is shown how the formation of a tributary empire
affects the main driving forces behind long-distance or intercity
trade. The imposition of an imperial tax saw a concentration of
wealth in the hands of the imperial government and aristocratic
elites. Political consumption of the agricultural surplus, however,
depended on the availability of markets and long-distance trade.
Intensified surplus extraction therefore went hand in hand with
increased commercialisation. Market formation was driven by
politically determined consumption rather than economic com-
petition. This argument is supported by a hypothetical quantitative
model of the Roman economy.

The second part of the study, "Imperial Bazaar", moves on to
examine the institutional conditions of trade and the shape ofmar-
kets produced by the tributary empire. Its basic aim has been to
redress the balance in our image of trade under Roman hege-
mony. While Roman historians have frequently been impressed
by the image of tranquil order projected by the Empire, Mughal
historians have, in comparison, paid much more attention to the
predatory dimensions of imperial rule. Both aspects, however, need
to be accommodated within our understanding. Increased surplus
extraction, the creation of imperial coinages and the imposition
of imperial law, all facilitated trade and markets. But there were
clear limits to this process. Many irregularities still continued to
characterise the world of trade under the imperial peace. State
personnel did not only offer protection, they were also a source
of predation and insecurity for merchants. The administrative and
judiciary machinery was of very limited extent. Much was still
12
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eft to the initiative of merchant communities and their capacity
:'or self-organisation. Chapter 3 analyses market integration and
argues that Roman merchants would generally have been less able
to integrate markets than their later early modern European col-
leagues. Instead, it suggests the bazaars of the Mughal Empire as
a useful parallel, presenting an image of more fragmented inte-
gration, many local monopolies and relatively greater uncertainty.
Chapter 4 examines the question of uncertainty in greater detail
by looking at protection and customs duties in the Roman and
Mu.ehal Empires. Though customs claimed by the state were pre-
dominantly fiscally motivated and frequently predatory, the ability
of merchants to smuggle and to circumvent the harshest collection
points checked abuse by officials and kept the burden of indirect
taxes within bounds. In the absence of elaborate state guaran-
tees, the merchants of the bazaar developed their own private,
social institutions to tackle the uncertainties of commercial life.

Chapter 5 examines these in terms of communal, religious organi-
sations and the role of the household in supplying trading capital.
The epilegomena conclude the study; they sum up the argument
and identify some themes and avenues for further research with
respect to the development of imperial styles of consumption.

13



PART I

THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE COMPARATIVE
STUDY OF PRE-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

Ideally we should create a third discipline, the comparative study of literate
post-primitive (if I may), pre-industrial societies.

M. I, Finley, Anthropology and the Classics

After all, something has changed in the course of human history. We need terms
which can size the differences.

E. Gellner, Plough, Sword and Book



BEYOND THE ANCIENT ECONOMY^
TRADE IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE

PROBLEM OF COMPARATIVE HISTORY

Aber diese Analogien mit mittelalterlichen und modernen Erscheinungen, schein-
bar auf Schrift und Tritt vorhanden, sind zum nicht geringen Teile hochst
unverlasslich und oft direkt schadlich fur die unbefangene Erkenntnis. Denn
jene Aehnlichkeiten konnen leicht trugerische sein und sincl es tatsachlich nicht
selten.

Max Weber, Agran'erhaltnisse im Altertum, p. 4

En Asie, on a toujours vu de grands empires; en Europe, ils n ont jamais pu
subsister.

Montesquieu, L'Espritdes lois, 3. 17.6

Rome - the battlefield of Orient and Occident

Some years ago the world of classical scholarship saw one of
those rare genuine sensations. A manuscript was found and pub-
lished containing a set of very full notes, taken by father and
son Hensel, of Mommsen's lectures on the history of the Roman
emperors. Here at last was the almost mythical, long hoped for and
never published fourth volume ofMommsen's legendary Romische
Geschichte. After having dealt, in three volumes, with Rome from
the earliest times up to the battle of Thapsus in 46 BC, the history
had been planned to proceed with a treatment of the political his-
tory of the Roman emperors. It never happened. The subject held
little appeal for Mommsen. In his view the system of monarchical
government had worked best "when second-rate men were at the
head". ' Instead, a gap was left in the series and Mommsen con-
tinued his history of Rome with volume 5, published in 1885,
which contained a ground-breaking survey of the conditions pre-
vailing in the provinces. Rather than the decadent and mediocre
emperors, long familiar from the narratives of Tacitus and

Mommsen 1992: 231 (my translation). Skydsgaard 1997.
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Suetonius, the matter of real importance and interest, as Momm-
sen saw it, in the history of this period was the gradual spread
of Greco-Roman civilisation throughout the provinces of the
Empire. 2 Among the chapters on the eastern provinces he included
a treatment of the border zone between Rome and its formidable
neighbour and adversary, the Parthian Empire. What clashed here
were not just two ancient, competing empires but two funda-
mentally opposed principles of society and culture - the city-
based, Western-style bourgeois, Greco-Roman civilisation versus
the Eastern civilisation of the Parthians, almost without towns and

based on the despotic control of large masses of toiling peasants
living in villages. The border thus took on an almost mythologi-
cal dimension in Mommsen's analysis, constituting a demarcation
line between East and West, Orient and Occident.

A few years earlier that great English historian of compara-
tive jurisprudence, Sir Henry Sumner Maine (1822-1888), had
defined the difference between East and West as a question of
societies based on status rather than on contract - hierarchy versus
liberal egalitarianism. As the ancien regime gradually gave way
in Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the
continent established world dominance, the civilisations of Asia
came to be seen as specimens of an unchanging traditional and
hierarchic social order, which history somehow had left behind.
Hegel, and later Marx, placed the Orient outside the dialectical
progression of world history. China and India were seen as static
social systems betraying no signs of development, always remain-
ing the same. They were without history. 3 Thus, to Maine as to
many others, Indian society with its age-old Vedic cultural tradi-
tion, composed in an Indo-European language, offered the student
of history a glimpse into the long bygone past of Europe. What
he saw was a society consisting of quasi-autarkic villages made
up of patriarchal households with the division of labour organised
along caste lines and only limited influence exerted by the market.
He believed that it was possible to detect the same traits in the

.' Mommsen 1904, Introduction.
Hegel 1996: 122-123; Marx's views on India are best expressed in his dispatches to the
New York Daily Tribune, e.g. 10 June 1853 and 22 July 1853, easily downloaded from
the Web or available in e. g. Marx and Engels 1960.
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earliest remnants of Roman law. But Roman law had not remained
ciuiulit in the fetters of status society. It had continued to progress
iiii. l i I it achieved a fully developed system of rational law based on
contractual obligations and rights. Thus Roman law represented a
brkl.̂ e, figuratively speaking, between the old status-based devel-
opmental stage and modern Western rational, commercial society.
By studying the evolution of Roman law and its culmination in the
classical Roman jurists, it was possible to follow the birth process
of the founding principles of Western civilisation.4

So Greco-Roman civilisation, or rather its greatest achieve-
irsents, were in many ways perceived as presenting a developmental
history similar to that of Europe since the Middle Ages. This is,
of course, a way of thinking which ultimately traces its roots back
to Renaissance ideology, proclaiming the new times as a rebirth
of Greco-Roman antiquity, and which later received a new boost
from the art historian and archaeologist Johann Joachim Winckel-
mann (1717-1768), who inspired the neo-classicist adoration of
the Greeks and to a lesser extent the Romans. Even in such an inclu-
sive, overtly anti-classicist, history of antiquity as that of Eduard
Meyer (1855-1930), which also insisted on the importance of the
various Oriental or Levantine cultures as background and prede-
cessors of the Greek and Roman world, only this last civilisation
is depicted as progressing through all or most stages of historical
development. In contrast, Pharaonic Egypt is seen as history gone
wrong after a promising start, a case of Oriental stagnation caused
by religious superstition and an oppressive clergy. 5 Thus the eco-
nomic historian, Karl Biicher (1848-1930), could hardly avoid
appearing strongly provocative when he dared in his Die Entste-
hung der Volkswirtschaft of 1893 to view Greco-Roman antiquity
in its entirety under the same heading, that of household economy
(Oikenwirtschqft), in order to distinguish it from the Middle Ages
characterised by a city economy (Stadtwirtschaft) and the mod-
ern period with its national economies (Volkswirtschaft). Meyer
immediately felt the need to rebut what he saw as a dangerous,
simplistic unilinear view of history, and chose an official meeting

4 Maine 1871, chapter i and 1861.
6 Bucher1911:85-150.

Meyer1910:192-193, 247-252 and 1924:89.
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of German historians in 1895 to dismiss rudely Bucher's views
as those of an amateur, unfamiliar with the sources. Bucher's

description might, albeit with difficulties, fit the earliest, most
primitive, periods of Greco-Roman culture; but for later times
with the progress of civilisation, the extent of trade had become
much too large. Here one had to employ his later economic types of
Stadt- and Volkswirtschaft. This analysis Meyer concluded with
the now legendary dictum that the ancient economy "in every
respect, cannot be considered modem enough. Only one should
avoid drawing on the nineteenth century for comparison, but use
rather the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. "7

One of the classic debates of historiography had been born, the
struggle between "primitivists" and "modernists", which still, a
century later, continues to haunt scholarly discussions, often under
the revealing name of minimalists versus maximalists, signifying
that the problem has often wrongly been reduced to one of quan-
titles, mainly of trade. Yet, Max Weber (1864-1920) in his 1909
article Agrarverhaltnisse imAltertum, had already objected that the
main point ofBucher's models was not to assign antiquity to a first,
primitive stage of economy or to deny it the existence of historical
development. 8 On the contrary, Bucher's message was strongly
historicist and had developed from a critique of the English classi-
cal economists' attempt to explain all economic phenomena within
one comprehensive or universal theory. Hence he tried to identify
the organising principles, the economic structure, particular to each
historical society and epoch, rather than subsuming them all under
one unifying logic. The ideal-type of the oikos economy, in fact,
far from being a first primitive stage of economic development,
was rather an attempt to grasp what set antiquity apart as a his-
torical epoch among the group of advanced civilised societies.9

7 Meyer 1924: 141: "in jeder Hinsicht nicht modern genug gedacht werden kann. Nur
darf man nicht das neunzehnte Jahrhundert zum Vergleich heranziehen, sondem das
siebzehnte und achtzehnte" (my English translation). See further pp. 81-82 and 88-89;
Schneider 1990.
Weber 19240:7-13.

9 Bucher 1911. pp. 85-92 are instructive for his historicist critique of classical eco-
nomics. Meyer missed both this dimension of Biicher's thought and its separation of
oikos economies from the "primitive" economies of anthropology. In Biicher's scheme
the latter preceded the former category (pp. 92-116). Finley 1977: 315-317 saw this
clearly.
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Here it occurred to Weber that in certain respects the fundamen-
tal principles governing the economy of the Greco-Roman world
had more in common with the Levantine or Oriental societies of
antiquity than with the kind of economic formation one found
in early modem Europe. Therefore he treated the various ancient
civilisations known to him within a broad, common analytical
framework, trying not to sacrifice historical development or par-
ticulars by developing a range of more specific models to describe
the characteristics peculiar to each society and period. 10

Meyer, however, was blind to this historical aspect of Biicher's
and Weber's economic types and the accompanying compara-
tive perspectives, even though he himself insisted that history
was a discipline of the singular and the particular. In his inter-
pretation, Greco-Roman civilisation remained a quintessentially
Western bulwark against the Orient. In fact, the decline of the
Roman Empire was portrayed as a reversal, beginning in the East,
to more Oriental forms of society dominated by religion and
stiffening tradition. " This idea received its fullest exposition in
M. I. Rostovtzeff (1870-1952) and his monumental The Social and
Economic History of the Roman Empire of 1926. Here he set out to
supply the empirical underpinning of Meyer's basic interpretative
framework for Roman economic history during the Empire, not
least through an innovative attempt to bring the growing archae-
ological record to bear on the historical problems. To all intents
and purposes the history of the Roman Empire came to an end
with the beginning of the fourth century, from Rostovtzeff's point
of view. To him the rest was, indeed, silence, and the remaining
centuries, today known as late antiquity, were cursorily dealt with
and hurried to their tragic end under the heading "The Oriental
Despotism and the Decay of Ancient Civilization". Greco-Roman
civilisation in all its constituent forms had now ceased to exist. It

had become a foreign world - an Oriental world.

10 Weber l924a, Einleitung. See Bruhns 1985; Capagrossi Colognesi 1990; Love 1991;
Capagrossi Colognes; 1995; Bruhns and Nippel 2000; Nafissi 2005 on the Weberian
approach to ancient economic and comparative history.

" Meyer1924:142-160. 1910: l23-l53and 192-193 makes the connection of the Orient,
stagnation, tradition and religion clearer.

12 Rostovtzeff 1957, chapter 12. Most of his overall interpretative schema can be found in
Meyer 1924:142-160. This ought to temper the current ritual praise of Rostovtzeff's
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Today such an evaluation seems somewhat dated, given the
flourishing state of late antique studies. One might even think in
terms of a paradigm shift in classics and history having taken place
in the last half century or so. A seminal work in this process of
change was A. H. M. Jones' study of The Later Roman Empire of
1964, which demonstrated that late antiquity could be studied as
an epoch in its own right and notjust as an era of decay and disinte-
gration or a prologue to the final liquidation of the classical world.
Moreover, by reflecting upon the relative weight of agriculture and
trade in the economy of the Empire, Jones came to hold a notion of
the ancient economy fundamentally different from that of Eduard
Meyer or Rostovtzeff. He characterised the Roman world, in late

antiquity as in other periods, as overwhelmingly agrarian. Trade,
so much emphasised by the modernists, he relegated to a minor
position in the overall structure of the economy. Thus changes in
the patterns and volume of trade might not, after all, be indicators
of fundamental economic change. '3

In many ways the task of teasing out the implications of Jones'
decisive shift of emphasis for our understanding of the econ-
omy of the Roman Empire remains at the very centre of schol-
arly activity and controversy. One result has been that people are
now less inclined to take a view of late antiquity as fundamen-
tally different from and completely alien to the preceding peri-
ods, and tend instead to emphasise many continuities, without
denying changes. '4 A good example, and one of the most per-
sistent attempts to come to terms with the agrarian "nature" of
the Greco-Roman world is, of course, the ground-breaking The
Ancient Economy of 1973, composed by Moses Finley, Jones'
successor as professor in Cambridge. Here developments in late
antiquity, such as increased state control, contraction in the market

sector, tying of peasants to the land and a crisis in the economy
of the towns, are seen as the result of limitations, imposed by the

utilisation of the archaeological material as against Finley's alleged neglect (Harris
1993: 14-15 and n. 26; Harden and Purcell 2000: 6l2). It is doubtful whether his basic

interpretation was in any determining way formed by archaeology. See Salmeri 1998
for a sobering reading of Rostovtzeff.

3 See Jones [964, chapter 2[, and more broadly 1974; Christiansen 1995:51.
14 Pleket 1990: 29-30; De Ligt 1993: 4; Garnsey and Whittaker 1998; Gamsey and

Humfress 2001.
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core institutions of Roman civilisation, in the Empire's ability to
respond to increased military pressure along the frontiers. This
is Finley, doing the sums: "The Ancient World was hastened to
its end by its social and political structure, its deeply embedded
and institutionalized value system, and, underpinning the whole,
the organization and exploitation of its productive forces. '"5 The
Empire of late antiquity had now been firmly located within the
defining cultural characteristics of the classical world; during
the same exercise Finley had radically shifted the focus of our
understanding of the Greeks and Romans, stressing the "otherness"
of the ancient world and rejecting the alleged close affinity between
the social and economic forms of antiquity and early modem
Europe.

Instead, Finley sought his inspiration from the, formerly unac-
ceptable, analyses of Bucher, Weber and their pupils, and in addi-
tion from the writings of various anthropologists. The economist
and anthropologist Karl Polanyi (1886-1964), whose seminar at
Columbia during the late 1940s and early 1950$ Finley attended,
was cited for the fundamental inapplicability of'market-centred,
modern economic theory to the study of antiquity; further,
Polanyi's notion of economics as the study of "the satisfaction
of material wants" echoes through Finley's discussion of the issue
of the presence or absence of an economic policy, modern style, in
Greek and Roman states. 16 But there were limits to the usefulness

ofPolanyi's conceptualisation for Finley's project. Reciprocal gift-
giving and authoritarian redistribution, the two modes of economic
organisation seen as characteristic of pre-modern economies by
Polanyi, were inadequate to explain the ancient reality. Even if the
Greco-Roman world did not operate on capitalist lines, markets
still played too much of a role in the economy to describe it in
terms ofPolanyi's alternatives. '7 For the concrete analyses, Finley

15 Finley i985a: 176. I6 Finley 19853: 26 and 160-161.
17 Cf. the important role ascribed to Athens' function as a commercial centre for the Aegean

world in generating income to the city after the loss of the empire (Finley l9»5a: 131-
134)- It is commonly forgotten that Finley rejected Polanyi's concrete models for not
allowing enough influence to markets and trade (Finley 1970). It is, therefore, not a
little ironic when Nafissi 2005, chapter 10 describes The Ancient Economy as a decline
into Polanyian orthodoxy and at the same time takes it to task for excluding the ancient
Middle East from the analysis. Yet, the latter was not included on the express grounds
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turned to inspiration taken from more complex pre-industrial soci-
eties. The growing body of peasant studies, with its emphasis on
locating markets in "traditional" settings, was a key influence. 18
In another place, the work of the anthropologist Louis Dumont on
the Indian caste system, Homo Hierarchicus, is utilised to embark
on a long discussion emphasising the role of hierarchy and social
status in Greco-Roman society. 19 Thus, new and exciting compar-
ative perspectives were opened up; and aspects or themes, often
associated with the exotic societies of anthropological discourse
or pre-modern Asian civilisations, were now allowed to appear
and come to the forefront in the picture painted of the classical
world.

Of course, Finley was far from alone in this. It is easy to for-
get this today, but the i96os and 1970s were also the era of de-
colonisation and the tiersmondiste movement, fired by the writings
of Jean-Paul Sartre and Franz Fanon. New prominence was given
to notions of cultural relativism, and the limitations and historicity
of Western concepts were explored and highlighted by thinkers
such as Foucault and, in the field of economics, by the sundry crit-
ics of development theory. It would be difficult to maintain that all
that was said and done during these years was for the good. After
all, this was also the period that produced the various kinds of very
dogmatic Marxism and the horrifying crimes of a Pol Pot, trying to
realise the third way in a version profoundly different from current

that markets seemed to play less of a role and that it resembled more a Polanyian scenario
(28-29). This view of the ancient Near East may be mistaken (cf. n. 19), but hardly
makes the picture rendered of Greco-Roman antiquity any more Polanyian. Above ail
The Ancient Economy was a Weberian study.

18 See Finley 19850, chapter 4, n. 2 (referring to a now classic collection of peasant studies
edited by T. Shanin), further nn. 29, 33, 34, 70. In his essay "Anthropology and the
Classics" (1975), Finley insisted on a comparative category of complex pre-industrial
societies as the most relevant for classical studies rather than the primitive tribes often
the object of anthropological research.

19 Finley l985a: 43-44, though there are remnants of the old Orient-Occident divide on
pp. 27-29; but there the question is of delineating the boundaries of the subject, not of
seeking out comparanda. Manning and Morris 2005 convincingly argue that the various
Near Eastern societies could usefully be included in our concept of the ancient economy;
they were not as different as was previously thought. But for Pinley (198511: 30-3 l with
n. 31), following Braudel, not ignoring him as Manning and Morris 2005: 15-17 claim,
the Greco-Roman world was a Mediterranean world, not a river valley world.
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i)!ilical usage. 20 Still, one should not lose sight of the liberating
erspectives - for which the close relationship between history and

anthropology to this day can work as a suitable symbol - that have
allowed new questions to come to the fore and not least sought to

v ide more historical and often also more theoretically refined
answers by exploring the limits of the experience and concepts of
the modern world. 2'

Hven if we stay within the field of Roman history, a long series
of studies, influenced by anthropology and comparative history,
springs to mind. I shall restrict myself to mentioning just a few.
Paul Veyne asserted the primary importance of gift-giving, tradi-
tioiuilly the preserve of anthropologists, to the Greek and Roman
world in his Le Pain et Ie cirque of 1976. A few years previously,
Ramsay McMullen in Roman Social Relations (1974) had called
ulicntion to the high levels of extra-legal violence and the limited
e\!ension of official authority. Before that, Peter Garnsey had doc-
iimcnted the profound importance of status, social and legal, in
(lie heyday of classical Roman law, where Maine had interpreted
the elaboration ofthejuristic literature as a transition to a modem,
Ci.'alitarian contract-based form of society. Even more systematic
comparisons between the Roman and some of the more famous
Askin pre-modern empires and civilisations have been attempted.
Keith Hopkins drew continuously in his work on comparisons with,
especially, Chinese imperial history. 22 In his study of Patronage
iiiulcr the Early Empire (1982) Richard Saller included compar-
isons with the administration of the Ottoman and Chinese Empires;
and Dick Whittaker (1994) has recently attempted to understand
the Roman imperial frontier through a model developed by Owen
Lattimore to explain Chinese history. Inspired by these studies,
a number of collaborative efforts in the field of Roman imperial
comparisons have also seen the light of day during the last few

23years.

20 Finkielkraut 1988. -" Contra Engels 1990:131-142.
22 Hopkins l978a; 1980; 19833; and 1995-6.
23 Bang et al. 1999; Alcock, D'Altroy, Morrison and Sinopoli 2001; Bang and Bayly 2003

and a project conducted by Walter Scheidel (2008) comparing Rome and Han China.
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Returning to Rostovtzeff?

All the same, these tendencies have hardly gone uncontested. For
instance, in a recent collection of essays, Inventing Ancient Cul-
ture, the editors set out to restore the prominence of Greco-Roman
antiquity in our understanding of the birth of modernity, which they
find has come to be too strongly associated with the Enlightenment
era. 24 Certainly, in the field of social and economic history debate
has been heated, to say the least, from the very beginning, and one
cannot help but feel that it was somewhat premature when Keith
Hopkins, introducing a collection of articles presented to Finley in
1983, termed Finley's and A. H. M. Jones' jointly developed inter-
pretation "the new orthodoxy". After all, that very collection did
not display such a consensus. The impression was rather that of a
multiplicity of viewpoints and strong disagreements. 25 Even if we
allow that The Ancient Economy has occupied a dominating posi-
tion at the very centre of scholarly debate, the direction of research
has to a large extent been decided by Martin Frederiksen's dismis-
sive review in the Journal of Roman Studies. Coloured by a general
distrust of the theoretical reflections in which Finley so excelled
and by a strong positivist inclination, he set out to show that the
ancient evidence revealed a more complex and varied reality than
allowed for by Finley's simplifying models. 26

That sort of objection, however, is banal. No treatment of a
bygone world, however detailed, can ever claim to be more than
a simplification. The important question to ask is whether in the
chosen perspective a specific analysis seems to be a fair approx-
imation of the ancient reality for which it seeks to account. Seen
in this light much of the criticism has been less than success-
ful. 27 Nonetheless, Frederiksen's positivist objections have struck
a strong chord in academe, and have, of late, received somewhat

24 Golden and Toohey 1997. Schiavone 2000 elegantly demonstrates the futility of such
an enterprise. 25 Garnsey, Hopkins and Whittaker 1983.

26 Frederiksen 1975. See Drexhage, Konen and Ruffing 2002: ii and 21 for some very
recent echoes of Frederiksen's objections. Bang, Ikeguchi and Ziche 2006 for a collec-
tion of papers which, on the contrary, advocate the need for the conscious use of theory
in the study of the ancient economy.

27 Erdkamp 2001; see Saller 2002 for some cautionary observations.
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unexpected assistance from the present postmodernist dislike of
generalised explanations. One view asserts "that whatever clas-
sificatory or analytical system we use has to accommodate, in a
way that the rnonocolore and essentially synchronic constructs of
Blicher and Finley cannot, a possible extreme diversity of types
of activity within the same society". 28 Another book, edited by
Helen Parkins, confidently declares that we are now Beyond the
Consumer City - the model Finley used to describe the economic
foundation of Greco-Roman urbanism - and emphasises the need
for a diversity of approaches. 29 One can readily applaud Parkins'
desire to have ancient urbanism examined from a variety of view-

points. After all, no model can ever hope to be exhaustive; its
application is of necessity restricted to a limited number of prob-
lems. But it is less than clear why an openness towards a plurality
of approaches would require the theory of the consumer city alone
to be banned or left behind. Certainly, Parkins presents no very
convincing case to back up her claim. On the contrary, in her own
contribution to the book she is hard pressed to find her way. "None
of this contradicts Weber's consumer city model", she has to admit;
indeed her analysis sets out from a perspective "that incidentally
underlines the validity of Weber's model while adding some sig-
nificant refinements". 30 One could reasonably have left it at that.
Even so, Parkins still insists that the level of involvement in the
urban economy of the land-based elite was somehow too large to
be accommodated by Finley and Weber's model. The logic is far
from compelling.3

There is something a little doctrinaire about this kind of reac-
tion, yet the style of argumentation is widespread. In their book
The Corrupting Sea, Peregrine Harden and Nicholas Purcell man-
age within the space of two pages on the one hand to concede
that the understanding of the city as a centre for aristocratic con-
sumption of an agricultural surplus is what best sums up the phe-
nomenon of ancient urbanism and on the other to reject the model
as "dated": for there was allegedly more growth in the economy
than allowed for by Finley.32 The issues raised by Parkins, Harden

28 Davies 1998: 241. .>9 Parkins 19975, preface. See further Parkins 1998: II-I3.
30 Parkins l997a, citations from pp. 107 and 84. 31 Pace Mattingly 19973: 215.
32 Harden and Purcell 2000: 106-107.
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and Purcell are not unimportant. In the final analysis, however, the
model survives and this is, more or less, openly admitted. Thus
Harden and Purcell depend to a large extent on Morley's thought-
provoking study of classical Rome - the quintessential consumer
city - which argues that the immense buying power created by
the politically directed concentration of economic resources from
an extensive empire in the capital also acted as a stimulus on its
Italian hinterland, promoting more intensive forms of agricultural
production.33 In Parkins' case, an acceptance of even extensive
aristocratic investment in the urban economy does not alter the
fact that the wealth of that class was grounded in agriculture or
that the cities depended for the satisfaction of their consumption
needs on the surplus from its landed estates. A strong presence in
the urban economy would rather serve to put even further emphasis
on aristocratic dominance in the city and thus underline the cities'
general dependence on the large households of the elite. 34 Far from
having made the consumer-city model obsolete, the critics seem
to be exploring aspects or areas of activity where the model can
accommodate several variations. Not polarised confrontation, but
constructive engagement is what is needed here. This would allow
a more fruitful debate about the model to emerge where attention
could be clearly concentrated on charting variations, identifying
sub-types and adding new dimensions to our understanding of
ancient urbanism, for instance by exploring the formation of urban
networks and hierarchies.35

Further examples of misdirected critique at Finley and the
"primitivist" postion need not detain us here. Enough has already
been said to make it clear that the unconstructive, sometimes

almost extreine reaction against "the Cambridge orthodoxy" has
been accompanied by a tendency to blur discussions and more
importantly to allow a much less precise use of analytical con-
cepts to reassert itself. The unfortunate outcome has been that the
debate on the ancient economy has become stuck on a well-wom

33 Morley 1996.
34 Parkins 19970: 88-89 is not far from that conclusion. Wallace-Hadrill 1991 and

Whittaker 1993, chapter 12 and 19946 are very clear about this.
35 Whittaker 1995 is an interesting exploration of the limits of the explanatory power of

the model.
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track as attempts are made to pinpoint its precise location on a lin-
ear spectrum between the two opposites of primitive and modem,
as indeed recommended by Frederiksen in his review. 36 In that
analytical game, less is never more. 37 A tendency has emerged
in current scholarship almost automatically to support taking a
more optimistic view of the ancient phenomena, be it rationality,
growth, trade, market integration or the economy in general. 38 No
wonder then, that Rostovtzeff is again celebrated as the great-
est economic historian of Mediterranean antiquity and attempts
have been made at resurrecting his general interpretation of eco-
nomic development in the first centuries AD. Once more the story
has been told of how a flourishing empire-wide market developed
under the favourable influence of the Fax Romana, in which the

provinces competed for market shares and gradually ousted Italian
products.39 More broadly, this return of "modernism" can be seen
in what one of the veterans of the struggle has called "a drift back to

the bad old ways when huge trade, industry and capital formation

16 Frederiksen 1975: l7l. Whittaker 1995; Bang l997a; and Drinkwater 2001 warn against
this tendency.

37 Attempts at quantification, for instance, often incline towards the highest possible
estimate, e. g. van Minnen 1986 (extrapolation from very thin and fragmentary material
to postulate a very large global estimate of the Oxyrhynchite cloth trade, though we
would expect seasonal fluctuation rather than permanent high activity); Wilson 2001
(twenty-two household establishments, with small fulling installations in Timgad dated
broadly within a band of three centuries, are taken as a sign of large-scale activity. Yet,
the twenty-two individually small establishments are unlikely all to have existed at the
same time, much change happens over three centuries, and even if they did, at five
members per household, the entire "industry" could be accounted for by some 100-
120 persons); Adams 2007: 227-228 (focusing on a Ptolemaic village customs register
indicating brisk activity in one month. But, as he also notes, this may be due to a post-
harvest peak in grain transports. The more numerous Roman customs registers indicate
less intense activity to be the norm, cf. Alston 1998 for a more cautious analysis).

3 Harris 1993; Greene 1994: 25-26; Harris 2000 and Temin 2001 for systematic surveys
of the economy and trade of the Roman Empire seeing more growth, trade, markets and
development than Finley allowed. Harden and Purcell 2000 simply define exchange
(market, gift, redistribution) as the central characteristic of pre-moclern Mediterranean
civilisation.

yl Tchernia 2006 for a critique of this trend. A new example of the continuing cache of
Rostovtzeff's general interpretive framework is provided by Rizzo's discussion of the
changing patterns of imports to Rome (2003: 230) as reflected in ceramic assemblages,
seeing Italian production decline in the face of provincial competition. Carandini 1983^
1988; 1989 are the most outspoken examples. But elements can also be found in e. g.
Pater.son 1998; von Freyberg 1989, chapters 2 and 3. 5 and in the very interesting and
balanced attempt by Lo Cascio 1991 to "unite" Rostovtzeff and Weber. For Rostovtzeff
as the great historian, see note 12 above.

29



THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND COMPARATIVE STUDY

were discovered in every petty street-corner workshop of Roman
towns".40

Two examples will suffice. One deals with the production of
Italian terra sigillata, the mould-cast, red-slip ceramic tableware
found by archaeologists in widespread locations during the late
Republic and early Empire. The other is a broader discussion of
the market in the Roman world. Let us take terra sigillata first. Sur-
veying recent archaeological developments in our picture of Italian
production centres, Philip Kenrick concluded: "The level oforga-
nization and the closeness of relationship which this implies seems
to me to justify us in regarding this as an industry in an entirely
modern sense. "41 Yet, one looks in vain for any attempt at a close
definition of modem industry that would justify the label in this
particular context, especially in view of a whole series of studies
that have emphasised the large differences to the modem world
in the production of ancient fine ware. 42 Apparently the mere
existence of branch workshops, maintaining connections with a
mother unit, is taken as sufficient "proof. But we find Assyrian
merchants establishing branches in other cities in the early second
millennium BC. In fact, the very same archaeological excavations
have shown, and mapped with increasing detail, that production
remained decentralised and not just confined to a few centres or
large workshops. Ironically, Rostovtzeff himself, the leading pro-
ponent of the old-style modemism, saw precisely this as what
marked the limits to the modern nature of the Roman economy.
The technological and economic advantages to be gained from a
concentration of capital and production in large units were insuf-
ficient to produce and sustain an industrial development, modem
style. 43

Second, the nature of the market in the Roman world. Finley
took the seemingly unproblematical view that the ancient economy

40 Whittaker 1995: 22. 4I Kenrick 1993: 36. See also Wilson 2001.
42 Cf. Fulle 1997 and Prachner 1980 on the organisation ofltalic terra sigillata production,

stressing the limited scale of most potteries and the importance of travelling potters.
Further on the interpretation of Gallic terra sigillata production, see the discussions by
Woolf 1998, chapter 7 and Whittaker 2002. Seminal are Goudineau 1974 and Marsh
1981.

43 Rostovtzeff 1957: 172-179. See Larsen 1976 for the organisation of early Assyrian
merchants.
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was not organised as "an enormous conglomeration of interde-
pendent markets". Recently, however, the economist Peter Temin
argued that Finley was quite simply wrong, the economy of the
Roman Empire represented just such a conglomeration.44 This is
an extraordinary claim. One might conceivably imagine that some
markets had begun to be linked by middle- and long-distance
trade. But to see the entire economy, spanning several continents,
as organised by a set of interlinked markets is quite another mat-
ter. It is doubtful whether the mature eighteenth-century European
economy, outside some restricted pockets, could be described in
such terms.45 Given our almost complete lack of price data which
could substantiate this conclusion, caution might be advisable. 46
But to Temin the mere occurrence of markets is enough to justify
the claim. "If about seventy-five per cent of the population of the
Roman Empire was engaged in farming, then it is not unreasonable
to suppose that over half of production was carried on by house-
holding rather than by market exchanges", he observes undeterred.
For, according to Temin, the prevalence of households in organ-
ising economic activity does not mean that peasant production
was not determined by the market, only "that most of each farm s
activities were devoted to maintaining its workforce".47 This will
not do; it is an attempt to explain away the fact that for most
peasants, the market will only have constituted a subsidiary outlet
and did not provide them with their primary means of subsistence.

44 Temin200[: 181.
45 Cf. the cautious analyses ofPersson 1999 and Erdkamp 2005. See Osbome 1996 for

an interesting study of some link-up between market and production in the archaic age.
But that does not make the economy as a whole a conglomeration of interdependent
markets, cf. Morley 2007: 96.

46 A later MIT working paper by Kessler and Temin (2005) reasserts this claim of such
Empire-wide integration based on a good handful of price observations scattered across
several centuries. The scarcity of observations, however, only serves to reinforce the pat-
tem detected, the authors declare optimistically. That is methodologically unwarranted;
there is simply far too little data even to begin that form of analysis. An Empire-wide
study of market integration on the basis of price data is beyond our reach. At best,
and even that is debatable, the price data recovered from Egypt may allow us a broad
impression of conditions in one province. See Chapter 3 of this book for what can
hesitantly be achieved and with the opposite conclusion.

47 Temin 2001: 180. The observation that even in today's rich societies a large part of
economic activity is still kept within the family misses one crucial distinction. Most
middle-class households depend on wage income for their subsistence, whereas peasants
have historically produced their own subsistence outside the market.
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A peasant household, therefore, cannot easily be abstracted to the
model of a profit-orientated firm, as Temin seems to be doing;
its primary objective was different, the reproduction of the family
unit. In other words, even on Temin's own premises more than half
of the Roman economy was not organised as "a conglomeration
of interdependent markets". The question of a market economy
in the Roman Empire is clearly less straightforward than Temin
allows.

On closer inspection the various modernising uses of concepts,
which have been explored here, seem to a large extent to have been
guided less by analytical than by value judgements. A clear indi-
cator is the recurrent use of terms such as "complex" and "sophis-
ticated", qualifying or supporting the descriptions. By themselves
these are almost empty words, meaning as little as "not primi-
tive" or "something not inferior". Struggling to free themselves
from the confident shadow of nineteenth-century evolutionism,
twentieth-century social anthropologists have taught us that there
is no such thing as a primitive culture, only imperceptive inves-
tigators. Hence words such as complex and sophisticated often
appear in texts mainly as apologetic or defensive value markers. A
remark made in connection with a discussion of ancient accounting
by historian William Harris illustrates my point neatly. Against the
claim that the ancient agricultural writers did not show any signs
of modern economic rationality and capitalist accounting prac-
tices, the objection is voiced: "But Columella has in turn been
defended."49 Observations that the Greeks and Romans structured
their thinking about estate management on other principles than
those at the core of modem accounting and management theory,
are taken as making an implicit statement about their cultural short-
comings and lack of rationality. But that is not the case; it only
means that they organised their thought in a fashion different from
some patterns which have been gaining ground since the birth of
modern capitalism.49 Essentially the problem is one of empathy.
To Weber and Finley, as to most anthropologists, the culturalist

4 Harris 1993: 25 (my emphasis). For a further example, see Rathbone 1991,
chapters 8-9.

49 Cf. Kehoe 1997; see Mickwitz 1937 for a classic analysis. See Tchernia 2005 for a
recent collection of papers dedicated to this issue.
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solution, Herder-style, was the most appealing. This meant under-
lining the differences between "us" and "them" and subsequently
seeking to understand the logic governing "the other" rather than
applying our own habitual notions of normalcy.

To the critics, however, it is exactly that approach which is
the central problem. Here are Peregrine Harden and Nicholas
Purcell: "The consequence has inevitably been to devalue practices
which cannot be usefully seen as embryonic modernity.. . For
the telescopic perspective encourages the itemizing of absences
and shortfalls ... Ultimately, however, the project was sabotaged
by the use of the 'minimalizing' comparative technique. Its trust
remained essentially negative: a generation was taught... what
was not important in the pre-medieval Mediterranean. "50 The con-
trasting comparisons between the ancient and the early modern
world, inherent in the Weberian approach, are (mis)perceived as a
derogatory portfolio of defects and flaws - in the Italian archae-
ologist Carandini's words "an annihilation of the past" and "self-
deification of the modem world".5' But it is difficult to see how

one could argue against a strongly modernist position, preferring
instead to emphasise the unique or historical characteristics of the
Greco-Roman world, without showing the contrasts and differ-
ences. That does not imply an essentially negative argument. On
the contrary, it is the central point in Weber's and Finley's analyses
that we find a world governed by other principles: the dominance
of agriculture, the dependence of urbanisation on aristocratic con-
sumption, the importance of slavery and the all-pervasive influ-
ence of an ideology of social status which privileged political over
entrepreneurial activities.

In any case, the current dissatisfaction with comparisons focus-
ing on the contrasts and differences between the Greco-Roman
world and later European developments has brought about a very
interesting change in the use of comparative history for the study of
the ancient economy. Pioneered by works such as D'Arms' Com-
merce and Social Standing, a number of scholars have taken up
the theoretical challenge of the "primitivist" position and begun in
a more systematic fashion to re-examine the relationship between

Harden and Purcell 2000: 146. 5I Carandini l983a: 178-179.
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the economy of the Roman Empire and that of medieval and early
modem, capitalist Europe. Rather than differences and contrasts, it
is now similarities and analogies which are sought out and empha-
sised.52 Observing that the Empire contained a number of very
large cities, with the one million inhabitants of Rome at the apex,
they justly note that only at a very late stage was the European
economy able to equal that achievement. London, the largest city
in the eighteenth century, did not reach a million inhabitants before
l8oo. Hence, for instance, they warn against postulating any sig-
nificant difference in the size of the market. Instead, they take their
lead from the many developments in the study of the pre-industrial,
still agrarian-based, European economy, emphasising the slowness
and limited extent of change. In the larger perspective, this was
a world, in the catchphrases coined by the French Annales histo-
rians, of la longue duree or histoire immobile, where economic
change tended to be cyclical, caught as it was in the Malthusian
trap where productivity gains in agriculture were undermined by
growing population. The crucial development first came about with
the Industrial Revolution around 1800. Until then the productive
and technological base of society was organic and set clear limits
to growth. Faced with this more "primitive" or static version of
early modern Europe, the Dutch historian and epigraphist Harry
Picket concludes that it is now time "finally to call into question the
view of the primitivists that the world of the Roman Empire was
so very different from later pre-industrial Europe as they claim. In
this ... I would like to suggest that the economy of the Roman
Empire was more closely related to the economy of pre-industrial
Europe until the eighteenth century than our own time. "53

52 The approach was pioneered in studies of e.g. D'Arms 1981 and Schleich 1983. By
far the best and most important specimen is Picket 1990 which is a systematic attempt
to produce a synthesis of the Roman economy by analogy to early modern Europe
(1400-1800). Other examples include Harris 1993; van Nijf 1997; Laurence 1998 and
1999; Harris 2000; Harden and Purcell 2000; and Temin 2001.

53 "endlich die Auffassung der 'Primitivisten' in frage stellen, dass sich die Welt des
Romischen Reiches so wesentlich van der spateren vorindustriellen Europa under-
scheide wie behauptet. Indem. .. mochte ich die Vermutung aussern, dass die Wirtschaft
des Romischen Reiches mit der Okonomie des vorindustriellen Europa bis zum 18. Jh.
vielleicht enger verbunden war als mit unserer Gegenwart" (my translation). Picket
1990:28.
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It is difficult to disagree strongly with Picket's position, stated
in such very general terms. It is certainly salutary to be reminded
in our comparisons that the scale and dimensions of pre-industrial
economies were of another, much smaller order than in the mod-

ern world, that they, so to speak, belong on the same baseline. 54
However, this is not where the main argument is. Even Finley, for
instance, emphasised that urbanisation in Greco-Roman antiquity
reached a historical high point, only equalled very late in history.
He also expressed strong doubts about relying too much on analo-
gies furnished by anthropological studies of, say, gift-giving in
much simpler societies. The market as a form of exchange was
far too important in antiquity; and no one who has walked around
the Monte Testaccio - the man-made, almost eighth hill of Rome
consisting (for the most part) of oil-bearing amphorae discarded
in the days of the Empire - can seriously doubt the existence of
quite large volumes of exchange within the Roman Empire.55 But
Picket takes the analysis much further, constructing the Roman
Empire closely on the model of early modern Europe. Thus a pic-
ture emerges where regions of relative low-level agriculture and
only sparse urbanisation intermingle with dynamic, more modem
centres dominated by highly specialised agriculture in the Dutch
style, and towns relying more on trade and export manufacture for
their survival than on aristocratic consumption. Other contribu-
tions to the debate point in the same direction when they suggest
that the Roman Empire should be seen as a market economy work-
ing essentially at a level comparable to that of the Atlantic world
in the eighteenth century. 56

The problem with such analyses is that they depend on a very
loose use of the notion of functional equivalents. Being strongly
disinclined even to consider the possible importance of differences,
they tend to prefer either to declare them marginal or automatically

54 Nicolet 1988: 37-38 and e. g. Andreau i994b: 191 and 1995: 948 point in the same
direction.

55 Finley 1970, 1975, chapter 6 and 1977, for instance. On Monte Testaccio, see Rodnguez-
Almeida 1984; Blazquez Martmez and Remesal Rodriguez 1999-2001.

5 Temin 2001. Also Harris 1993:19.
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assert that "the methods may have been different, but the economic
consequences are the same". 57 A discussion of the rank-size dis-
tribution of Roman towns is symptomatic. Referring to De Vries'
influential study ofurbanisation and urban networks in early mod-
ern Europe, Picket concludes that the rank-size distributions of
Roman cities can be seen as roughly similar, even if admittedly
there are some differences, especially among the very large cities
of the Roman and early modem world. In De Vries' study, how-
ever, it is a central point that the shape of urban systems is closely
linked to the specific socio-economic structure of any given partic-
ular society. Differences at the top of urban hierarchies, therefore,
ought not to be quickly brushed aside as of only trivial importance;
they may reflect significant differences in economic organisation
between the two societies. 5 Braudel, after all, argued that capital-
ism was a higher-order phenomenon, connected precisely with the
top of societal hierarchies in early modern Europe rather than the
virtually immovable mass of peasant producers and small towns. 59
In Picket's analysis, however, this type of issue is simply bypassed
in favour of a broader, more inclusive understanding of "mod-
ern" economic phenomena. But there is a price to be paid for
such a manoeuvre: a potential loss of explanatory power. Ulti-
mately, the economies of early modern Europe and the Roman
Empire followed very different paths of development. The more
we downplay the differences, the less able are we to understand
why. That is unsatisfactory. The aim should be to find better histor-
ical models to help us elucidate the particular nature of the Roman
economy.61

57 Picket 1990: 39: "die Methoden mogen verschieden sein, aber die Wirtschaftlichen
Folgen sind dieselben" (my English translation). The method was pioneered by D'Arms
1981:165-169.

58 See Woolf 1997 for a discussion linking these differences to the presence of a single
unifying empire in the Roman world.

59 Braudel 1982:455-457.
60 Picket 1990: 146. Similar in style is Harris 1993: 24, advising Love 1991 to adopt a

more inclusive definition of capitalism so as to make room for antiquity. De Vries 1990
explains his approach to urban networks.

' For a similar wish to transcend this problem cf. the introductions to Mattingly and
Salmon 2001 and Manning and Morris 2005.
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From traditional Asia to early modern Eurasia

At first sight the persistent attraction of early modern Europe
as yardstick for the ancient world appears curious. The last half
century has seen a strong challenge building up to the notion of
European developments as the quintessential expression of history.
Europe's paradigmatic status in world history has suffered consid-
erable erosion and is no longer self-evident. Nonetheless, the
current modernising trends in ancient history are not an isolated
phenomenon. Similar doubts about the legitimacy of analysing
differences between "the West and the rest" have occurred in a

whole range of disciplines. During the 1990S a rather curious
debate took place between Marshall Sahlins and Gananath Obey-
sekere, both distinguished American anthropologists, about the
proper interpretation of Captain James Cook's death on Hawaii on
his second return, 14 Febmary 1779. To Sahlins the explanation
has to be found in the particular cognitive and cultural universe
of the Hawaiians. Unfortunately for Cook, his arrival was linked
to their calendar of religious ritual by the Hawaiians, who saw
him as their returning god Lono. Cook willingly played along, not
knowing that the festival part of the year would end in the king
re-establishing his primacy by appropriating the powers of Lono.
Even then nothing would have happened if Cook had not been
forced by a broken mast to return after first having left the island.
This action was perceived as a threat to the cosmic order where
the king was now in command. That order had to be re-created
and Cook/Lono was killed so that his powers could properly be
passed to the king. To Obeysekere such a culturalist interpretation
is the result of blatant racism, making a mockery of the cogni-
tive abilities of the indigenous population and denying them their
rightful place within common humanity; of course, the Hawaiians
could tell the difference between a white explorer and their god.
Instead he wants to render fuzzy the clear distinctions between the
visiting Westerner and the indigenous culture. One cannot avoid

62 Hodgson in 1974 and 1993, presents one of the most thoughtful attempts to re-evaluate
the position of Europe in world history.
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West. Indeed, how could it possibly be in the present world? The
legacy of European imperialism is a heavy one and the romanticist
emphasis on the native cultural tradition has more often than not,
quite understandably, been combined with a wish to gain access
to the technological and economic resources of modernity. The
scenes which one could see some years ago of Hindu nationalists
celebrating in the streets of Delhi because India had now joined the
atomic powers are only an extreme illustration of a more general
condition.66 In his essays on Istanbul, Orhan Pamuk, the great
novelist, has managed to capture well the tortured and complex
relationship between Westernising and "othering" in the cultural
identity of third world countries:

The vicious cycle is fed by Westemising intellectuals who long to hear the promi-
nent writers and publishers of the West praise them for being like Westerners.
Writers like Pierre Loti, by contrast, make no secret of loving Istanbul and the
Turkish people for the opposite reason: for the preservation of their Eastern par-
ticularity and their resistance to things Western. In the days when Pierre Loti was
criticising Istanbullus for losing touch with their traditions, he had only a small
following in Turkey, most of this ironically, among the Westemising minority.
But whenever the nation is embroiled in an international dispute, the Westemised
literary elite makes an indignant peace with the "Turkophilism" of Pierre Loti's
highly sentimental and exotic writings.67

The position of being "other" both holds out a promise of autonomy
and a danger of falling into the trap of the merely quaint and exotic,
an object of domination.

This problem of "empowerment" was accentuated by the pro-
cess of de-colonisation in the decades following the Second World
War. No longer was it possible for historians to regard the Western
world as the sole agent of social development, the faber histo-
riae, when it now became clear that history did not end with the
European colonial empires. Hence there has been a growing dissat-
isfaction with the traditional view of world history as the unfold-
ing drama of Western development from the birth of civilisation in
Mesopotamia through antiquity, the Middle Ages and Renaissance
to modernity, leaving the rest of the world in the sidings until it

Even Huntington
go together.

, chapters 4-5 sees how "indigenisation" and modernisation may

Pamuk 2005: 213.
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came under the influence of Europe. Instead the main concern has
been to establish a more global point of view and, in the words of
Eric Wolf's influential book, include The People Without History.
One of the most remarkable results of these endeavours is the

American Islamist Marshall Hodgson's great work of comparative
history The Venture of Islam. Hodgson asked how world history
should be conceived before the establishment of European world
hegemony. His answer was to relegate Western feudalism to the
margins of the historical narrative. The dominant force in the world
from the seventh to the seventeenth century was, he observed, the
civilisation of Islam. Europe need not, in other words, be taken as
paradigmatic of history as such.68

In the study of India and the Indian Ocean economy Hodgson's
analysis was foreshadowed by the Dutch historian J. C. van Leur.
In the 1930s he began to reject the notion of European superiority
right from the arrival of Vasco da Gama in the early sixteenth
century. European hegemony was a much later development, van
Leur maintained; during the first centuries of their presence the
influence and importance of the Europeans were only marginal and
certainly amounted to far less than commercial, let alone political
control. This is how he drew the larger picture:

Such an East, retiring into isolation, standing to one side along the path of the
West, the path of hurried activity, world trade, world economy, modem life, seems
to have been foreign to the eighteenth century. That century did not know any
superior Occident, nor any self-isolating Orient no longer progressing with it. It
knew a mighty East, a rich fabric of a strong, broad weave with a more fragile
Western warp thread inserted in it at broad intervals. 69

For a long period after the Portuguese first established their sea
empire in the Indian Ocean, Asia remained largely unaffected and
followed its own course of history. The application of European
periodisations was therefore meaningless.

At a general level, van Leur's ideas have formed the basis of a
new paradigm which has been developing since the Second World
War. One important implication of his view, which has emerged
with ever greater clarity since the 1950s, is the existence of a strong,

Hodgson 1974. See further Hodgson 1993: 44-71 and 91-94.
9 Van Leur 1955: 289.
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independent. South and South-East Asian trading world and mer-
chant community before the beginning of European colonialism
from the middle of the eighteenth century.70 The Asian merchants
proved to be highly competitive. Only in a certain restricted num-
ber of trades where the European chartered companies were able
to impose their own terms of commerce did they lose out. But for a
long period they held their own in most other fields, restricting the
influence of the Europeans to that of yet another participant in the
already existing trading system. 71 In that respect, van Leur's ana-
lysis was only the beginning. Stressing, like Finley, the clear limits
of commercial development in the pre-modern world, he empha-
sised the ephemeral position of trade within "the highly traditional
agrarian world still based completely on self-sufficiency, with little
independent city life" and "closed village communities as social
and economic basis". 72 However, as the resilience of Indian and
other Asian merchants has been documented, the emphasis has
changed markedly and is now placed rather on the large amounts
of trade and the vigorous commercial developments in that part
of the world. As the controversial historian of early modern trade,
Niels Steensgaard, has remarked, it is as if the myth of the immense
riches of Asia has been substituted for that of the static, traditional
Orient.73 Even so, the foundation of van Leur's judgement has
suffered some erosion. The study of the allegedly autarkic Indian
village communities, the archetype of traditional society, has all
but gone through a revolution. It is now clear that these villages
were not entirely closed economies but also entered into wider
marketing networks. For the Mughal Empire, its leading historian
Irfan Habib has identified a long period of commercialisation of
the agricultural surplus provoked by the tax demands of the state.
This has been followed by seminal works of scholars such as B. R.
Grover, K. N. Chaudhuri and C. A. Bayly, linking the rural world

7° Braudel 1984; Arasaratnam 1990; Marshall 1993; Wills 1993; and Disney 1995: 484-
535 are convenient and short overviews. For more detailed treatments, see Chaudhuri
1985; 1990 and Das Gupta and Pearson 1987.

71 Steensgaard 19733: 405-41 (, though often misunderstood, is the best analysis of the
resilience of Asian merchants, together with Das Gupta 1979; Prakash 1985; and Baner-
jee 1990.

72 Van Leur 1955, quotations from 283 and 282.
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of northern India in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to a

hierarchy of markets. 74
Similar developments have taken place in other branches of

Asian or Oriental studies. In 1966 Maxime Rodinson coun-
tered the widespread assumptions about the cultural blockage of
Islam towards capitalism. In his analysis, he objected that even
Mohammed had been a trader and that the religion was, in many
ways, quite favourable towards mercantile activities; Islam and
capitalism were not mutually incompatible. The following year,
Goitein published the first volume of his extraordinary account of
a community of Jewish traders centred in medieval Cairo, show-
ing a strong and highly developed commercial world. In Ottoman
studies, the picture of a stagnant and inefficient empire in the
plundering hands of an Oriental despothas been discarded. Before
it became "the sick man of Europe" the Ottoman Empire had
been a strong and equal adversary with a flourishing economy,
a highly developed market sector and capital formation.75 Then
there is China, where research seems to defy everything we take
for granted about pre-industrial societies. Joseph Needham and his
team of assistants, for instance, have identified a strong scientific

tradition under the various Chinese imperial dynasties, in many
ways the equal of Greek and, for a long time, European science.
This is to say nothing of the spectacular rise in steel production
under the medieval Song dynasty, not significantly surpassed again
before the Industrial Revolution, or the large internal rural com-
mercial developments under Ming and Ch'ing, all brought to our
attention by scholars such as Elvin, Hartwell and Skinner.76

The result of all this has been a strong challenge to our very
notion of modernity. As it has become increasingly clear that
the concept of traditional society is difficult actually to locate
empirically in the pre-industrial world, even in the archetypal case
of India, the very notion of differences between early modem
Europe and the other complex civilisations of Eurasia has come

74 Habib (963; Graver 1966; Chaudhuri 1978; Bayly 1983. See Inden 1990: chapter4 on
Indian village economies.

75 Inalcik 1969; Faroqhi 1991; Inalcik and Quataert 1994; Atfanir 1997. Bj0rkelo 1999 is
a convenient survey.

7 Some of their more optimistic conclusions may be in need of moderation. For some
cautionary critiques, see Finlay 2000 and Wagner 2001.
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under strong attack. In the now classic, if controversial, Oriental-
ism (1978) and the sequel Culture and Imperialism (1993) it was
argued by Edward Said that the differences were but a romantic
fiction of the European mind, longing for the exotic. This was in
the best case. In the worst, they were an imperialist construction
designed to dominate the colonised societies. Thus static tradi-
tional society with all its connotations of communal heart-warming
Gemeinschaft and lack of commercial activity had not been there
before. Rather, it was imposed on the dynamic Asian societies by
the colonialist regimes - a case of the development of underde-
velopment. 77 Understandably, we are now called upon to undo the
wrong and re-admit these societies into modernity. Here is Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, a prominent historian of South Asian economies:
"Having taken away so much from the societies of South Asia, it
seems to be high time that social science at least gave them back
what they had by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries - their
admittedly very ambiguous 'early modernity'. "78

If the developments in the study of the economy of the Roman
Empire are added, an image gradually emerges of a very old pre-
industrial Eurasian world of comparable high cultures. Lately,
there have been a number of attempts to synthesise this condi-
tion. Most radically, some have posited the existence of an all-
embracing world system of long-distance trade across Eurasia
since the Bronze Age, determining the fate of its constituent soci-
eties. However, that is an extreme position, considering the limited
amounts of trade passing across the Eurasian land mass. 79 Rather
more challenging are the recent attempts to reinvigorate a diffu-
sionist approach to the study of historical societies. So far, the
Cambridge anthropologist Jack Goody has provided the most sys-
tematically worked-through version of this line of thought. To
him the great divide does not run between Europe and Asia but
between Eurasia and black Africa. The latter never shared in the
Bronze Age urban revolution and this explains the problems of the

77 Wolf 1982 is the most systematic attempt to develop this idea. More nuanced discussions
of India can be found in Bayly 1988: chapter 5; Breckenridge and van der Veer 1993;
and Bayly 1999.

78 Subrahmanyam 1998: loo and l990b. See also Pomeranz 2000.
79 Frank and Gills [993 and Frank 1998, inspired by Schneider 1977 and Abu-Lughod

1989. See Subrahmanyam 1996: xv-xvi for a Sceptical note.
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continent in modernising today. The many, presently, much more
successful Asian economies can, on the other hand. be seen as

the result of a much greater infrastructural compatibility between
East and West which ultimately dates back to common roots in the
Bronze Age and the rise of civilisation. This shared legacy consists
in the development of similar socio-economic institutions which
Goody summarises as social stratification, literacy, specialisation,
division of labour and a mercantile capitalism.80 The result was
a series of complex and broadly similar pre-industrial agrarian
economies shaped by Smithian market dynamics and Malthusian
constraints, to borrow a set of concepts developed within late
imperial Chinese history by R. Bin Wong and more extensively by
Kenneth Pomeranz. 81

From "primitive" capitalism to agrarian empire

FIowever, it is difficult not to feel a little uneasy about this attempt
to inscribe capitalism into the DNA string of civilisation as such.
There is a very real danger of doing away with most of human
history, lumping it together under the same heading as a mir-
ror image of early modern Europe: a kind of Eurocentrism by
the backdoor. Of course, on a very broad, minimal, definition
such as the existence of market trade, generating Marx's famous
sequence ofM(oney)-C(ommodity)-M(oney), capitalism probably
has to be seen as ubiquitous in civilised societies. However, market
trade already provides conceptual coverage for that phenomenon.
Capitalism, on the other hand, will always remain linked to the
developments culminating in the Industrial Revolution. True, the
link was a complex one rather than a linear progression, as E. A.
Wrigley insisted two decades ago. The Netherlands, which had
spearheaded economic developments in the seventeenth century,
fell behind during the eighteenth century and failed to make the
transition to coal and steam till relatively late. The Dutch, though,

80 Goody 1990; 1996; 1998: l-26. Perlin 1983; 1993.
81 Pomeranz 200odeveloping an ideaofWong 1997: Part (. Further Goldstone 1998:2002.

See Parthasarathi 2002 for a critique of Pomeranz, pointing out that he underestimates
the importance of European market developments and state policies.
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had begun to use peat on an extensive scale for production pur-
poses, but their industries lost out to protectionist competition
from French and British manufacturers.82 Capitalism was gradu-
ally coming together to drive economic development in a system
which transcended individual countries and produced a dynamic
succession of leading economies, as Braudel described it in the
final volume of his great work on capitalism. Why these develop-
ments took place in early modern Europe rather than somewhere
else is a question that cannot be avoided, indeed should not, con-
sidering their world-shattering effects. Of course, there is a risk
of seeming Eurocentric in providing answers. But that should be
treated as a challenge, not as an excuse to brush aside the issue.
The task confronting us is to provide explanations of early modem
European developments without denying the existence of histori-
cal dynamics in other cultures and times. 83 Here neither Goody and
Pomeranz. nor Picket, with their strong determination to identify
analogies and parallel patterns, have much to say. Yet, if the basic
tenor of their argument is correct, suggesting answers seems more
necessary than ever, unless we have given up trying to understand
the different trajectories of world history. To cite a recent col-
lection of papers, we need a kind of historiography "committed
neither to justifying European domination, nor to explaining it
away".84

82 Wrigley 1988. Jongman 2006 takes Wrigley to show that the economic deye lopments

preceding industrialisation were unimportant, and that there is therefore little to distin-
guish early modern capitalism. While I agree with Jongman that we need not shape our
analyses of the ancient economy on the early modem model, his reading of Wrigley
is an overinterpretation. Wrigley describes the period of vigorous pre-industrial eco-
nomic development as a necessary precondition, but not an automatic guarantee for
an industrial breakthrough (l988:'ll-l2, 113-118). Even so, Wrigley's vision of the
process remains heavily Anglocentric and pays little attention to the overall dynamic of
the emerging capitalist system. That would have come out more clearly if he had also
included processes of state formation and military competition, cf. McNeill 1982 (mil-
itary competition); Wong 1997: chapter 6 (comparative differences in state formation
between Europe and China); De Vries and Woude 1997 (on the modem character of the
Dutch economy).

83 On this latter aspect I agree with Morley 2007: 6-9, but that does not require the student
of ancient trade to play down the differences to early modern capitalism Landes 1998:
415-418 is a pointed, 'if perhaps too strong, critique of this basically Saidian tendency
to ignore or tone down the question of differences Pearson 1991: 45; Wong 1997: 1-8,
and Bayly 2000 insist on the continued need to differentiate our image of pre-industrial
Eurasia.

84 Manning and Morris 2005: 9.
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I do not advocate introducing a ban on comparisons between the
Roman Empire and early modern Europe. Recently, for instance,
attention has been called to a possible similarity in the effects
that eighteenth-century London and early imperial Rome had on
their respective hinterlands. The two capital cities were of com-
parable size and both represented an enormous concentration of
spending power; the effects of Rome on her hinterland might have
been parallel to those of London on hers, where the rising demand
of the city generated economic development in the countryside,
marked by rising productivity and an increased commercialisation
of agriculture. 85 But we also need to explore the limits to this
comparison. The enormous spending power of the Roman market
was the result of the concentration in that city of a large part of the
resources generated by a territorial empire spanning the Mediter-
ranean world with a population of perhaps 60 million. In 1750, on
the other hand, when London's population reached 700,000, she
still had to rely mainly on the British Isles and a few commercial
colonies and outposts around the world, in all comprising a popu-
lation in the order of magnitude of say 10 million. In comparison
with the ancient imperial metropolis, London's resource base was
much smaller. The English capital had to compensate by making
much larger earnings from foreign trade than did Rome to finance
its consumption. 86

The relationship between empire, concentration of spending
power and commercialisation-cum-growth was first brought to the
forefront of the debate on the economy of the Roman Empire by
Keith Hopkins, three decades ago. 87 Taking his point of departure,
like Weber and Finley, from the politically defined consumption
patterns of the agricultural surplus, he drew attention to the way
these were modified by the creation of large empires. 88 A part of
the resources which had formerly been available to the multitude
of local cities around the Greco-Roman world was now confis-

cated and redirected to serve the purposes of the Roman imperial

85 Hopkins 1995-6: 59; Morley 1996.
86 Pace Morley 1996: 29, who tends to underestimate the significance of this difference.

See Wrigley [987: chapter 6 and Reed 1996 for the economy of London.
87 Hopkins l978a;1980;19830; l983b; and 1995-6.

See now also Erdkamp 2001 on the similarities of the "consumer city" and Hopkins'
model.
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authorities. Basically, that meant that they were channelled to
Rome, the capital of the Empire, and the army, stationed along
the frontiers. Since many of these taxes were, presumably, paid in
coin or at some stage after delivery in kind, sold on the market and
converted into money, most areas of the Empire where there was
no government spending would have had to earn their tax money
back if they were going to continue to be able to pay their annual
taxes and not run out of coin. The result was a limited growth and
commercialisation process where taxpayers around the Empire
entered the market to earn their tax money, and export flows of
manufactured products arose between the areas in tax deficit and
those in surplus.

Hopkins' model has justly attracted much attention. Not surpris-
ingly, 'given the current climate of discussion, many have empha-
sised the elements dealing with growth and commercialisation,
whereas the limits to these processes and the close affinity of the
model with that of "the consumer city" tend to be ignored or dis-
missed. 89 Hopkins has even been criticised for underestimating the
amount of trade and the penetration of market forces in the Roman
Mediterranean. 90 Here, Harry Picket's endorsement and the spe-
cial twist he gives to the taxes-and-trade model are of particular
interest. Rejecting its Weberian foundations, he sets out to compare
the tax system of the Roman Empire with that of the early modem
European nation states. He stops at the need of the latter to borrow
from private financiers and the gradual creation of a permanent,
funded government debt. This institution is wholly lacking in the
Roman Empire. In Picket's view, this is a reflection of the greater
strength ofthe imperial state; it did not need to resort to such
measures to finance'its activities. It could simply rely on taxing its
subjects directly. From an economic perspective, however, the two
fiscal regimes would have produced similar results. In both cases
the state absorbed the wealth of its citizens and created a similar
amount or kind of economic activity through its consumption. 91

8t) See Erdkamp 2001 for a similar view of the "consumer city .
90 SeePaterson 1998: 153 and Picket 1990 for critique along these lines. Greene 1986 isa

typical example emphasising commercialisation and growth. The model has also been
criticised from more "primitivist" perspectives, e. g. Jongman 1988; Whittaker 1989;
Duncan-Jones 1990; and Whittaker 1995.

'" Picket 1990: 39 and 46-47.
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I do not share the confidence of this conjecture in its reliance
on functional equivalents. A basic, if rarely noted, premise of
Hopkins' argument is that there is no such thing as the market,
in the abstract general sense. It is not just out there, happening
on its own. Rather, it needs to be created and often even pressed
or forced into existence under pre-industrial conditions. Hence it
becomes crucial to understand how the particular markets are artic-
ulated, how they are moulded and shaped by the social and political
institutions of society and the context in which they appear. This,
of course, was Polanyi's point and the one that has survived the
many empirical criticisms of his economic models. It has even
entered the mainstream of economics through the institutional
analysis of Douglass North.92 In this particular instance, the rela-
tive weakness of the rising nation state and its consequent reliance
on private loans cannot just be reduced to a matter of consumption
in relation to the economy. A main result of that situation was
the formation of an efficient international market in capital. The
development began when the large medieval fairs of Europe were
turned into meeting places for the rich banking firms, connected
with the European monarchs, where they could settle accounts and
deal in bills of exchange. Gradually, as the scale of transactions
increased, more permanent structures became necessary and in
the seventeenth century this function was taken over by the stock
exchanges of Amsterdam and London. During the same period
the government debts of the Netherlands and England were put
on a more stable basis in the form of negotiable, interest-bearing,
bonds. Thus this line of investment was now effectively opened up
to groups other than the closed cliques of leading financiers. The
result was an important extension of investment opportunities for
commercial capital. 93 The point is that such an institutional devel-
opment seems to be largely absent from the Roman Empire. We
do find a hierarchy of periodic fairs and markets. However, they
remained, to a very large extent, gathering places where the rural
population could sell its surplus production and have its limited

92 Steensgaard 1981; 1984 and Lane 1966: 383-428 are some of the most perceptive
analyses of the close bonds between markets and the socio-political formation. See
further Polanyi, Arensberg and Pearson 1957; North 1990; and Morris 2002.

93 De Vries 1976: chapter 7 and Braudel 1982: 8i-l 14.
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needs for market services supplied. The larger fairs also seem to
have played a role in regional and interregional trade. A few even
developed into important foci of long-distance trade, such as the
one on Delos. But they do not appear to have fulfilled the role of
"international" credit markets. We should, perhaps, rather turn our
attention to the cities. Here we do, of course, find market build-

ings and squares, but there is nothing to suggest that they would
have operated on lines resembling those of the formalised stock
exchanges of seventeenth-century Amsterdam and London. What
is more, on Picket's interpretation of the taxes-and-trade model,
stressing the absence of government debt, we would not expect
this either.94

Nor should we, as Picket concedes, expect any kind of bourgeois
development giving rise to a class of large merchants and financiers
able to challenge the economic preponderance of the political elite
based in landed wealth. However, that cannot just be written off as
a difference in social structure. It had economic consequences as
well. It would, for instance, be difficult to imagine a situation like
that described by Braudel for the West Indies, where the plantation
owners often had large problems making ends meet while the mer-
chants who bought their produce and sold it back in Europe made
huge profits. 95 Indeed, in the Roman Empire things took place in
the opposite fashion. Wealthy landowners remained firmly in the
driving seat. In parting with their produce, they seem generally
to have been able to shift most of the risk onto the commercial

middlemen, to judge from the business procedures envisaged in
legal regulations and prevailing forms of contract. 96 This impres-
sion is confirmed by what we know about elite mobility in the
Empire. The crucial component seems to have been access to large
agricultural resources; it was the cities with the largest and rich-
est countrysides available that proved most successful in getting
members of provincial elites promoted into the imperial aristoc-
racy. The spectacular rise of members of the elite of North African
Lepcis Magna, culminating in the Severan emperors, should not

94 Finley 19853: 195-196, confirmed by de Ligt 1993 and Frayn 1993. On Delos, see Rauh
1993- See Andreau 1999: chapter 11, pace Harris 2006, for the relative weakness of the
financial "sector" in the Roman economy.

95 Braudel 1982: 272-280. 96 Morley 1996: [59-166.
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be seen as the result of profits generated from the administration
of Mediterranean trade. Rather, their success came about because

they controlled an unusually large hinterland which provided them
with a vast agricultural surplus, especially in olive oil, that could
be exported.97 In other words, Picket tends to ignore the fact that
differences in social organisation produce the articulation or dom-
inance of very different economic interests. The Roman Empire
may, on very rare occasions, have allowed considerations about
the safety of its traders against encroachments in foreign countries
to enter into decisions about war and peace. But that is a very
far cry from the active strategies of Dutch merchants in the seven-
teenth century, successfully waging war around the globe to secure
and conquer markets. Here commerce was the dominant motive.
Could we imagine the Roman Empire in a situation like that of the
Spanish Habsburgs fighting on and off against the Dutch rebels for
eighty years and in the end depending on the very same Dutchmen
to provide credit to finance their armies? It all came to an end in
1648 when the Dutch merchants finally decided that peace was
more profitable than war, and shut their coffers. 98

In a historical perspective this early modern European develop-
ment, often described in the convenient shorthand ofmercantilism,

appears to be very much the exception, a unique occurrence."
Adam Smith sensed this clearly when he chose in The Wealth of
Nations to portray the preceding centuries of European economic
history as a perversion of the natural hierarchy between agricul-
ture, manufacture and commerce. The so-called mercantile sys-
tem had allowed the merchants too much power and far too many
privileges, and had made it possible for them to appropriate and
control a disproportionately large part of the total wealth of soci-
ety to the detriment of the overall well-being of the economy. This
should, according to Adam Smith, now be brought to an end; the
leading position of agricultural production should be recognised
and mercantilist policies abandoned. The principle of laissez-faire

97 See Mattingly I988b on LepcisMagna's aristocracy; Syme 1977 and Corbier 1991:223
for the situation in general.

98 Burke 1988: 229-230. On Dutch trade, see Israel 1989. See to Cascio 1991 and
Andreau l994a and 2003 for the relationship between market and government in the
Roman Empire. Harris 2003 effectively confirms their description.

99 Gellner l988b; Pearson 1991.
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would then operate to restore the proper and economically most
beneficial relationship between the different sectors of the econ-
omy. '00 We are a far cry from the horizons of modern-day free
trade enthusiasts. Indeed, it is striking when one reads through the
pages of The Wealth of Nations how Smith's vision of the Chinese
Empire, resting on the backs of a multitude of hard-working peas-
ants and a large internal market, in some respects came quite close
to his ideal of the natural relationship between agriculture and
trade. 101

China may even be much closer to the historical norm than the
liberal Smith, who also saw oppression and consequent distortion
of the economy caused by the political elite, would have liked to
admit. In post-war scholarship the Chinese Empire has, in analyti-
cal contrast to Europe, come to represent the more normal pattern
of development, where a political elite, depending on agricultural
rent-taking, is able to dominate the commercial groups of society.
The locus classicus of this literature is a counterfactual explanation
of why China, clearly the leading economic power in the world
around 1400, eventually lost its lead to Europe. 102 In the thirteenth
century a brisk trade had developed in South East Asia, dominated
by Chinese merchants. But when the Ming dynasty took over from
the Mongols in 1368 this foreign trade was prohibited. Instead
the authorities tried to control contacts with the world outside and

attempted to organise foreign exchange relations within a large
imperial tribute system. As a consequence a number of very large
naval expeditions, headed by the legendary eunuch admiral Zheng
He, were sent out from China between 1405 and 1433, navigating
the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean, even reaching the coast

'"° Smith 1976: 276-85, 360-427 and Book 4. Smith's analysis lives on in the new eco-
nomic history which downplays the significance of foreign trade to eighteenth-century
Britain, e. g. Wrigley [987 and 1988. The argument ignores the contribution of a much
strengthened commercial infrastructure (institutions), that is simply taken for granted,
cf. O'Brien 1998.

101 It is no coincidence thatElvin's classic analysis of late imperial China (1973), describing
the country as caught in a high-level equilibrium trap, is right out of the pages of Smith
(as is Pomeranz 2000). Smith expected something similar to happen for England,
Wrigley 1988.

'"2 McNeill 1982: chapter 2. See further Wallerstein l974a; Jones 1981; 1988;and Landes
1998.
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of East Africa. 103 The scale of operations was truly magnificent.
The first expedition is believed to have been made up of some
28,000 men and perhaps up to 255 ships of varying sizes, inclucl-
ing 62 enormous treasure ships. This was far beyond anything the
small European states at that time could even dream of achieving.
The handful of Portuguese ships that began to arrive in the Indian
Ocean at the end of the fifteenth century would have been no match
for these gigantic fleets. This has led a number of scholars to ask
why it was not the Chinese who sailed around Africa and began to
establish colonies in Europe.

As it happened, the Chinese had already aborted their expe-
ditions when the Portuguese arrived. A mounting Mongol threat
on the inner Asian frontier, a war in Vietnam and the building of
Beijing as the new capital strained imperial finances. In 1421 the
undertaking of new expeditions was called off temporarily. A final
voyage was completed between 1431 and 1433 before the project
was finally abandoned. In 1436 the building of new sea-going ves-
sels was prohibited, and the crews and resources were channelled
into traffic on the Grand Canal and public building activities. After
a few years the know-how necessary to resume the expeditions
had been lost. The scene was set for the Portuguese and other
Europeans to embark on the slow and very gradual road towards
dominance. This is as far as the counterfactual will take us. Nor-

mally, the ills of despotism or Confucian dislike of eunuchs and
trade are called upon to explain this historical "mistake". A closer
look, however, reveals that the very size of the Chinese expe-
ditions marks a very significant difference from the much more
commercially motivated European fleets. There was no way that
the stupendously costly activities of Zheng He could ever have
been profitable in a commercial sense. They have to be understood
within the more "traditional" framework of the imperial tribute
system. The motives were never commercial and it would be a
mistake to see them as an abortive attempt to establish a com-
mercial world-system, in what would become the European style.
They were intended to announce the might of the Ming emperor

'"3 See Dreyer 2007 for the history of the these fleets.
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and bring foreign princes to recognise his suzerainty by rendering
tribute. 104

Such an interpretation would also help to make sense of the
situation prevailing in the following centuries, where the ban on
foreign trade was upheld for long periods. China is a large area to
control, and it turned out to be impossible to prevent even large
numbers of Chinese merchants setting out to sea. However, the
ban meant that the merchants were, so to speak, outside the sphere
recognised by the state. One consequence was, that they often had
to depend on the protection of local Chinese gentry, who knew the
"value" of their service; another, that they were left in a vulnera-
ble position vis-a-vis the emerging aggressive European merchant
empires. Thus we have examples of massacres in the Chinese
overseas trading communities carried out by various European
nations without the Chinese imperial state paying much notice. It
did not recognise the existence of these traders. In other words, the
interests of the commercial groups in Chinese society were never
articulated to the same extent as those behind European mercan-
tilist policies. 105 Therefore we do not find attempts by the state to
support the formation of commercial institutions as powerful as
those developed in cooperation by European merchants and states
to strengthen and stabilise the market system - state bonds, joint
stock companies and the like. It follows that we should imagine the
Chinese Empire as going along quite another historical trajectory.
It was not a tailed or trapped move towards what we have come to
understand as modernisation. 10

Montesquieu more than 250 years ago provided an important
clue to the understanding of the reasons of this development, when
he seized on the difference in state formation processes. 107 Focus-
ing his attention, as did many Enlightenment intellectuals, on the
large Asian empires facing Europe and its traders, such as the
Ottoman Empire, Safavid Persia, Mughal India and Ch'ing China,
he was struck by the contrasts and noted that large agrarian empires

104 Pearson 1991: 104-105; Landes 1998:93-98. EIvin 1973: 220 describes the voyages
as "prestige ventures". In general, see the analysis ofDreyer 2007: chapters I and 3.

105 Elvin 1973: 215-225: Gungwu 1990.
" Wong 1997: chapters 4-6 is a pertinent demonstration of this. Pomeranz 2000 underes-

timates issues of state formation and institutions, cf. Bayly 2000 and Pamuk 2000.
107 See Roberto 2003 for an interesting analysis ot'Montesquieu.
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had always failed in Europe whereas they seemed to prosper in
Asia. The reasons for this "failure" are now sought in the feudal
society that arose in Europe after the disintegration of the west-
ern parts of the Roman Empire. 10 An important characteristic of
this social system was the fragile position of centralised forms of
power, which produced a very fragmented kind of social forma-
tion split up into many small units. There were several attempts
to re-establish a strong imperial system in the European theatre.
The dramatis personae include such prominent figures as Charle-
magne, the Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Empire. Yet,
these ambitions always faltered, if sometimes only just, and suf-
fered their final defeat with the compromise in Augsburg in 1555.
This settlement left in tatters whatever was left of the dreams of

the Habsburg emperor Charles V to unite most of Europe under his
authority. Disillusioned, the emperor left it to his brother Ferdinand
to negotiate the peace and instead began to organise his abdica-
tion in the following year. This saw the division of the Habsburg
heritage into an Austrian and a Spanish branch.

Instead of an empire, a system of smaller competing states grad-
ually evolved out of the feudal world. Yet, central royal power
remained relatively weak against the multitude of feudal baronies.
For our purposes, the most important result of this state of affairs
was that the king often had to ally with mercantile groups to con-
solidate his authority. This brought these groups into much closer
proximity to state power than had been the case historically. To
begin with, this gave rise to the numerous strong medieval cities
where the merchants were allowed freedom of rule to a very large
degree. Sometimes they even became the government, such as in
the rich communes of northern Italy, with Venice, Florence, Pisa
and Genoa leading the way, and in the northern parts of Europe with
the Hanseatic league. Trade and the interests of commerce were
fast becoming of great importance to the state. As arms technology
developed and became much more expensive, especially with the

Landes 1998: chapter 3, though too simplistic. For the general processes at work see
North and Thomas 1973; Anderson 1974; Wallerstein 1974: chapters 3-4; Braudel
1981; Jones 1981; Braudel 1982: McNeill 1982; chapters 3-4; Braudel [984; Wickham
1985; Mann 1986: chapters 12-15; Burke 1988; Jones 1988; Kennedy 1988: chapter 2;
Crone [989; Mauro 1990; Brady 1991; 0stergaard 1996; Bayly 2004.
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introduction of artillery and new forms of fortification designed to
withstand bombardment from cannons, royal power was strength-
ened in relation to the feudal barons, who could not afford the
new technology on their own. Centralisation followed and the
nation states of Europe came into being. However, increased inter-
state competition and the enormous, continuously rising costs of
warfare caused by the ensuing arms race made it crucial for state
power to cooperate with all propertied groups of society in order to
secure ever larger revenues. Thus the alliance with the commercial
sections of society was continued; numerous measures, known in
the convenient shorthand as mercantilism, were introduced, even
aggressive warfare, in order to favour and promote the interests of
the traders of each nation, with the motive of generating as much
income as possible. The military balance of power now went hand
in hand with an unprecedented kind of economic interstate rivalry.
The result was a much strengthened and stabilised institutional
base for the mercantile sector of society. '09

Characteristically, the states which formed the closest alliance
with the commercial parts of society proved strongest during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Hence the spectacular rise
of the Dutch Netherlands and the repeated British victories over
much larger France. On the face of it, one would have expected it
to be otherwise, given the fact of French absolutism and the need
for the weaker British state/king to come to terms with parliament.
Voltaire captured the situation vividly when he noted that

What has made England powerful is the fact that from the time of Elizabeth, all
parties have agreed on the necessity of favoring commerce. The same parliament
that had the king beheaded was busy with overseas trading posts as though nothing
was happening. The blood of Charles I was still steaming when this parliament,
composed almost entirely of fanatics, passed the Navigation Act of 1650. "°

Interestingly, among the states contending for a dominant posi-
tion in Europe, it was Habsburg Spain - the state formation most
resembling an old-style territorial empire - in spite of all her gold
and silver flowing in from the New World, that proved least able
to accommodate the demands of the new situation of intensified

iw) Hont 2005. De Vries 1976 is excellent on the resulting institutional arrangements.
"° Cited from Landes 1998: 234. See also Gellner l988b: 114-115.
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commercial rivalry. It was, quite simply, difficult to run a vast
territorial empire along the same lines of policy.

An early and almost too perfect illustration of the difference
between agrarian empires and the emerging new organisational
forms in Europe is provided by the relationship between a num-
ber of Italian merchant republics, with Venice in the forefront,
and the surviving, Byzantine, part of the Roman Empire in the
first centuries of the second millennium. During a period ofpolit-
ical and military weakness the Byzantine emperor found himself
forced to concede various trading privileges to the Italian mer-
chants in return for military support. In effect, a situation arose
where the Empire's own merchants were put at a disadvantage in
Constantinople in comparison to the Italian merchants - this was
mercantilist protectionism stood on its head. The point about this
is not its "perversity" from a European point of view, as Donald
Treadgold, the author of a recent synthetic history of the Byzan-
tine Empire, would have us believe. It is rather that the economic
weight of the commercial groups was normally simply not suffi-
ciently important in a large agrarian empire, which could draw on
income from huge masses of peasants, ever to give rise by itself to
a similar strong position for the mercantile sections of society.
This does not mean that merchants in such imperial formations
were entirely powerless. We can turn to the richest trading city of
the Mughal Empire, Surat, in the eighteenth century for indica-
tions of the limits within which they could act. Rising up against
an unusually extortionate governor, the rich merchants of the city
actually managed to drive him out of the town. But that was the
end of it. There was no attempt at systemic change, and they had
to settle for a new governor, belonging to the nobility. Thus the old
order was restored. "3

All this makes early modern Europe a very bad guide indeed
for understanding the economies of the large agrarian empires of
Eurasian history. Quite simply, they do not appear to provide any

''' Wallerstein >974a: chapter 4; De Vries 1976: 249-250; North 1990: 112-1 15.
''2 Treadgold 1997: chapters 18-21, especially pp. 699-706. On p. 704 the situation is

described as "the perverse policy of reverse protectionism". Pearson 1991 and Wong
1997: chapter 6 make the point in general for these empires.

' '3 Das Gupta 1979: Chapter 4.

57



THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND COMPARATIVE STUDY

strong parallel to the pattern of institutional developments we find
in the competitive state system of the early modern period. The,
at times, very large observable amounts (hence the modernising
critiques of "othering" analyses) of trade in these empires were
located in a different structural and institutional setting. In some
respects, the empires even seem incompatible with the expanding
capitalism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. There is a
strong argument that they may have fallen victim to its develop-
ment. A large and growing literature focuses on how the Ottoman
Empire found it very difficult to keep up with European develop-
merits and was gradually undermined and incorporated into the
European economic system. "4 The Mughal Empire had disin-
tegrated before the beginning of the British conquest of India,
though there were perhaps signs that a reestablishment of imperial
authority was imminent under the leadership of one or other of the
Mughal successor states. In the event, it all came to nothing with
the rise of British supremacy. More important from our point of
view is the possibility that the initial weakening of imperial author-
ity came about through the increased involvement of India in the
growing European worid-system. The resulting large imports of
bullion into the Indian economy as payment for spices and cot-
ton calicoes may have contributed to undermining the established
power structure. "5 The humiliating defeat of the Chinese Empire
in the Opium War (1839-42) spelled out to the authorities the need
for modernisation and industrialisation. But this proved a goal dif-
ficult to achieve within the already existing system. Eventually
"industrialization did take place in twentieth-century China, but
this China was no longer an agrarian empire. ""6

Thus it appears futile to insist on envisaging these empires in
analogy to the competitive system of more or less mercantilist
nation states arising in early modem Europe. Such comparisons,
when scrutinised closely, seem destined to end up in a catalogue of
failures and near misses. The large traditional or classic agrarian

'14 See Keyder 1997; Landes 1998; chapter 24; and Pamuk 2000 for brief surveys. Inalcik
and Quataert 1994: vol. 2, parts 3 and 4 for greater detail. Islamoglu-Inan 1987 and
Masters 1988 for world-system-inspired approaches.

115 Steensgaard 199011. Wink 1989 for re-establishment of central control.
116 Wong 1997: l5l. McNeill 1982: 257 about the Opium War.
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empires were, for all we know, not on the same path of historical
development. The strategy of reverting to explanations of the func-
tional equivalent type is ultimately unsatisfying, as I tried to argue
from the example of Picket. Being mainly defensive in character,
it only succeeds in taking a very narrow view of the phenomena
and ignoring their markedly different contexts. For the study of the
Roman imperial economy this carries, at least, two implications.
First, it is time, finally, to abandon the tyranny of Europe over
Rome. The unusual pattern of European history cannot do service
as a yardstick to measure the very different imperial experience.
Second, in terms of comparative history it seems reasonable to
suggest that analogous or parallel comparisons to help understand
the institutional and structural characteristics of the Empire should
rather be sought among the Asian empires that so impressed the
Enlightenment intellectuals.

Certainly, in terms of sheer scale, the Asian empires constitute
a much more fitting parallel to the Roman world. From a histori-
cal perspective, all of them, like Rome, are characterised by quite
substantial amounts of trade and urbanisation. They also seem to
show significant similarities in the structural location of commer-
cial groups and the market sector in society. In respect to state for-
mation, they represent an alternative path of development during
the early modern period to that experienced by Europe. While the
feudal fragmentation of Europe eventually crystallised into a sys-
tem characterised by medium-sized states, these empires emerged
as hegemonic powers dominating their regions. The establishment
of the Ming dynasty in 1368, later succeded by the Ch'ing in
1648, saw the restoration of a Chinese Empire dominating East
Asia. During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Ottoman

sultans conquered vast stretches of the Mediterranean and Mid-
die East. Finally, the Mughals rose to dominate India during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. None of these empires was
initially locked into interstate competition to the same extent as the
emerging nation states of Europe. Therefore they were not under
the same pressure to generate new revenues from their existing
tax bases to survive, for instance by granting commercial privi-
leges. Instead they enjoyed the benefits derived from expansion.
Having conquered many of their neighbours, each of the empires
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controlled a much bigger agrarian economy than the European
monarchies. The imperial governments were able to field vast
armies by relying on collecting (land) taxes from their extensive
provincial territories; they were, in that sense, "tributary empires"
rather than mercantilist states. 117 Enjoying the benefit of at least
another millennium of slowly accumulating social developments,
these empires hold the further attraction as comparanda that they
are unlikely to be more "archaic" than Rome in any meaningful
sense. Making a shift in our comparisons of the Roman world to
this group of Asian tributary states, therefore, would allow us to
explore in greater detail the relationship between market system
and agrarian empire, in other words to understand it as a particular
type of political economy or system. The next chapter will begin
to explore how this can be done.

117 Woolf 1990 points in the same direction. Pleket 1990: 151 remains sceptical on the dis-
tinction between empire and mercantilist state system, but does not see the consequences
of the very different articulations of commercial interests.
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AN AGRARIAN EMPIRE BETWEEN MARKET
AND TRIBUTE: SITUATING INTERREGIONAL

TRADE IN THE ROMAN WORLD

[Tjhe decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate
greatness ... as soon as time or accident had removed the artificial supports, the
stupendous fabric yielded to the pressure of its own weight. The story of its
ruin is simple and obvious; and instead of inquiring why the Roman empire was
destroyed, we should rather be surprised that it had subsisted so long.

Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. IV, p. 119

Those are the immortal words of Gibbon, uttered with his charac-

teristic acrimony while contemplating the decline and fall of the
Roman Empire. At first, they may come as a surprise. After all, this
was the very same man who proclaimed the age of the Antonine
emperors "the period in the history of the world during which the
condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous".1
But to Gibbon, the golden second century was an aberration. Only
a fortuitous succession of unusually capable, conscientious and
moderate emperors had made it possible. In the long mn, the cor-
rupting influence of absolute power was bound to prevail and turn
the enlightened monarchy into an oppressive tyranny. Ironically it
was left to Commodus, son of the philosopher king Marcus Aure-
lius, to bring out the true face of imperial rule. With his accession
to the throne the history of the Empire became one of despotism,
corruption, military anarchy, brutal oppression and the withering
away of its powers. And yet, in spite of its alleged pernicious influ-
ence on society, the Roman Empire lasted for centuries. Indeed,
it came as a shock to Gibbon in writing his history to realise the
almost, from this point of view, perverse ability of the imperial
system to renew itself and regain its strength;2 he needed six long
volumes finally to lay the leviathan to rest.

' Gibbon 1993, vol. i : 90 and further 90-99. Gamsey and Humfress 2001, chapter 10 on
Gibbon.

2 Robertson 1997.
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The relationship between the predatory and benign aspects of
imperial rule remains a key issue in our understanding of the effect
of Rome and other agrarian empires on their economies. This chap-
ter argues that these two aspects of the imperial experience cannot
be separated, but have to be seen as two sides of the same coin.
Economic development was the result of political exploitation, not
its victim. This requires us to shift our attention from markets
as the organising force in the economy to the process of trib-
ute extraction and mobilisation of peasant surplus production. A
comparison of the interlinked processes of surplus extraction and
elite building in the Mughal and Roman Empires demonstrates
the importance of imperial tribute in determining economic flows
in the empires. Markets, from that perspective, do not determine
the structure of the economy; instead they play a crucial role in
mobilising the agricultural surplus and turning it into a disposable
resource. The chapter concludes by discussing to what extent the
processes of tribute extraction spawned economic growth in the
Roman Empire.

Agrarian empires between market and tribute

Ultimately, the universal empire had presented itself as a paradox
to Gibbon, a perception he shared with many of his contempo-
raries. In The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith described China of
the Ch'ing dynasty as one of the richest societies in the world with
a highly productive irrigation agriculture, substantive division of
labour and an extensive inland trade. But at the same time he saw

the rule of the "Son of Heaven" as inimical to the economy; the
imperial tributary elite depressed the economic performance of
the country through political privileges, taxation, arbitrary admin-
istration and outright predatory encroachment on the wealth of the
producing and mercantile layers of society. 3 Market and tribute
existed in contradiction to each other; they seemed incompatible
and yet they were co-existing. The Enlightenment philosophers
never really managed to dissolve this tension and incorporate both

3 Smith 1976: 11 i-l i2.
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elements in their understanding of the great empires. Some, like
Voltaire, chose to ignore the "darker" side and instead eulogised
the imperial claims to absolute power. In his Essai sur les moeurs et
I 'esprit des nations he presented imperial China as the paragon of
rational order, an idealised counter-image to ancien regime France.

This solution tailed to win the majority opinion. Most intellec-
tuals were more impressed by the oppressive effects of imperial
rule. In L'Esprit des lois Montesquieu fiercely denounced the rosy
image of China; tributary empires were based on the principle of
fear. 4 Later, Adam Ferguson followed suit in his tract on civil soci-
ety. The absence in the empires of a close alliance with commercial
groups and the concomitant predominance of political consump-
tion (cf. Chapter i), was fundamentally at odds with the world
view of the increasingly powerful and confident bourgeois soci-
eties of Europe. Empires seemed the embodiment of everything
adverse to the kind of social order they promoted, with clearly
defined civil liberties and parliaments to contain the ruling power.
In the bourgeois view, the empires appeared to be antagonistically
opposed to their very economic and societal bases. Here is one of
Adam Ferguson's damning observations:

Were despotic empire... to continue for ever unmolested from abroad ... it
appears to have in itself no principle of new life, and presents no hope ofrestora-
tion to freedom and political vigour. That which the despotical master has sown,
cannot quicken unless it die; it must languish and expire by the effect of its own
abuse... National poverty, however, and the suppression of commerce, are the
means by which despotism comes to accomplish its own destruction.5

Stagnation and misery were all that agrarian empires had in store
for their poverty-stricken subjects. Commerce and the market were
left very little room in the imperial order.

It took Max Weber to realise that the picture was much over-
drawn and strongly stereotyped; empires would not have been able
to exist under such purely traditional conditions. Here he made the
fundamental observation that once a traditional, or in his termi-

nology, patrimonial state began to grow, the household of the ruler
would no longer be able to control the entire area of his realm.
The ruler had to form alliances with local communities, mainly

Montesquieu 1955, part I: 3, 9-10; 7, 7 and 8, 21. 5 Ferguson 1995: 262-263.
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aristocracies, in order to establish longer-lasting control and have

representatives carrying out his commands. The much dreaded
despotism of the sociological tradition was not really possible.
The power of emperors and the imperial state was only appar-
ently absolute and arbitrary. In practice, the ruler over extensive
areas had to negotiate and accept limitations on his exercise of
power. Consequently the empires were characterised by a tension
or uneasy co-existence between the tax-extracting central power of
the emperor (tribute) and locally entrenched power wielders (feu-
dal elites), living off agricultural rents. The resulting institutionali-
sation of government into relatively stable patterns of activity was,
as Weber saw it, the beginnings of more complex types of society
with a more pronounced specialisation of functions. This led him
to include his treatment of tributary empires in a general discussion
of the development of modern forms of state and bureaucracy.6

For our present purposes, however, this choice has had some
unfortunate consequences. An opportunity was partly missed to
break free from the contradictions in the Enlightenment tradition.
In Weber's analysis of the origins of modem states, the crucial
factor became the ability of the feudal level of society to curb what
seemed the arbitrary aspirations of the tributary state. However, the
more successfully this was done, the less chance the empire stood
of survival. Only where feudalism had been triumphant and the
imperial superstructure had disintegrated, did society set off on a
developmental path eventually leading to modernisation. In the last
analysis, the antithetical relationship between empire and its econ-
omy and civil society therefore remained central for Weber. The
tributary systems may have shown some signs of institutionalising
social and economic diversification. But ultimately the two phe-
nomena were incompatible. Conceptually, this resulted in a hybrid
characterisation of these systems as patrimonial-bureaucratic.7

That was problematic. It was the tensions in Weber's concep-
tualisation which came to define the path ahead for later work
in historical sociology. Several influential studies in the Webe-
rian tradition have tended to disregard the cautiously balanced

6 Weber 1972:580-652. See also Wickham 1985.
7 See Weber 1972:619. See pp. 593, 604 and 625-653 for his continued adherence to the

Enlightenment interpretation.
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observations of Weber and instead accentuated and aggravated the
internal contradictions in the concept of tributary empire. In The
Political System of Empires (1963) Shmuel Eisenstadt attempted
to develop Weber's basic analysis of complex agrarian societies.
Eisenstadt's analysis is not without merits. Its focus on the ability
of the empires to generate "free floating resources", that is their
capacity for mobilising the agricultural surplus outside its imme-
diate context, has much in common with the view which will be

presented here. But the study has one crucial drawback. It treats
the empires entirely within a framework of very abstract 1950$
modernisation theory. This prevents the empires from appearing
in their own right. Analysing Roman imperial administration in
terms of a modem-style bureaucracy is, for instance, not very
revealing when we remember that it had no institutions which
served to guarantee that promotion happened on the basis of merit
or professional qualification rather than through personal favour.8
Eisenstadt s approach tends, in other words, to miss some of the
important organisational characteristics of the empires. They are
perceived as incipient cases of modernisation still needing to shed
much of the dead weight of traditional society before coming
to fruition. Essentially this confronts agrarian empires with two
options: either they transform successfully into mercantilist nation
states and modernise or they remain traditional empires and even-
tually kill off whatever modern elements they possess.9

John Kautsky has taken this further in The Politics of Aris-
tocratic Empires (1982) by sharpening the contrasts appearing
in Eisenstadt s image. Here the empires are simply defined as
essentially traditional. Trade and other such phenomena are, on
the other hand, seen as signs of modernisation per se and hence as
fundamentally outside the aristocratic order. This is a very unfortu-
nate solution. Most agrarian empires and certainly the best known
had considerable amounts of trade taking place within them. But
Kautsky's system cannot really account for this. Commercial phe-
nomena are left in a kind of analytical no-man's land between the
aristocratic and the present world until the agrarian or tributary
empires finally had modernisation forced upon them from without

Saller 1982: 111-116. 9 Eisenstadt 1963:351-360.
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by a conquering European modernity and in that process were
transformed into a new type of society. 10

A conceptualisation of trade and economic activity that situates
these phenomena firmly within the tributary empires constantly
eludes us. The relationship between traditional empire and trade
seems to defy our accustomed categories. According to established
notions they ought to be like oil and water: mutually exclusive.
The essence of the orthodox view is neatly summarised in John
Hall's notion of capstone government. Apparently, an imperial
centre could only maintain control by weakening its underlying
society and economy. For its own survival, it was forced to prey
on any dynamic development and finally to block and destroy it.
In that way, the empire prevented local groups from becoming
wealthy and strong enough successfully to challenge its authority
and refuse to pay taxes. Thus imperial rule was secured by creating
a power stand-off which lowered the level of social activity and
put a lid on creative energies. Empires had "strong blocking but
weak enabling powers", as Hall has phrased it."

Redistribution or integrated market systems?

To be sure, it is not difficult to find examples of imperial authori-
ties abusing their power to plunder and depress the subject popu-
lations. A recent book on Roman Syria stresses how the imperial
army damaged the local economies to a large extent. The sol-
diers often proved a dangerous presence, being only too prone to
terrorise provincial inhabitants in order to extort money or other
desirable resources for their own benefit. '2 Yet, there are some very
important aspects of the imperial experience for which the whole
label of capstone government seems inappropriate. For instance,
the empires were able to create some of the largest urban concen-
trations in the pre-industrial world. Metropoleis such as Mughal
Delhi, Peking and Rome represent, by pre-modem standards, not

Kautsky 1982, chapters l, 2 and 15.
Hall 1985: 35. See further chapter 2 and pp. 99-109. Mann 1986, chapter 5 for a critique
of this whole tradition.

; Pollard 2000, chapters 3 and 7.
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only an enormous concentration of spending capacity, but also
with populations reaching up towards the million mark (or above),
a gigantic logistical accomplishment. 3 "Low enabling powers'
does not appear an adequate expression with which to capture such
phenomena. Thinkers less suspicious of state power have there-
fore been more inclined to note a paternalistic, beneficial side to
imperial government. This point of view can be traced back to the
Jesuit missionaries reporting about the enlightened, orderly rule
of the Chinese emperor to the reading public of Europe in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. 4 In more recent times, Weber

tentatively suggested that the imperial inclination to give priority
to consumer over producer interests was a first premonition of the
welfare state. 5 More than anyone else, however, it is Karl Polanyi
who has given expression to this view with his notions of redis-
tribution and administered trade. Disgusted by capitalism he set
about exploring historical alternatives to a modem market econ-
omy. One such alternative he found in a group of ancient Middle
Eastern empires. Apparently the economies were organised with-
out price-fixing markets. Instead resources were allocated within
a framework of state-controlled redistribution of production and
legally fixed prices. To Polanyi's mind, this was a planned econ-
omy of a sort and he did not hesitate to draw parallels between
his ancient redistributive empires and the economy of the Soviet
Union; essentially they were of the same kind.

Polanyi's ideas have proved fertile in Roman soil. They have
stimulated a substantial number of studies which have been able

to show the large influence that state-administered redistribu-
don exercised on the movement of material resources around

the Roman Empire. The archaeological record showing the
distribution of exported oil and wine amphorae has, for instance,

3 See Braudel 1981: 489-491, 498-504 and 525-559 about pre-industrial metropoleis;
Blake [991 on Delhi; Morley 1996 on Rome.

14 See Bitterli 1991: 60-65 and 270-272 about the place of China in early modem Euro-
pean discourse. The reports of the Jesuits had a strong influence on philosophers such as
Leibniz and Voltaire. One of the central works in the genre is father Du Halde's Descrip-
tion geographique, historique, chronologique, politique et physique de la Chine et de
la Tartarie, Paris 1735. Whereas Voltaire was delighted with it, Montesquieu, with his
doctrine of the division of power, attacked it vehemently in L'Esprit de lois (1955, part
1:8, 21).

15 Weber 1972: 651-653. '<> Polanyi, Arensberg and Pearson 1957, chapters 2 and 13.
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to some extent been persuasively linked to the so-called annona
system, or rather systems which the state used to organise food
supplies for Rome and the armies. 17 Yet, in its pure form the
notion of redistribution cannot be elevated to the organising prin-
ciple of the imperial economy. It is in a way, modernising in spite
of itself. Polanyi's redistribution simply exaggerates the organi-
sational strength of imperial systems such as that of the Romans.
From a modern perspective the striking thing is rather the very
limited capacity for bureaucratic control of pre-modem states and
often their outright impotence.

Some administrative documents from the Egyptian nome (dis-
trict) Panopolis, dating to around AD 300, offer ample illustration
and deserve to be presented in some detail. Two papyrus scrolls
contain copies of letters sent to and from the office of the strate-
gos, the local representative of the imperial authorities. 19 From this
correspondence we learn that the strategos was expected to sub-
mit monthly accounts of the collection of taxes and the expenses
incurred in government service. However, the predecessor had
neglected his duties for some time and had now left the area without
leaving a proper record behind. In practice, therefore, the accounts,
which according to imperial command and expectation ought to
have been kept in scrupulous order, were in a mess and could not
easily be corrected.20 Of course, we know of this affair because an
attempt was made to remedy past neglect, though precisely with
what effect is uncertain. The letter scrolls do not uniformly docu-
ment governmental failure; they also reveal an administration, at
least periodically, attempting to tackle attempts at evasion. But,
they do indicate that the gap between imperial prescription and
reality would often have been a wide one. The scrolls are also full
of letters from higher-level officials giving and repeating orders,

17 Peacock and Williams 1986, chapter 5. Some single studies emphasising state redistri-
bution: Midclleton 1983; Wickham 1988; Whittaker l994a; Foraboschi 1994; Remesal
Rodnguez 1997.

18 Saller 1982, chapters 3 and 5; Gamsey and Saller 1987, chapter 2.
19 P. Beatty Panop. I and 2.
20 P. Beatty Panop. [, lines 64-71 and 90-107. The problem of disorderly or imperfectly

submitted accounts occurs repeatedly in the correspondence, e. g., P. Beatty Panop. i,
lines 72-76; 2: lines 10-14 and 61-67.

21 Cf. P. Beatty Panop. 2, lines 68-71 and 128-152 (seeking a pragmatic settlement rather
than effectuating punishments for tax evasion).
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often several times over, that had so far been disregarded locally
in spite of dire threats of heavy and frightening punishments. Even
officials in charge of the cultivation of government land could not,
as a rule, be expected to obey orders promptly, if at all. 22

Thus, on closer inspection the idea that the imperial economy
was controlled by a large redistributive system that organised all
or most of the transfer of resources in the Roman world has shown

itself to be inadequate and also somewhat unrealistic. 23 The Empire
simply lacked the bureaucratic capacity for such a thing. The redis-
tributive measures were very restricted in number and scope and
only comprised a small part of the economy. In the first two cen-
turies AD they were mainly limited to supplying much, though not
all, of the grain needed to feed the population of the capital, and
most, though even that is contested by some, of the requirements
of the army. 24 There are indications in the sources that the system
grew larger, mainly from the Severan dynasty onwards. But the
extent is quite unclear and it has recently been concluded that the
evidence does not lend support to any notion of radical change. The
system remained limited in scope.25 Correspondingly, the pendu-
lum is now swinging back towards (re-)assigning the central state
apparatus a traditionally more marginal position in the economic
life of the Roman world.

As was to be expected, while the dimensions of the state have
been shrinking in the eyes of modern commentators, so the impor-
tance of private market trade has received new and increased
emphasis, as already noted in Chapter I. One theme which in
particular has been able to command scholarly attention in the
last decade or more is the possible formation of large markets and
their integration on an empire-wide scale.26 Much of this reads
like a catalogue of "free trade" promotion. The role of the Roman

" For repetition followed by threats, see for instance P. Beatty Panop. I: lines I 10-119
and [66-179 (lines 184-187 show one of the repeated orders having gone through).
For officials on state land ignoring orders P. Beatty Panop. 1, lines 205-212. Another
example of "juicy" threats P. Panop. l, lines 100-108.

3 Harris 1993:14-18.
24 Garnsey and Saller 1987, chapter 5. Harris 1993: l-j is too sceptical about state control

of military supplies.
5 Gamsey and Whittaker 1998.

26 Fulforci 1987; Carandini 1988; von Freyberg 1989; Harris 1993; Parker 1996; Harris
2000.
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state is mainly perceived as indirect, assisting the trading world
more or less consciously by providing a better infrastructure. In
this context many old ideas have been recycled and brought to
new prominence. Here we find the notion that the Fax Romana,
the imposition of a common currency, standardised measures, the
highly developed system of Roman law and more orderly adminis-
tration, all worked to improve economic efficiency, lower the costs
of trading and promote market integration. Characteristically Hop-
kins' model, linking imperial monetary taxation with interregional
trade flows, which was discussed in the previous chapter, has been
adopted within this picture, not as providing the dominant mech-
anism, but at most as just one factor within the whole range of
economic catalysts. 27

Some go even further and relegate the state to a position of pure
exploitation on the fringes of the economy. In The Corrupting Sea
Peregrine Harden and Nicholas Purcell argue that the pre-modern
states in the Mediterranean mainly worked to intensify exploita-
tion, sometimes with locally disruptive effects. 2 The basic pat-
tern in the economy, however, was defined rather by the regional
ecology. According to their argument, extreme geographical frag-
mentation, splintering even micro-regions into many sub-types,
combined with an unstable and erratic pattern of annual rainfall to
make subsistence agriculture an impossibility; there was no such
thing as an average harvest which the peasants could depend upon,
only extreme variability. The much praised and idolised autarky of
the peasants is a modem myth. In the Mediterranean reality, aim-
ing for self-sufficiency was a suicidal strategy. To survive, peasants
had to rely on surplus production and exchange. "Every crop is a
cash-crop", the authors assert. The crucial role of exchange was
much helped by the sea which served to bind the fragmented local-
ities together. It made the transfer and exchange of agricultural

products between individual localities a fundamental feature of
the Mediterranean world. Interdependence and economic integra-
tion, though varying with levels of exploitation, were, so to speak,

27 Lo Cascio zoooc is the best-argued example. Paterson 1998 is extreme, rejecting the
relevance ot'Hopkins' model.

28 Harden and Purcell 2000, chapter 7.
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written into the DNA of Mediterranean civilisation. Here is one

of their observations: "We may even regard the state of affairs
today, in which the Mediterranean lands produce a fifth of the
planet's vegetables and a third of its fruit but depend on imports
for two-thirds of their own grain, as a logical extension of the
intensification that we have been discussing."29 Of course, there
is an element of rhetorical hyperbole here which perhaps ought
not to be given too much weight. Yet, William Harris has made a
comment to much the same effect, namely that the economic inte-
gration of the Empire was probably equal to that of the European
market system including the colonies around l750.30

These are extravagant claims, as can be briefly shown with the
aid of a few examples. Let us leave the position of the Mediter-
ranean in the modem world economy aside and take a closer look
at the formation of the early modern European colonial market
system. During the Middle Ages the sugar consumed by Europe
was produced in the Mediterranean area. But that was almost
brought to a complete end when sugar cultivation was moved, first
to the plantations of the Atlantic islands and then to Brazil and the
West Indies, whose production systems became completely organ-
ised around this activity. Later the same thing happened to coffee,
which was moved from Yemen to Java and the plantations of the
New World; meanwhile tea was brought from China to India and
Ceylon. The driving force behind these relocations of the produc-
tion of export crops was the search for greater profits; in the new
locations production was either cheaper, more easily controlled
and organised or had greater room for expansion. 31 Sugar, coffee

t! Harden and Purcell 2000: 279 and 273 for the first quotation. Pp. 270-274 summarise
their views. Chapters 5, 6 and 9 develop their view of Mediterranean interdependence,
connectivity in their terminology. The Corrupting Sea is a bold work of synthesis and
should be admired for that. However, it is also a very difficult book and does not
always appear consistent in its views. For instance, while elite exploitation is seen as
an extension of the basic productive pattern, it is still mostly viewed as disruptive and a
threat to the well-being of the "victim" population (278-287, in contrast with p. 223), in
other words, as representing a break from the ecological standard pattern. If that is so, it
becomes crucial to explore how different regimes of elite exploitation mould economic
activity. However, that is precisely what they rule out by blurring distinctions between
the Bronze Age, classical antiquity and the Middle Ages. For a critique, see Bang 2004.

iu Harris 1993: 19; Temin 2ooi. 3I Steensgaard 19900 and i99ob.
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and tea, however, are only examples of a general process in which
the economic geography of Europe and large tracts of the world
were gradually reorganised to fit the needs of a commercial system
based on a steadily deepening regional specialisation.3 The under-
lying principle received its classic expression in David Ricardo,
the father of modern international trade theory, when he observed
that foreign commerce and the resulting international division of
labour ensured that:

each country naturally devotes its capital and labour to such employments as are
most beneficial to each . .. while by increasing the general mass of productions,
it diffuses general benefit, and binds together by one common tie of interest and
intercourse the universal society of nations throughout the civilized world. It is
this principle which determines that wine shall be made in France and Portugal,
that corn shall be grown in America and Poland, and that hardware and other
goods shall be manufactured in England.33

Subscribing to a Ricardian vision of the Empire, in other words,
involves positing a radical, artificial, commercial remoulding of
production patterns in the Roman world. The result would have to
be a system where provincial economies were transformed to serve
the needs of a steadily deepening interregional division of labour
based on regional specialisation, economic competition and com-
parative advantages in a conglomeration of interdependent mar-
kets. Spelled out in such detail, few, perhaps, would be prepared to
accept the implications of some of the optimistic assertions made
on behalf of the Roman and ancient Mediterranean economy. It
is doubtful, for instance, whether this image is in fact what Hor-
den and Purcell intended to create in their analysis. After all, the
ambition to integrate history and ecology can be read as an attempt
to create a completely new framework for our understanding of
exchange activities in the ancient world. Even the old Polanyian
notion of redistribution is developed and expanded, in The Cor-
rupting Sea, to cover a broader range of types of exchange. Clearly,
an alternative to the Ricardian notion of long-distance trade is
needed.

32 See Wallerstein 1974 and Wolf 1982 for a world-system description of this development.
33 Ricardo 1996: 93.
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Interregional trade and agricultural surplus areas

Now, obviously all interregional trade which achieves a degree of
regularity implies some kind of interdependence; a great city like
Rome would not have existed without grain imported from the
provinces. But we are still far from the kind of economic integra-
tion demanded by the modernising model. Take two of our archae-
ologically best-recorded products: wine and oil. The beginning of
wine imports to Rome in the late Republic/eariy Empire from Gaul
and Spain, carried in the so-called Dressel 2-4 amphorae, did not
bring an end to the delivery of Italian supplies to the capital. -34 Sim-
ilarly, the enormous growth in the early Empire in production and
export of Spanish and, later, African olive oil did not extinguish
oleo-culture in other areas of the Roman world. 35 The extent of
regional specialisation, in other words, remained quite limited. A
recent archaeological survey of the city of Leptiminus in modern
Tunisia offers a strong additional confirmation. 36 The town seems
to have had a very substantial export of olive oil and fish sauce
from the second to fourth centuries AD, to judge by the amounts
of waste from amphorae production found on the site. On the other
hand, the city had no local supplies of iron and had to cover its
needs through imports. Yet, the archaeological survey documents
the existence of a local iron "industry"; substantial amounts of
debris from the smelting of iron ore was found on the site. The
most likely explanation is that ore was brought in as ballast in the
ships carrying off the oil. Significantly, it was apparently not more
expedient to import the metal after it had been processed into bars,
let alone manufactured into finished products. Undeniably, this is

Tchernia 1986. Panella and Tchernia 1994. Whittaker 1985: 50-51 summarises the
amphorae material.

35 Keay *984' Mattingly T988a; and Remesal Rodriguez 1998 are good treatments of
African and Spanish olive oil. In late antiquity but beginning at an earlier date, olive
oil, produced in the numerous villages dotting the limestone massif of northern Syria,
has also been interpreted as an instance of regional specialisation in the pioneering
survey work of Tchalenko. However, re-examination of this material in the last decades
has undermined his interpretation. The agriculture in the area was "a mixed regime
dominated by arable cultivation" and did not depend on the export of oil for its existence,
so Pollard 2000: 201-203 and 232-236, building on Tate 1992.

36 Mattingly et al. 2001.
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an example of regional interdependence, but also of very fragile
and limited specialisation.

This conclusion ought not to be controversial. It has been repeat-
edly observed that Greek and Roman states failed to take com-
mercial advantage of their colonies in the way that early modem
European states'attempted to in the organisation oUhe Atlantic
economy. Montesquieu must have been among the first to make
this observation, when he noted that ancient states did not treat
their colonies as opportunities for increasing economic specialisa-
tion and the division of labour. In contrast to the mercantilist strate-
gies pursued by his contemporaries, the ancients did not attemPt
to secure the continued commercial dependence of the colonies
on the metropolis through the granting of export and production
monopolies. 3'7 In spite of countless claims to the contrary archae-
ology'has, by and large, confirmed this picture. Interestingly, it
was"Rostovtzeff, the founder of the concorrenw paradigm, who
first supplied the evidence. With the coming of the "Roman peace
he found it increasingly difficult to make the patterns produced by
the archaeological data fit the Ricardian model. Rather than going
their own way^specialising in particular goods, the provinces began
to emulate the products of Italy. 38

This is the problem known in the historiography as the (very
questionable) '''crisis of Italy".39 In the second century BC consid-
erable quantities of Italian exports start to appear in the Mediter-
ranean, especially in the Aegean and Gaul. To judge from archae-^
oTogical finds, these exports seem primarily to have consisted of
wYn°e (carried in Dressel I and Lamboglia 2 amphorae) and fine
pottery (the black-glazed Campanian, followed by the red-glossed
Arretine terra sigillata) riding "piggy back" on the shipments of
wine. In the finafphase of the Republic with the conquest ofGaul,
the consoUdation'of empire in the eastern Mediterranean and the
coming of Augustus, the level of activity dropped significantly. In
the West, for instance, the wine exports from Italy to Gaul expe-
rienced a steep fall and then petered off during the first century
AD. In the same period, Gaul gradually established a domestic

37 Montesquieu 1955, part 4, 2i, 21. 3s Rostovtzeft'1957, chapter^ 3-5.^
39 Carandini 1988 is the most outspoken proponent ot the decline 01 iiaiy iiicuiy.
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production of the former imports of wine and pottery and even-
tually even began to send substantial consignments of wine to
Rome.40

Thus through the lenses of modem trade theory, the inclusion of
Gaul in the Empire paradoxically appears to undermine the existing
regional specialisation; economic integration seems to suffer and
the Empire enters upon a process of Entspezialisierung (declining
specialisation), to quote the recent work of a German economist. 41
Rather than the expected increased regional division of labour
where Gaul would have specialised in a different product (say,
ham or iron tools) it could use in exchange for Italian wine, Roman
exports collapsed and the province became self-sufficient in goods
it had formerly imported.42 According to modern economic per-
ceptions this apparent decreasing division of labour ought to be a
sign of economic crisis and decline. And this, too, is what Ros-

tovtzeff and his modern Italian followers have suggested. The fall
in Italian exports has been seen as an indication of a growing eco-
nomic crisis, as first Italy and then the Empire as a whole entered
a downward spiral of declining division of labour and diminishing
economic integration. 43 This is unconvincing for several reasons.
First, however one estimates the condition of Italy from the second
century AD onwards, a hotly debated issue, the peninsula seems
to have been in good economic health at least throughout the first

century AD and probably for much longer. The changes that do
occur are better described as transformations than decline.44

Second, to describe the incorporation of Gaul in the Empire
as a process of decreasing economic integration is to take too
narrow a view of the relationship between province and imperial

-I" Panella 1981; 1993. Panella and Tchernia 1994 survey the evidence.
41 Von Freyberg 1989: 151-152. Woolf 1992: 283-293 also sees integration culminating

in the first century BC.

42 Gren ] 941 also noted how imports from Asia Minor to the Balkans were never balanced
by a counterflow of specialised goods produced in the Balkans.

43 For this school of thought Giardina and Schiavone 1981 and Carandini 1988.
44 Tchemia 1986 is a devastating critique. See further Patterson 1987; Whittaker 19946;

Vera 1994; and Giardina 1997, chapter 5. The development of Italy is better explained
in terms of developments in patterns of landholding and political office among the
political elites. See Patterson 2006 for an attempt to synthesise such a view of Italy.
Sallares 2002 raises the question of epidemic diseases for our understanding of imperial
Italy.
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centre. It significantly overestimates the economic effects of the
Italian wine'exports. These exports were not the result of a deep
economic interdependence between the two regions. On the con^
trary, they seem to have been the outcome of a very restricted
set'of circumstances, mostly depending on a very low degree of
integration between the two areas. During the age of expansion
the demand for "barbarian" slaves and metal increased in Italy.
With contacts increasing between Roman and Celtic civilisations,
the Gaulic nobility acquired a taste for wine, a product of the
Mediterranean. In' return for this exotic and luxurious product,
Gaulic nobles seem to have provided Roman merchants with an
abundant supply of metals and slaves of Celtic origin. After Gaul
was made a province this traffic became unacceptable and came
to a swift end. With the loss of these very particular conditions,
the~wine trade was doomed. 45 At the same time, however, social
and economic integration became more extensive and involved
greater resources. Gaul may have stopped sending many slaves to
Rome. but it now had to pay a far more substantial imperial trib-
ute and supply troops for the Roman army. 46 The imperial system
made greater'demands on the economic resources of post- rather
than'pre-conquest Gaul. On top of this, the province entered a
phase of partial adoption of Roman institutions material culture
and productive strategies. Urbanisation increased and production
bothgrew and became more diversified. 47 It simply does not make
mudTsense to describe this process of inclusion and intensified
contact spanning a much broader spectrum of activities as one of
decreasing economic integration and specialisation. Social com-
plexity did not decline, it increased It is, in other words, difficultto
explain the experience of Roman imperialism within aRicardian
framework. Economic integration developed according to different
principles.

In fact, a better comparison than the strongly articulated com-
mercial specialisation that we find in the European capitalist world^
system, is the situation in the Indian Ocean world before the arrival

45 Tcherma 1983; 1986: 74-ioo, 14^146 and 158-172, and 2006. ^ ^ ^^ ̂ ^
46 Tacitus Hist. iv. 26 and 71 portrays tribute and army levies as important ta<

the Gallic rebellion in 69-70.
47 Woolt'2001 and 1998.
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of the British Raj. 48 Chaudhuri summarises the basic conditions
of interregional trade in that part of the world: "But the compo-
sition of trade.. . was not mainly determined by the nature of
that specialisation [i. e. interregional division of labour]. .. The
most important consideration was the ability of a local economy
to create a surplus over and above subsistence demand and to
maintain this level. "49 The generation of an agricultural surplus
was a key factor in enabling the development of other commercial
and productive activities within a region. Most of what happens
in the Roman Mediterranean fits nicely into such a pattern. In the
western part the link between commercial prosperity and sustained
agricultural surplus production is pretty straightforward, with agri-
cultural products dominating the scene. It is the regions showing
considerable agricultural expansion such as the Guadalquivir val-
ley in Spain or much of Roman North Africa which turn up in
the evidence as commercially dominant. The study of the eastern
Mediterranean is, at least in terms of archaeology, less developed.
Still, what we know seems consonant with this model. Alexandria,
for instance, praised by Dio Chrysostomus as the leading entrepot
in the East, was also the "capital" of Egypt, the most fertile agricul-
tural province in the Empire.50 Ephesos, another emporium often
mentioned for its prosperous trade, was one of the most important
cities in the agriculturally rich province of Asia.5'

For what it is worth, the close connection between the creation

of an agricultural surplus and commercial prosperity also appears
as a dominating feature of a late antique work of commercial
geography of the Roman world known as the Expositio Totius
Mundi. The author notes, for example, that the cities ot'Phoenicia,
famed for their trade, all had an abundant production of grain, oil
and wine.52 Inevitably, in the short-term, such a trading system

4S Habib 1999: 39-62 and Moo.svi 2000: 345-346 underline that a closely integrated
market system did not develop in India before the construction of railways in the late
nineteenth century.

49 Chaudhuri 1985:l82.
50 Strabo 798. 13 and Dio Chrysostomus XXXII, 35-36. Dio's description of Alexandria's

grandeur characteristically starts by noting its basis in the rich Egyptian hinterland.
51 Strabo 641, 24. Pleket 1994 and Kobes 1999 emphasise the importance of trade to

Ephesos, though they underestimate agriculture, in my view.
5 Expositio Totius Mundi 23-33 (confirmed by MiIIar [993: 274-295). The close link

between trade and fertile cultivation is ubiquitous throughout the work.
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would be susceptible to fluctuations caused by harvest failures or
other shocks to the agricultural economy that eroded the surplus
and thus "dried up supplies of commercial goods and destroyed the
livelihoods of both artisans and farmers". To return to our Indian

comparison, during a disastrous famine in the province of Gujarat'
in 1630 the substantial export production of cloth dwindled away
as scores of spinners, weavers and peasants alike either fled the
province in search of food or succumbed to hunger. 53 A similar
image of the vulnerability of the commercial sector in the face
of agricultural failure in surplus areas is painted by a late Roman
chronicle describing a famine in Edessa: "Everything that was
not edible was cheap, such as clothes and household utensils and
furniture, for these things were sold for a half or a third of their
value, and did not suffice for the maintenance of their owners,

because of the great dearth of bread."54
Catastrophic famines, however, were rare. Normally the fluctu-

ations in output would be less severe, though far from insignifi-
cant.55 In the longer term, other factors take on greater prominence
in shaping the size and distribution of the surplus. Chaudhuri lists
conditions such as the general fertility of the area, population den-
sity and the level of technology. One factor, though, is conspicuous
by its absence: surplus extraction. One of the great accomplish-
merits of the vast body of peasant studies has been to make clear
that peasant households are not normally orientated towards pro-
ducing a large surplus for circulation outside the farm. They aim
rather to fulfil the basic needs of the household with as little effort
as possible. Usually they have not been the main beneficiaries of
the production of substantial surpluses above their own subsistence
needs. The bulk of their surplus produce was normally claimed by
various political lords and would not have been produced with-
out pressure from above. 56 Changes in the patterns of surplus

53 SeeChaudhuri 1985: 32-33 and 182-183 about the effect of shon-term shocks on trade.
Quotation from p. 182.

54 The Chronicle of Ps. -Joshua the Stylite, chapter 39, trans. W. Wright, cited in Gamsey
1988:4.

55 Garnsey 1988, chapters 2 and 3.
56 Chayanov 1986 remains fundamental on the productive logic of the peasant household.

Peasants will normally aim to produce a little above their subsistence needs. This
strategy ensures protection in years of less than average harvest results and enables
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extraction are thus likely to constitute a key factor in explaining
developments in economic circulation. Compared to the ecology,
it represents a much more dynamic variable. So, the discussion
has come full circle. We are back with tribute extraction and the
Roman state.

The place of tribute extraction in the economy: Rome and
Mughal India compared

Consonant with the prevailing "minimalist" view of the Empire,
it has become customary to stress the markedly small share of the
total economy which the Roman state was able to command. By
the most probable estimates, it was in the region of 5-8% of gross
production. Some are inclined to go even lower and opt for 3-5%
or less. But this does not seem realistic; it hardly allows any room
whatsoever for the state in the economy. s? Historians of Mughal
India struggle with the opposite problem: the state seems to take up
too much of the economy. For centuries the Mughals have served as
the quintessential example of an oppressive despotism ruthlessly
plundering its miserable subject population down to the very last
penny. It might therefore be useful to confront the experience of
the two empires in order to sharpen our idea of the impact of the
Roman state on the Mediterranean economy.

The Mughal Empire was a large and powerful state based on
the floodplains of northern India. -58 It was founded in the 1520$
by Babur, a central Asian aristocratic warrior adventurer, claiming
descent from the great conqueror Timur Lenk. Sometime ruler of
Samarkand, and later Kabul, his luck changed dramatically for the

!t.o.'.'lS:.. o.[SUPPIies for baclyears (Gamsey 1988: 54). However, this "normal" surplus is
part of subsistence production and should not be confused with the surplus producedfor
the political elite^ Horden and Purcell 2000, chapter 7, in spite ofperceptire comments
on the effects of political pressure on surplus'production, fail to make tha't'cruciai
distinction Wolf 1966 chapter I treats the different "surpluses" produced by peasant^
^kinsj995-6:,. 46-18 for5-7%; Lo cascio 2000C'foIlowmgGoldsm'thI987^^^^^
E'l>'.r.an.!st,imate,of3-5%' butsusPecting lhat even this may be too high. ThisTs unlikely.'
Duncan-Jones (1994: 52^ estimates the reveniie of the Roman sTate Vnigypt"m"the
second century at 20-25% of the province's GDP. This revenue alone would suffice to
!:'T8_!tatei"come,CI?se to the threshotd suggested by Lo Cascio, with Egypt'producing

58 iLdls,?fT'r?onateIy ,large share c"f', the EmPire's GDP (see Further noteT76'bd'ow).~
See Richards 19938 for a survey of Mughiil history.
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better when, in a series of invasions, he succeeded in conquering
the remains of the Delhi Sultanate. During the next two centuries
the Empire continued to expand and develop. Akbar who ruled
from 1556 to i 605 is generally recognised as theconsolidatorofthe
mature Mughal state. Under his grandson, Shahjahan (r. 1628-57),
the Empire seems to have reached its "Antonine" moment embod-
led Tn Spectacular architectural feats such as the Taj Mahal and

the Red Fort of Delhi. Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707), his successor,
seemingly continued the triumphal march of Mughal arms with
large conquests in the southern parts of India. At the end of his
reien. however, strains had built up in the system. It had proven
impossible to consolidate some of the new acquisitions. In the
decades after the death of Aurangzeb, the Mughal Empire entered

its "third-century crisis", from which it was never to recover. Fre-
quent challenges to the reigning monarch and regional fragmen';
t'ation graduaUy divested the Mughal emperor of his power and
territories many years before the British delivered the coup de
grace and deposed the last incumbent in the aftermath of the Great
IndianMutinyofT857.

In terms of size and dimensions, the Mughal Empire may
arguably be seen as the most attractive of the potential eariy
modem comparisons sketched out in the previous chapter. The
Ottoman Empire admittedly shared much of. its territory with the
Romans, but the total extent, both in terms of geography and pop-
ulation, was significantly smaller. The reach ofMughal territories
was smaller, too, though with an action radius of some 1,200 Jan
protruding from the capital Delhi, it was distinctly sizeable. -59 The
population, however, was bigger than the Roman but still within a
comparable order of magnitude. By the turn of the sixteenth cen-^
tury, lthe Mughal Empire'is generally estimated to haw comprised
some loo-no million inhabitants. 60 By then, the Chinese pop-
ulation had already grown to an even bigger size. The Mughals,
therefore, provide'the closest bigger early modern parallel to the
Roman economy (see Fig. 2. 1 for a map of the Mughal Empire).

5t) Gommans2002: io8. ^ ..... "" ,.^ _"_.."
6° Mo'o's'vFl ^Tchapter 17 estimates 100 million_in 1600. Habib &Raychauclhy^^8^,

c:h^pter6'est'i'matet 'l'lo million for the Mugha) Empire and 150 million for all of India

in 1600, growing moderately to 200 million in 1800.

8o
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Fig. 2. 1 The Mughal Empire (Richards, New Cambridge History of India,
1993, p. iv)



THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND COMPARATIVE STUDY

Despite its reputation as an insatiable Leviathan, the Mughal
Empire also resembled the organisation of the Roman Empire m
several ways. To begin with, it was a conquest state A unitary
system was therefore out of the question. In spite of the impe-
nal facade of homogeneous administration, the system can best
be described as a patchwork, accommodating a large variety of
local and regional arrangements of submission. 6' Next, both poli-
ties belong to the category of patrimonial-bureaucratic empires'
This means that the state was based on a large imperial household,
the army and an imperial aristocracy filling important positions
within the system. In the Mughal Empire the title used to describe
the imperial elite was mansabdar, which would be roughly the
equivalent of Roman senators and knights in the imperial ser-
vice and officers in the army. Bureaucratic features, on the other
hand, were not strongly developed. The mechanisms governing
the administrative and military system, for example, depended
more on patronage connections to the emperor than bureaucratic
principles such as promotion on merit, clearly defined lines ofcom-
mandand spheres of authority. 63 Similarly, both empires divided
provincial rule into two branches. The governor would be in mili-
tary command and responsible for keeping the province loyal and
peaceful. The collection of taxes, on the other hand took place
under the authority of a separate official, answering directly to the
imperial centre. 64

An exhaustive listing of all similar features is unnecessary.
Clearly, the two tributary systems resemble each other sufficiently
6' On the Mu.ghal Empire and its heterogeneous composition, see Richards 1993.̂  See

further Aiam"l986; Blake 1991; Hintze 1997; Alam and Subrahmanyaml998;^Habib
'l999^hapter 5. See Richard's 1975 t'or a monograph studying the provincial^ settlement
i'nGolc'onda. ' For the Roman Empire Garnsey and Saller 1987; Jacques and Srt
1990; and Lepelley 1998 emphasise organisational heterogeneity and the importai
patrimonialism rather than bureaucracy

62 Weber 1972: 580-624 developed by Blake 1979 on the Mughals. Lo Cascio 2000b:
8'dismisses the notion of a patrimonial-bureaucratic empire. But his own analysis,
pp^. 13-79, 97-149 and 163-176, of the complexities of the Roman imperial pa(rimonit<m
does not convincingly bring it beyond the model.

63 Blake 1979, AIam and Subrahmanyam 2000: 112-130. See Saller 1982, chapter 3 on
Roman imperial administration. .....,, "__:.

^ The third'book of the Ain-i Akbari, a grand description of the JVfughaj
c. 1600, explains the principles of imperial provincial administratio"-seef"rtherBl'&e,
7979: 8'6--90; Richards 1986, introduction and 1993: 5»-59. See Eck 2000 on Roman
provincial administration.
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to warrant closer comparison. Of course, there are also impor-
tant differences, the most obvious being that the Mughal Empire
was landlocked whereas the Roman surrounded the Mediterranean

Sea. From the present perspective, however, this rather works to our
advantage. Traditionally the realm of the Mughals has been seen as
the quintessentially land-based, destructive, predatory empire that
kept the economy in a stranglehold. In recent years, this image has
gradually begun to disintegrate and new interpretations, exploring
a more positive connection between economy, trade and empire,
have evolved. 5 At the heart of this historiographical tumabout
is a model which links the collection of imperial taxes with an
increasing monetisation of the economy, much as Keith Hopkins
has suggested for Rome. This makes the Mughal Empire an attrac-
tive comparative tool for identifying alternative approaches to the
Roman trading system.

A central concern for historians of the Mughal Empire has
been what one might call "the taming of the revenue intake". Our
sources for Mughal taxation are dominated by official, adminis-
trative records, often of an ideological nature such as the courtier
Abu al-Fazl's survey of the Empire and its institutions, contained
in the late sixteenth-century Ain-i Akbari. Working from these
it seems that the Empire aimed at taking half of the gross agri-
cultural production in taxes. 66 This is incredibly high. It implies
that the Empire came close to confiscating the total agricultural
surplus and sometimes even more. In practice, that must have
been impossible. An anecdote about one of the nawabs of Awadh,
Burhan-ul-Mulk, is revealing about what must have happened.
When trying to increase tax collection, he was asked which set of
tax rolls he wanted employed, those of the coward or those of the
man. Only the coward's lists were normally in use and they oper-
ated at a more moderate level of extraction. 7 The Mughal Empire
also seems to have recognised the precarious connection between
official claims and actual revenue. Discounting systems were

65 Habib 1999 (1963) is a first step. Later research has taken this further and parted with
the notion of destructive despotisms: Bayly 1983, Alam 1986, Richards l993a, Hintze
1997 and Alam and Subrahmanyam 1998.
Habib 1999:230-236.

7 Alam 1986:2I2-2I3;n. 28 relates the anecdote about the tax lists.
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introduced that allowed the imperial administration to allocate
parts of the revenue, not at the exaggerated (imaginary) official
level but at something which at least for a while resembled the
actual figure more closely. 68 In the Ain-i Akbari one also reads the
advice that the level of taxation should be adjusted so as to take
account of the strongly varying agricultural potential and hence
tax-carrying capacity of different areas. 69 A recent estimate, there-
fore. more moderate, but still high, sets imperial tax as one-third
of staples such as rice, millet and wheat. More valuable crops were
probably taxed closer to one-fifth. 70

Several aspects of this can be brought to bear on the Roman
case. The following sections will deal with the imperial state and
the economic surplus and with the process of taxation and elite
formation. State and surplus, first. Our Mughal comparison teaches
us, that 5-7% of gross production is a misleadingly low measure
of the Roman state's impact on society. To be sure, in modem
terms the figure clearly is absolutely low; a welfare state such as
Denmark claims approximately one half of GDP in tax and still
leaves people more for private consumption than ever before Yet
the Mughal case reminds us that the limits set on the scale of
activities in a pre-industrial economy dominated by agriculture
are much narrower than we are accustomed to thinking of today.
If the dimensions of the Roman state were small, so was the size
of the economy. 71 Agriculture may in general have been a little
more productive on the floodplains of northern India than in the
Mediterranean. Still, pre-colonial Indian conditions provide us
with a rough idea of the space we are operating within. Not much
more than half of total production, and often less, would have been
available for extraction in the first place (see Fig. 2. 2). 72 Therefore
a more realistic appreciation of the scale of state expenditure can
only be gained from seeing it in relation to the total disposable
surplus; It is the size of the disposable surplus which effectively
defines the amount of resources that can be diverted for purposes

68 Alam 1986: 24-25. Habib 1999, chapter 7 treats the discounting methods in greater
detail.

<"' Ain-i Akbari, book 3, chapter 7. 70 Richards 1993: 85.
7) Braudel 1981 is fundamental.
72 Moosvi 2000: 33" posits a fifty-fifty scenario for the Indian agricultural economy arour

1600.

84

AN AGRARIAN EMPIRE BETWEEN MARKET AND TRIBUTE

ES Disposable
surplus

E3 Agricultural
subsistence

Fig. 2.2 Rough model of agrarian economy

other than the immediate reproduction of the agricultural sector.
This was the negotiable part of the economy. The rest was spoken
for in advance to cover the subsistence requirements of the food
producers themselves. 73

The implications of this can be brought out with greater clarity
by attempting a simple quantitative model of the Roman economy.
The very attempt at quantification may seem of dubious worth,
given the many uncertainties in our knowledge ofmacro-economic
parameters in the Empire. The results, however, must not be mis-
taken for exact figures. Quantitative speculation cannot generate
the statistics which we do not possess. Nonetheless, as a heuristic
device it can provide us with a rough idea of orders of magni-
tude. Even imprecise figures can be an advantage here. Economies
are finite, quantifiable entities. By giving the Roman economy a
hypothetical, quantitative expression we can control our qualita-
tive analyses with much greater precision than would otherwise be
possible. Quantification, however imperfect, helps us to choose
between competing hypotheses by making their implications
clearer.74 It is also important to recognise that the construction of
this sort of model is not completely arbitrary, in spite of the uncer-
tainties. We do have bits and pieces of the information we need
from the Roman world. This can be combined with what we know

of agricultural economies from other periods and regions to pro-
vide us with a reasonably realistic impression of the Roman situ-
ation. Only industrialisation has created enormous differences in
the productive capacities of complex societies. Agrarianate soci-
eties do show local and regional variations in wealth, but these

73 Haswell 1967: 88; Kula 1976: 62-75; and Garnsey 19985: 22-28 about the centrality
of the surplus.

74 Hopkins 1995-6: 41-46 is a strong defence of the approach. Bang 2002b attempts to
develop the distinction between heuristic device and statistical model.
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fall within a relatively narrow range. And what is more important,
the differences tend to be ironed out when very large areas such
as the Mediterranean, India or China are compared. 75 It follows
that estimates on a global scale, such as are relevant to the Roman
Empire, operate within a fairly manageable margin of uncertainty,
say 30 or 40%.
'I take my lead from Hopkins' recent attempt to quantify the size

of the Roman economy. 76 The calculation has been summarised
in Table 2. 1. The all important component in an estimate of the
Roman, as of any agrarian, economy is the size of the population.
Due to the relatively modest differences in productivity the number
of producers is going to be the single most important determinant
of the size of the economy. The population of the Mediterranean
world around 1600 was set by Braudel at 60-70 million. 77 The
number in Roman times is unlikely to have gone far beyond that;
neither Gaul nor northern Italy were as densely populated as later.
Moreover, historical demographers operate with a slowly rising
secular trend beneath the cyclical pattern of pre-industrial popula-
tion growth and decline. 78 Taking that into account, Frier's recent
more detailed estimate of the Empire, province by province, can-
not be wide off the mark. Allowing for a slow rise during the first
two centuries AD, he sees the population as reaching a peak of
approximately 60 million in the middle of the second century just
before the arrival of the Antonine plague. 79

From there it is possible to derive an estimate of the mini-
mum agricultural production needed to keep this population alive.
Modem studies, based on observation in developing countries
and colonies, provide a fairly good idea of the minimal material
requirements of populations living in agricultural societies. On
average a person needs to consume 250 kg wheat equivalents per
year to subsist at an absolute bare minimum level. Within this

75 Bairoch 1993: loi-l 10 and Pomeranz 2000, chapters I and 3.
76 Hopkins 1995-6: 44-48. 77 Braudel 1972: 394-398. ^ _ ^., """.. ":.
7s Scheicfel 2000: 63-76 suggests the possibility of a maximum population or so miiiiuiL

Bu't"tha~t'does~nonake account of a rising secular trend through Eumsian pre-industrial
population history. On this see Braudel 1981: 31-34 and 88-92 and Livi-Bacchi 1992:

79 Fner^oooa: 812, building on Beloch 1886, now followed by Scheidel 2007a. See also
Frier 20()0b.
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Table 2. 1 Estimate of disposable surplus, state impact and
interregional trade in the second century AD

i. The population of the Empire in the mid second century AD is set
at 60 million.

2. Minimum subsistence is set at 250 kg wheat equivalent per person
per year.

3. Agriculture was relatively low-yielding. A reasonable estimate puts
average yield at 4 x seed. This means that 25% of total minimum
produce would have to be put aside for next year's crop.

4. Minimum GDP will then be:

60 million x (250 kg subsistence + 83. 33 kg seed)
== 20 million tonnes wheat equivalent

5. A large part of the population will have had to live close to this
level. But cities were normally privileged, some people were also
very rich and not all peasants were equally poor. Production of
manufactured goods and services by the 10-20% not employed in
primary agricultural production also needs to be added. It seems
reasonable with Hopkins to increase total production by half in
order to get to actual GDP: 20 million tonnes x 1. 5 = 30 million
tonnes wheat equivalent.

6. The average price of wheat is set at HS 3 per modius (6. 55 kg). To
judge from prices in Egypt this may be a bit on the high side. But
since this operates against the point I am trying to make it only
serves to strengthen the model.

7. This makes GDP: 30 million tonnes x HS 3/modius == HS 13, 700
million

8. From comparative evidence of other pre-industrial societies we can
operate with a proportion of 10-20% living in cities and 80%
working the land to feed the remaining 20%. The total disposable
surplus can then be defined as GDP minus minimum subsistence
for 80% and seed required to produce subsistence for 60 million.
That is unrealistically generous, but by increasing the surplus which
actually entered circulation outside the peasant household and its
village network, I work against the point I am attempting to make.

9. In numbers this makes our estimate of the total disposable surplus:
[ 3,700 - (48 million x 250 kg + 60 million x 83.33 kg) x HS
3/modius = HS 6, 000 million (in round figures) or 40-45 % of
GDP.

io. Following Duncan-Jones, set state expenditure in the middle of the
second century AD at approximately HS 900 million. Direct state
expenditure then constitutes 15 % of the disposable surplus.

(cont.)
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Table 2.1 (cont.)

ii. To this should be added the imperial elite: 600 senators with an
annual income (not to be mistaken for the census requirement) of
around HS i million each, and a similar number of knights, whose
income is estimated at half that of senators. The income of the
imperial elite then can reasonably be assumed to be in the same
range as that of the state: HS 900 million. In other words, the central
aristocracy can account for another 15% of the disposable surplus.

12. io% of GDP, entering interregional (intertown) trade, works out at
23% of disposable surplus.

20% of GDP, entering interregional (intertown) trade, works out at
46% of disposable surplus (add another 10% and we would reach
69% of surplus which would be totally unrealistic).

13. Increasing GDP by one-third would accommodate, in the model,
either raising the price of grain from HS 3 to 4/modius, or setting
population at 80 rather than 60 million, or seeing actual production
taking place at 2 times rather than i . 5 times subsistence. That
would bring GDP up to approx. HS 18,000 million, and reduce the
combined weight of imperial state and aristocracy to 17-23% of
the surplus. Follow any two of these three options and the
corresponding figures would be 13-17% of the surplus. That would
still denote a significant influence on the economy, but with GDP at
some HS 24,000 million, the costs of the central government
institutions (HS 900 million) would now only take up a miseriy
3-4% of the total economy.

To conclude, any understanding of economic integration in the Empire
must needs take the imperial tribute extraction as its point of departure.
It is able to account for a very substantial part of all interregional flows
of resources, be they in the form of trade or of redistribution.

figure food accounts for around four-fifths, the rest is provision
for a little clothing, firewood, housing etc. It should, perhaps, be
stressed, that these are real minimums, presupposing a low level of
activity, rather than the somewhat generous prescriptive standards
of calorific intake recommended by United Nations agencies. 80

The notion of wheat equivalents may require a little further
explanation. Ideally, of course, we would like to have statistics for
all the different products that people consumed apart from wheat,
in order to determine their relative significance in the economy.

80 dark and Haswell 1970, chapter I and pp. 57-62.
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In the absence of that, wheat equivalents are a useful fallback.
Before industrialisation food grains play a dominant role in the
economy of the vast majority. As a consequence, the value of the
rest of production tends to stand in a rough relationship to the
price of grain. In times of famine, for instance, the value of non-
essentials drops sharply because people need to draw heavily on
their resources to procure highly priced cereals or their substitutes.
Therefore it makes good sense initially to express an agrarian
economy in terms of wheat equivalents. 81

Thus, by combining population size with subsistence require-
ments minimum production in the Empire can be set to
60 million x 250 kg = 15 million tonnes wheat equivalent. The
imperial economy, however, could not have functioned at this level.
Two more factors should be added to the calculation. First, it takes
seed to grow grain. Now the seed : yield ratio is far from an uncom-
plicated expression of productivity. High yields may for instance
be obtained by a low sowing rate, making the return per hectare
more modest. For our present purposes we need not go into the
finer details of these problems. What we need is a rough measure
and 4 times seed has been adopted, acknowledging that behind
this figure there were enormous local differences. We do not pos-
sess much good information on yields in the Greco-Roman world,
but the scraps we do find in the various agricultural treatises do
not strongly contradict this choice. Moreover, scientific analysis
of ancient grains found by archaeologists confirms that they will
have been fairly low-yielding. 82 Finally, on comparative grounds,
we can also argue that yield must have been higher than three-fold
because otherwise the peasants would have found it difficult to
support the elaborate urban-centred social system. On the other
hand, they would probably also have been below five-fold or we
would have to accept a much higher level ofurbanisation than most
are willing to concede.83 So 4 times seed can be used with reason-
able confidence as a broad measure. This adds an extra 5 million

" Gamsey 1988: 3-7 citing the chronicle of Joshua the Stylite on a famine in late Roman
Edessa. For comparative confirmation of the rough relationship between prices in food
and non-e.ssentials, see Chatterjee 1996: 54.
In addition to Hopkins, see Gamsey 2000: 706-709 on grain productivity.
De Vries 1984: 242-243 works with a standard peasant household of 5 members and
8 hectares of land. With yields of 3 : i the household would produce less than its own
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tonnes wheat equivalent, and subsistence production in the Empire
comes out at 20 million tonnes wheat equivalent (Table 2. 1, steps
3-4).

While many peasants, village artisans and poor townsfolk prob-
ably existed at or close to subsistence level, considerable numbers
had a standard of living above this. 84 Cities, for instance, were
privileged places where large resources were concentrated. It is
not uncommon to hypothesise city populations as consuming agri-
cultural products at twice the minimum level. 5 Some of this will
have been used as raw materials by urban manufacturers. This
reminds us that we also need to include the production of higher-
value goods and services performed by the 10-20% of population
living in the cities as well as manufacturing in the countryside. All
in all, our minimum estimate of the economy probably needs to be
increased by half in order to arrive at the real GDP. This brings
our estimate of the Roman GDP to 30 million tonnes wheat equiv-
alent. Finally, this number must be converted into monetary terms
to enable comparison with state expenditure. Our information on
wheat prices in the Empire is fragmented, but suffices to give a
broad impression. 86 In most parts of Egypt the price of wheat
seems to have been around HS 2 per modius, at least until the late

subsistence. At 4 : I the household would be able to support 1. 4 persons employed
outside agriculture. With yields rising to 5 : I the number of persons would go up to 34
or about 40% outside agriculture. Erdkamp 2005: 34-54 argues, perhaps a little one-
sidedly, for the possibility of higher yields in the Mediterranean, especially Italy, with
a potentially even higher surplus to sustain aon-agricultural activities. But, as he also
emphasises, his model farm is a Utopia, designed to draw attention to the significance of
peasant agriculture for creating a low-yield regime. The model "high-yield" farm would
only be possible on the best of lands, and could not reproduce its own labour force. In
other words, it depended on the availability of a peasant population in the surrounding
countryside. Average productivity would thus be much lower than the hypothetical
maximum.

84 See Gamsey 1998, chapter 4 on the near subsistence existence of many groups in the
Greco-Roman world.

85 Habib 1999:84-85. See further De Vries 1984: 242-243, who observes that it is rela-
tively more demanding on resources to maintain people in cities than in the countryside.
For Hellenistic Babylon an impressive continuous series of prices have been preserved in
the astronomical records. Aperghis 2001 makes use of this material to model the macro
conditions of the Seleucid economy in Mesopotamia. Unfortunately, he has forgotten
to include production above subsistence, which weakens his results considerably. For
example, the state is seen as confiscating 60% ot'GDP, even though that means that the
peasants are left with less than their subsistence requirements. He also opts for a level
of urbanisation at 50% of population. That seems extremely optimistic. See Aperghis
2004 for a broad study of the Seleucid economy.
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second century. Similar prices are attested for Pisidian Antioch
(HS 2. 25), a small town in Asia Minor, and Roman Africa. On the
other hand prices in Rome were probably more like HS 8-10 per
modius. 87 Hopkins has chosen HS 3 as his average. If anything,
that is probably on the high side, since most .grain was consumed
outside the large urban concentrations where food was more expen-
sive. Using a price of HS 3 per modius brings our estimate of GDP
in the Roman Empire in the mid second century roughly to HS
13, 700 million (Table 2. 1, steps 5-7).

Admittedly there are great uncertainties involved in the calcula-
tion. But as a rough measure I think it will do. Stated in per capita
income it works out at HS 229. 88 Some years ago, an economist
estimated per capita income in the Empire in the first century AD
as HS 38o. 89 That is problematic. This figure was reached without
using any significant analytical checks to assure that the estimate
would be realistic. As an average HS 380, in fact, seems unrealisti-
cally high when we compare it to what we know of Roman wages.
Adjusting for differences in wage levels between city and coun-
tryside and between men and women, it implies that the average
male working income was higher than the pay of a legionary in
the first century and only a little less in the second century. This is
implausible. The legionaries were a powerful and privileged group
in Roman society. We would expect them to do considerably bet-
ter than the average adult male labourer. Consequently, per capita
income should be comfortably below HS 380. Indeed, if the infor-
mation preserved about the wages of Roman labourers is used as
an alternative basis from which to calculate a possible GDP, we
arrive at a per capita income a little below our estimate. 90 It looks
as if the dimensions of the model are roughly correct.

87 DuncaiWones 1982: 144-147 and Rickman i98oa, chapter 6 collect much of the evi-
dence. The normal price range was HS 2-4. Egyptian'wheat prices are collected in
Dunt-a"-Jones 1990: 151; Drexhage 1991; and Rathbone 1997.
I." whlat ecluivalents the figure is 500 kg per person or net'production of seed 417 kg.
In 1960, India, still heavily dominated by a very basic agricultural regime, hada na
pej; caPltaagrlcultural production of 382 kg wheat equivalent (dark andHaswelI 1970:
78). This lends credence to our estimate.

89 Goldsmith 1987: 35.
I, lmmII,chob^ged to Richard saller t'or presenting this argument to me in correspon-
d.en';e'. t,'?i"g Dunc:an-Jones '982: 54 SaIIer sets urban male labour at HS 3 aday'and
!lur. .at. HS .I;;'', He sets population at 60 million with half actually working (250 days
per year), 20% living in cities and female income at half the rate of male, a practice that
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We can now use our GDP as the basis for an attempt to quantify
the disposable surplus, the really crucial element in the Roman
economy. In this exercise, it is important to reach a generous
estimate, more likely to be an overestimate than the opposite, since
this will work against the point I am trying to make. Therefore I
have tried to include some analytical "buffers" which will be able to
absorb most of the effects on our conclusion of an increase in GDP
of, say, 10 or 20%. Again, taking the better-known situation around
1600 as our starting point, urbanisation seems to have reached a
new high of 16-17% of the Mediterranean population. 91 Figures
for the Roman Empire are unlikely to have been significantly
higher, but we allow a generous 20%. This leaves 80% of the
population to produce the agricultural surplus. To do that, it needed
its minimum subsistence requirements and seed for producing the
minimum GDP. All production in Roman society above those
two elements, I take as the disposable surplus. This is, in fact,
very generous. Peasants also had to feed their draught animals
and would probably in many areas have been able to reserve a
little more than the bare minimum for the consumption of the
household.92 Leaving this aside, the disposable surplus comes out
at roughly HS 6,000 million. Basically this means that only about
40-45% of the Roman economy would have been available for
taxation, market circulation and so on (Table 2. 1, steps 8-9).

Roman government expenditure in the second century AD can
be estimated at approximately HS 900 million. 93 Combining this
estimate with our GDP enables us to see that the net expenditure
of the imperial system (mainly the emperor's household, "bread

is attested from antiquity. Finally he assumes that the sex distribution of the population
was fifty-fifty. This works out at HS 10,000 million. To this he adds 20% for elite
income and 7-8% for state income. The final result is approximately HS 13,000 million
or HS 217 per capita. If we insert Goldsmith's estimate of HS 380 into the equation we
see, since only half of the population worked, that average working income would be
twice the base figure, that is 760. If male income is double that of female, average male
working incomewould then be HS i ,013. For comparison the annual payof a legionary
was HS 900 in the first century and HS 1,200 in the second century (Duncan-Jones
1982: lo). Temin 2006 goes even lower in his estimate, also based on prices, but with
less analytical sophistication.

1)1 DeVries 1984:69-77.
92 dark and Haswell 1970, chapter 4 argues that of production up to 350 kg wheat

equivalent per person, most will usually remain within the peasant household.
93 Duncan-Jones 1994: 45; Hopkins I995-6; Walters 1999: 202-234.
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and circuses", and the army) probably took up at least 15% of
the disposable suq^lus, as opposed to only 6% of gross produc-
tion. This is quite substantial, especially when we remember, as
pointed out by Hopkins, that the state often spent its tax income
at some remove from where it had been collected (Table 2. 1, step
lo). 94 If, for example, we hypothesise that interregional transfer of
resources amounted to something like 10% ofGDP, c. 65% could
arguably be accounted for by the flows of money, goods and redis-
tribution in kind caused by net tribute extraction. If the figure for
intermediate and long-distance exchange of resources is increased
to 20% ofGDP, the proportion comes down to 33%. But at 20% of
GDP intercity transfers will amount to more than two-fifths of the
disposable surplus (Table 2. 1, step 12). Since a large part of the
surplus was undoubtedly consumed in its region of origin, interre-
gional exchange cannot easily have been much higher. I will return
with some more detailed reflections to support this view later in
the chapter. For now it will suffice to observe that even in what
seems a "worst case scenario", net government expenditure is still
far from a marginal economic force. Thus as a preliminary conclu-
sion it seems clear that the imposition of imperial tribute cannot
easily be bypassed in our understanding of the development in the
intermediate and long-distance transfer of resources. At the very
least, it must have significantly modified the pre-existing pattern in
the Mediterranean world. The Roman state may after all not have
been quite so marginal an economic presence as our GDP figure
initially indicated. In that way it is moving closer to our Mughal
example.

Tribute extraction, elite building and
economic integration

Our comparison with the Mughal Empire, though, still confronts
us with a glaring discrepancy between the size of the two states:
the Roman state probably took up less than 10% of GDP whereas
the Mughal state controlled perhaps up to one-third. That is curi-
ous and should make us wonder. In terms of organisation, we

94 Hopkins 19786; 1980; and 1995-1996.
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remember, the Empires looked much alike. Could they really have
experienced such differing success rates? If we compare the impe-
rial armies, by far the largest items of state expenditure in both
realms, we would not expect such a stark contrast. The army of
the Great Mughal seems to have comprised around 200, 000 cav-
airy and 40,000 infantry, whereas the Roman, consisting mainly of
infantry, counted approximately 400,000 soldiers at the end of the
second century AD.95 Even allowing for the greater expenses con-
nected with the equipment of armed horsemen, the Mughal army
is still surprisingly small, especially when we add that the size of
the Mughal population was around double that of the Roman. 96
Apparently, the greater share of the surplus in a much larger econ-
omy did not easily translate into military striking power of vastly
different dimensions. Something is missing from the equation. We
forget that we are comparing net expenditure of the Romans with
gross income of the Mughals. Taxes never come in cheaply. Being
without a large, disciplined, but costly modern-style bureaucracy
to effectuate their commands, the Mughals instead had to create
loyal and powerful aristocratic groups at various levels of imperial
society to perform the functions of government. In return, these
groups were supported by the assignment of very substantial shares
of the tax revenue.

Thus the Empire came to reshape the structure of north Indian
elite society. At the base of the imperial formation alliances were
formed with village headmen and local bigwigs, the so-called
zamindars. ^ Their position in the countryside was strengthened
as they were left in charge of collection and payment of the imperial
taxes. This enhanced their control and authority over the peasantry
and enabled them to increase their incomes, often substantially,
from their share in the imperial revenues and from tax rebates
or exemptions of substantial areas of land under their direct con-
trol. not to mention from the increased opportunities to impose
illicit or unofficial extra "taxes"; a Mughal letter formula for the
appointment of the headman for a district of villages includes an

95 Hassall 2000: 320-321 and Duncan-Jones 1994: 34-
96 Moosvi 1987, chapter 17; Habib and Raychaudhuri 1982, chapter 6.
97 Bayly 1983;'Alam 1986, chapter 3; Richards l993a: 86-91; All 1997: 84-87; Hintze

1997, chapter 6; and Habib 1999, chapters 4-5.
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admonition to the appointee not to make any charges unsanctioned
by local custom.98 Clearly, even officially, to say nothing of actual
practice, the state had to recognise considerable room for "cre-
ative" interpretation by its various representatives. The price the
local elite groups had to pay for their increased powers was greater
dependency on the state for their position. Though still in a posi-
tion of substantial autonomy in the day-to-day running of things,
openly disloyal, rebellious or overly recalcitrant wmindars risked
facing the Mughal army and replacement by a more manageable
substitute, for instance a local rival."

The increased flow of surplus production out of the Indian coun-
tryside, brought about by this alliance of local and state power,
went into financing the central imperial institutions: the large
household of the great Mughal himself and the imperial, military
nobility, the so-called mansabdars, who controlled and recruited
the largest part of the cavalry army. Of those two the lion's share
was taken by the mansabdars. It has been estimated that they were
allocated about 80% of the enormous revenues of the Empire,
whose collection they had to organise through their agents and in
collaboration with the local elite groups. Most of this, probably
around 60% or so, was intended as salary for the soldiers they
were obliged to maintain. The rest mainly consisted of a personal
payment for their services rendered towards the great Mughal and
was intended to finance their aristocratic and luxurious lifestyle.
Thus the Mughal Empire can be likened to a giant revenue pump
at the end of which was created an incredibly rich imperial elite
with large tbllowings organised around their grand households
dominating the main cities of the Empire.

9 Richards 1986: 41. Imposition of taxes is never neutral in relation to the existing social
structure. They are bound to invest their administrators with increased powers which
will be used to their private benefit. Hinton 1966, chapters 2-4, an anthropological
micro-study of the Chinese village of Fanshen, provides one of the most revealing
descriptions of the repertoire of coercive tools available to a gentry in control of state
taxation for bringing the peasantry into economic dependence and for the eventual
confiscation of its lands.

99 AIam 1986, chapter 3, especially 92-93; Richards l993a: 86-91; Ali 1997: 84-87;
Habib 1999, chapter 5, especially 208-222.

'"" Richards l993a, chapter 3, especially 75-78. See further Qaisar 1967 and Moosvi 1987.
See Blake 1991 for grand households.
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As sketched here, much in this process of intertwined state and
elite formation seems rather familiar from what we know about
the development of the Roman Empire. Perhaps, it is time for a
more inclusive understanding of the Roman imperial state or rather
a less unitary one? One peculiarity of the Mughal arrangement,
though, would normally be taken to contradict this. The majority
of the mansabdars were not allowed to form more enduring links
with the countryside which could be transformed into permanent
landholdings. Every so often their revenue assignments would be
reshuffled and they were allocated new areas from which to col-
lect their taxes. 10' This contrasts with the Roman world, where
the resources of the imperial elite, consisting of senators and
knights, were invested in enormous conglomerations of private
landholdings. Ever since the famous French traveller and dealer in
diamonds, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605-89), reported back to a
horrified European public on how the so-called despotic practices
of the Mughals denied the nobility the right to private property, this
has been taken as the defining difference between the powerful,
independent more feudal forms of aristocracy found in the West
and the weaker, state-dependent Oriental nobilities. '02 Therefore
the tribute extraction of the Roman state is generally described as
being structurally opposed to the independent rent-seeking activi-
ties of the landed elites. They are perceived as two separate forms
of power competing for the limited surplus production of the peas-
antry. 103

There is no denying that the Empire knew a structural conflict
between, for example, senators and emperor, about the distribution
of the surplus, but so did Mughal India. An important concern of
the imperial establishment was to prevent the mansabdars from
maintaining fewer soldiers than they were required to while pock-
eting the saved expenses for their own benefit. 104 The ultimate

101 Richards 1993: 66-68. See further Alam 1986, chapter I; Ali 1997, chapter 3; Hintze
1997, chapters 4 and 8; and Habib 1999, chapter 7.

. °2 Tavemier 1889: 260 (book II, chapter l).
. °3 Thus Hopkins 2000: 254-257 and Rathbone 2000.
104 Ali 1997: 53-59 and Habib 1999 discuss this question but tend to underestimate

the extent ot the phenomenon; even if the mansabclar maintained the full number of
soldiers he might still pocket a profit if he could hire the soldiers for less than the
awarded amount, e.g. Richards 1993: 64-65.
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control claimed by the Mughal emperor over the landholdings of
the imperial elite was a tool which enabled him to punish and
reward individual members of the imperial aristocracy. It could
not, however, be used to reserve all revenue for the emperor him-
self; he had to allow the aristocracy effective control of much of
the imperial revenue. The regime of the great Mughal depended
on his ability to attract the service of great and powerful men.
Such men expected to be granted areas from which to collect rev-
enue in return for their loyalty. The Mughal emperor had to assign
to his aristocracy most of his notional rights to agricultural rev-
enue in a form of prebends called jagirs, a term which is perhaps
best described as denoting a kind of fief with the restriction that
the monarch retains a greater degree of ultimate control than was
normally the case in feudal Europe. A failure by the monarch to
secure access for his aristocracy to collect the wealth of extensive
agricultural areas would plunge Mughal rule into crisis. '05

The contrast between the two systems, one based on private, the
other on prebendal, aristocratic land tenure, can, in other words,
easily be made too stark and risks concealing a more fundamen-
tal similarity. In many ways, observing the Mughal system, where
tribute dominated rent-taking, provides a tmer picture of the work-
ings of the Roman system. 106 Certainly, the accumulation of vast
property portfolios in the hands of the Roman imperial elite was
intimately connected with its access to the resources generated by
the acquisition of empire in the Mediterranean. It is in no way clear
that the Roman imperial elite was more independent and powerful
than its Mughal equivalent. The mansabdars may not generally
have been allowed the luxury of vast private landholdings, but
then they constituted the army and administered most of the impe-
rial revenues. Had they in that position been conceded even more,
one may seriously doubt that there would have been an empire
rather than a string of petty principalities. On the other hand, the
Roman senate, in spite of its landed wealth, usually found itself

105 Richards 1975; Pearson 1976; All 1997 (1966): 92-94.
Cf. Haldon 1993: 63-87 who argues against Wickham 1985 that aristocratic rents
should not be seen as structurally distinct from tribute extraction. Wickham 2005: 57-
60 now accepts this, but with an important modification: only as long as a centralised
state maintains an ability to tax the peasantry.
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the weaker party when it confronted the emperor and/or the army.
It was that experience which gave the historical work of Tacitus
both its impassioned verve and disillusioned detachment. In times
of dynastic turmoil, it was not in the senate that the new emperor
was made; strong support in the army was overwhelmingly the
decisive factor. When the courtier and senator Nerva was put on
the throne in Rome after the murder of Domitian in AD 96, his
feeble hold on power was only secured through the adoption of
one of the foremost generals of the Empire, Trajan, as heir to the
throne. 10?

Nothing illustrates better the relative weakness of the senatorial
order as opposed to the imperial system than its manifest failure
effectively to make membership of the senate hereditary. As shown
by Hopkins and Burton, even in the case of the more successful
senators, who rose to the highest offices and obtained the consul-
ship, only a third managed to have male descendants within the next
three generations reaching a similar standing. Some families would
have died out in the male line. But a significant number would just
have withdrawn from politics in the capital altogether. '08 Partici-
pating in politics at the imperial court was a high-risk activity. The
expenditure alone required to maintain a senatorial household and
lifestyle could be crippling to any fortune, however big. '09 Most
senators would have found it necessary to add to their income the
substantial profits that could be made from holding high offices
in the imperial administration, such as army commands or gover-
norships of provinces. 110 Indeed, senators expected to be allowed
a substantial share of the resources generated by the imperial sys-
tem. The senatorial historian Dio Cassius, for instance, makes

Maecenas advise Augustus to take the leading magnates across
the Roman world as "partners in empire". There is a distinct busi-
nesslike flavour to the choice of vocabulary. Later in the Roman
History, Dio criticises his own emperor, Caracalla, for giving his
freedmen too great a share of the imperial proceeds while the

107 Syme 1958, chapters I and 2 for Nerva and Trajan. SeeRoda 1998: 213-221 in general
about the impotence of the senate. Cf. Tac. Hist. I, 4.

108 Hopkins 1983(1: 134-146. I09 Hopkins 1983(1: 149-175.
''" Suet. Vesp. 4. 3 is quite telling about this. Here it is a cause for comment that Vespasian

refrained from enriching himself during his governorship of Africa, so endangering his
credit. Most aristocrats knew better, cf. Brunt 1990, chapter 4.
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senators received nothing. '" It is the same pattern of thought we
find behind Pliny's description of Trajan, donating and selling
off parts of the imperial estates to members of the Roman elite;
the princeps is complimented for allowing his friends (amid) to
benefit, instead of treating the Empire as identical with his own
household. "2

Of course, that was precisely what tended to happen. Being so
closely woven into the fabric of the imperial system, the fortunes of
the elite were highly vulnerable or permeable. The great narrative
histories of the early empire of Tacitus and Dio Cassius provide
ample illustration of greedy emperors killing senators and other
aristocrats in order to confiscate their property. Yet, it would be a
mistake to see this only as a question of periods of terror under
a few mad and cruel rulers. The phenomenon had much deeper
roots than this, and found its truest expression in a set of practices
common to "good" and "bad" emperors alike. During the early
Empire the custom developed among members of the elite and
various sections of the imperial apparatus to include the princeps
as co-heir in their wills. Furthermore, the emperor appropriated
the right to properties left without an heir, without a valid will, and
those belonging to people condemned on serious charges such as
murder or offences against the state. "3 Here is how Pliny, in his
Panegyric to Trajan, elegantly labours to turn black into white,
pressure into heartfelt gratitude:

You are not named as heir because someone else has given offence, but on your
own merits, set down by your personal friends and passed over by strangers. The
only difference in fact between your former private life and your present supreme
position lies in the greater number of those who love you, as your own affections
are more widely spread. Only continue on this course, Caesar, and experience will
show whether the reputation and purse alike of a prince are not better enriched
when his subjects make him their heir at their death from choice rather than from
compulsion. "4

Dio Cassius 52, 19, i-3 uses the expression "xoivcovoi CTOI Tf)s apxr)s". The term is
also used about proper business partnerships, e.g. Liddell and Scott, Greek-English
Lexicon s. v. I, 2. For Caracalla, Dio Cassius 78, l8, 4. See further Cassius Dio 52, 5,
1-2;52, I2;52, 28 about the expectations of senators of sharing in the proceeds of the
empire. Millar 1964: ro2-i 18 and chapter 5 is still valuable.

112 Plin. Pan. 50. "3 Millar 1977: 153-174.
114 Plin. Pan. 43, citation from paragraphs 1-4, with Millar 1977: 156-157 and Saller

1982:7I-73.
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One gets a very clear sense of the harsher reality behind this glossy
rhetorical image when Pliny goes on to describe it as a favour if
the emperor accepts being passed over in a will by someone whom
he had benefited in some material way or other.

Any absolute distinction between the private fortunes of the elite
and the imperial state therefore seems mistaken. The estates ot sen-
ators and knights equally belonged to the world of high politics.
The connection comes out in full clarity during times of dynastic
collapse. The ensuing struggles for the throne and changes in power
relationships were normally accompanied by a redistribution of the
wealth of the elite on a considerable scale. Aristocrats linked with
the losing factions risked facing destruction, confiscation of their
property and its subsequent redistribution among the members of
the victorious coalition, many of whom would have been stimu-
lated by the desire for spoils or by the unsettled state of their private
affairs"."5 It is telling that the rate of hereditary succession among
the highest-standing and hence best-established consulars seems
to have fallen from around 50% to only 30% in times of political
instability. [ I6 Basically then, the enormous fortunes of the imperial
elite depended upon having access to the power resources gener-
ated by the empire and ultimately controlled by the emperor. "7
This reflected the fact that they were also very much the creation
of the empire. The period of republican expansion had witnessed
the build-up of property and wealth in the hands of the Roman elite
on a steadily increasing scale financed by profits drawn from th^
exploitation and conquest of the constantly expanding Empire."

The growth of aristocratic property portfolios continued under
the Principate. It was fuelled by a stronger integration of provm-
cial landholdings into the tributary system of the Roman state. The

"5 Tac. Hist. [I, 7. The close link between violent dynastic struggles and redistribution
ot aristocratic wealth is a main theme ot'Tacitus' Histories, e.g. 1, 2;I, 20, I, 88; md
II, 84. Of'course one should be cautious of taking Tacitus' laments too seriously. The
sug~gestion, however, that aristocrats with financial problems had everythm8tojam
from'the turmoil surely is quite revealing, not because we should accept Tacitus' sneer
that all the "troublemakers" were bankrupts, but because of the underlying expectation
that such people would be able to profit substantially from joining a rebellion.

"6 Hopkins i983a: 138-139, including table 3. 6.
"7 Sal'ler 1982, chapter 2 and Millar 1977: 275-355 show the integration ot the elite in a

network of imperial patronage.
'I8 Hopkins 19780: 39-56. See further Shatzman 1975: i i-[76.
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process went in two directions, from the centre to the provinces
and from the provinces to the centre. Already established members
of the imperial elite would to a larger extent than hitherto acquire
estates scattered around the provinces. As provincial administra-
tors, they profited from the dispensing of justice and the collection
of taxes by various more or less sinister methods such as accep-
tance of gifts, "bribery", pocketing of parts of the imperial rev-
enues and collection of extra dues. 'I9 Some of this would have been

transformed into provincial real estate. Through prosopographical
studies it is possible to follow how some senatorial families, based
in Italy, gradually built up large estates in parts of the provinces
where they had governed. 120 An important aspect of this process
was the lending of money at high rates of interest by wealthy
Roman aristocrats to provincial communities, lacking money to
pay their taxes. '21 Seneca is said to have lent something like HS
40 million, at a very high rate of interest, to needy communities
in the newly conquered province of Britain, only to have the debt
called in shortly after. The harshness with which he proceeded to
collect the debts was supposed to have been an important con-
triburing factor to Queen Boudica's rebellion. 122 Undoubtedly, an
exacerbating factor was that many had seen their lands confiscated
in the process of settling the debt. In the late fourth century the
Syrian orator Libanius complained that aristocrats in state offices
exploited their positions to lend money to town councillors and
then took over their estates when payment failed. 123

A central element in all of this was the easier access enjoyed by
people of high standing to the coercive machinery of the Empire.

Plutarch's description (Moralia 8l4D) of the leading imperial offices in the provinces
as "TToAuTaAavTous" (generating much money) is revealing. On provincial administra-
lion: Saller 1982, chapter 5; Woolf [998, chapter 2; Eck 2000: 281-288. Specifically
on taxation: Neesen 1980; Garnsey 1988, chapter 15; Merola 2001.
Roda 1998: 214-215 with bibliography.
Howgego 1994. Dig. 18. 5. 9 discusses the selling-up of land burdened with tax arrears.
Dio Cassius 62, 2, I.

Lib. 48, 3 and 14. Though late, Libanius is no less relevant for the earlier period. The
practice was ingrained in Roman provincial administration. Apart from Seneca, it is
vividly attested in the correspondence of Cicero. The letters, Alt. 5. 21; 6. 1; 6. 2 and
6. 3 (with Rauh 1986), discuss Brutus' usurious loans to provincial communities. See
further Plutarch's essay, "That we Ought Not to Borrow", in the Moralia, paragraphs
828E-829E on the general importance of money lending for the redistribution of land
in provincial communities.

122

123
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Senators, knights and other persons of substance would often, for
instance, have been able to use their connections within the impe-

rial system to secure the support of government troops to settle
conflicts to their own advantage, not least in connection with the
collection of debts. 124 The importance of this should not be under-
estimated. Roman society was not strongly regulated and peaceful.
Violence was endemic. People who suddenly found themselves in
weaker positions, such as orphans and widows, frequently expe-
rienced difficulties in holding on to their material possessions. 125
Claims needed to be defended and asserted in order to count. 126
This was also true of the legal system. Hearing a case, as Aulus
Gellius informs us, was not just a matter of weighing the evidence.
The general standing and social clout of the litigants were equally
important matters to take into consideration. 127 A trial was to a
very large extent a question of measuring out the relative power
and influence of the contestants. '28 Hence the established prac-
tice of using one's powerful connections to influence the outcome.
Again it does not require much imagination to see how a Roman
senator or knight with a stake in the financial exploitation of the
provinces would benefit from this. To judge from the collections
of letters preserved from antiquity, it was an aspect of the mutual
exchange of favours inside the personal networks of the imperial
elite to write to provincial governors with whom one had links,
asking them to look kindly on the cases of one's friends, proteges
and connections. Of course, it is difficult to know how much influ-
ence such recommendations exercised on the governor/judge, and
it will in any case have varied from case to case, according to the
circumstances. But the very fact that these letters were written,
shows that people expected them to have an effect. 129 Thus, it
seems reasonable to suggest that the various kinds of support that
the imperial elite could mobilise from the state system must have

124 Brutus attempted to obtain military support for the collection of provincial debts from
Cicero as governor of Cilicia, Cic. Att. 6. 1.5-6. See further the anecdotal evidence in
Apuleius' Metamorphoses (VII, 6-7) and MacMullen 1990: 191-193.

[25 Krause 1994, chapter 10 and pp. 232-235 and Krause 1995, chapter 13, especially
pp. 195-200.

126 Millar 1981: 66-71 and MacMullen 1990, chapter 18.
. 27 Gellius 14.2 withGamsey 1970: 210-211. I28 Saller 1982: 56-60.
129 Saller 1982: 152-154.
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played a crucial role in enabling it to acquire and maintain estates
in different regions of the Empire. '3"

Another way forward was to team up with a local aristocrat
and town councillor who enjoyed sufficient influence locally to
promote and guard the economic interests of rich outsiders. Liba-
nius, for example, complains about how the leading members of
the town councils as middlemen for people in government posi-
tions handled ruinous loans that deprived their less prosperous col-
leagues of their landholdings. '3' Undoubtedly these local bigwigs
profited substantially from their involvement in those transactions
with people in higher positions. As such, this only represents a par-
ticular instance of a more general phenomenon. Plutarch urged the
leading town councillors to cultivate the patronage of members
of the imperial provincial administration because "the Romans
themselves are most eager to promote the political interests of
their friends" and would serve them "as a firm bulwark". 132 The
reason for this was, of course, that the Empire depended on the
payment of taxes. But being without a large bureaucratic corps, it
needed to create a group of local allies who were strong enough
to control the area, ensure its continuous peaceful subjugation and
handle the actual collection of the imperial tribute. In his auto-
biography Josephus, a local Jewish grandee, provides us with
a close-up of how this was done in practice. When the Jewish
rebellion had been almost quelled, Titus, the Roman commander,
offered to spare Josephus' friends and relations from punishment
and captivity, thus preserving his network of social contacts. After-
wards Josephus was presented with lands in Judaea, first by Titus
and then later by his father, the ruling emperor, Vespasian. Later
still, the emperor Domitian added to the gift by granting tax immu-
nity to his properties in Judaea. Throughout this period of imperial
favouritism Josephus also enjoyed the support and protection of
the emperors against political rivals who tried to bring him down
by accusing him of treason against the Roman cause. 33

]3° Saller 1982, chapter 4 for the importance of access to the resources generated by the
Empire to the imperial elite.

131 Libanius 48, 37-41. I32 Plutarch Moralia 8140.
133 Josephus Vit. 422-430. The autobiography is itself a defence written to counter the

accusations of a rival, Ju.stus of Tiberias (Vit. 336-367, 410). Brunt 1990, chapter 13
on Josephus and Empire.

103



THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND COMPARATIVE STUDY

Josephus, however, was also exceptional. The vast majority of
local aristocrats would never have experienced anything resemb-
ling the close direct patronage of the ruling dynasty that he enjoyed.
Yet on a scale less grand, the privileged cocktail of protection,
land and tax benefits was offered to those in powerful positions,
who where willing to co-operate, around the provinces of the
Empire. 134 In organisational terms, the Empire was only lc)osely
integrated. As has been said so many times before, the world of
the Romans was, rather, a patchwork of conquered city states.
These were retained at the time of conquest as the basic and inter-
nally largely self-governing administrative units. In areas where
city state organisation had been lacking, the Roman conquerors
introduced it in order to satisfy the needs of the imperial adminis-
tration. Among the functions of city government was the respon-
sibility for the payment of the imperial taxes. Each city tem-
tory was assessed at a set amount of tribute, and the leading and
richest citizens were effectively left in charge of distributing the
burden internally within the landowning segment of the citizen
body. 135 Obviously, this gave them considerable power and room
for manoeuvre. To begin with, they were normally able to ensure
that their own property would be underestimated, one way or
another. 136 Moreover, this did not just enable them to avoid pay-
ing their full share of the taxes. Usually, it also meant increasing
the burden on those less well off and hence less able to shoulder
it. 137 Thus an avenue of access was opened up for the extension
of rural credit. We have already seen how this was used as an
investment opportunity by rich outsiders, but it was also open

'34 Some general references must suffice: Jones 1940; Gamsey 1988, chapter 15; Brunt
1990, chapter 12; Jacques and Scheid 1990, chapters 5-7.

'35 /GV(l), 1432-1433 (with Hopkins 1995-6: 68, n. 28) show how the city of Messene
allocated its'tax of "100,000 denarii among its citizens. See further Bay 1972: 32-47;
Jones 1974, chapter 8; Neesen 1980; Brunt 1990, chapter 15.

I3f> P. Beatty Panop. 2, lines 68-71 and 145-152 is a good example. The leading mag-
natesm'Panopolis had colluded with a village official to leave some cultivated land
undeclared, thereby effectively carving out tax-free lands for their own benefit.

'37 dc. U Verr. 2, n8 is clear about this mechanism. See Veyne 1990: 200 (and note 292)
who also adds the testimony of Codex Justinianus, Xl, 58 (57), I: a law of AD 313
which observes that "the tabularii of the cities, in collusion with the powerful, shift the
burden of taxes onto the lesser people".
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to the prosperous insiders themselves. Plutarch admonished the
leading citizens not to (ab)use the support of the Roman author-
ities to satisfy their own greed and drive away the less power-
ful. 13 Libanius adds greater detail to the picture. Much to his
dismay, the local landed magnates did not just act as middlemen
for people in higher positions. They also took advantage of their
power actively to increase their own wealth by imposing too heavy
burdens on their lesser colleagues in the city councils and after-
wards forcing expensive loans upon them that made them lose their
lands. '39

True, both Plutarch and Libanius criticise the system. In that
respect, they are also witnesses to ideological attempts to limit the
most brutal effects of its workings. The Roman jurists, too, gave
rulings that prohibited the uneven distribution of tax burdens and
government requisitions. 140 Such ideological misgivings and legal
admonitions, however, should not be interpreted as fundamental
attempts to combat and change the basic principles of the exploita-
tive machinery. Plutarch, after all, recommended municipal rule
by the leading and richest members of each community, supported
by Roman government representatives. Rather, these phenomena
should be seen as (feeble) mechanisms to contain those activities

within bounds in order to ensure the longevity of the system. The
sheep had to be sheared, perhaps even fleeced, but not gutted. Too
harsh a regime might undermine the tax-paying capacity of the
cities by causing social unrest, banditry or just impoverishment
and abandonment of cultivated land. It was a question of main-
taining a balance. But that balance remained heavily tilted towards
the members of the most prominent families around the cities of
the Empire because they were the most important guarantors of
social stability. 4

n!i Plut. Mora;;a8l5a.
!39 Libanius 48, 37-41. The practice of overburdening weaker members of the councils

is confirmed by rulings in the Digesta, e. g. Dig. L.4. 3. I5 (Plutarch Moralia 827-832
warns more generally against the corrosive effect of credit on the economic fortunes
of councillors). Control of taxation and loan-giving was a powerful tool of wealth-
acquisition in the hands of pre-industrial elites. Hinton 1966: 50 is illuminating.

140 D(g. L.4. 3. l5(Ulpian).
4 Cic. Q. fr. I, 1, 25 is clear about the need to avoid internal stmggles in the cities,

banditry etc. to maintain the tax capacity of the province.
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One gets a very clear idea of this from the institution of courts
to hear complaints of provincials about the activities of Roman
governors. In Cicero's speeches against the most notorious culprit
in provincial maladministration, Gaius Verres, a recurrent strategy
of discrediting the accused is to emphasise how he alienated and
encroached on the wealth of the leading members of the Sicilian

provincial communities. Verres' crime as governor was not just
his deeds of self-enrichment, but more the damage done to those
upon whom Roman rule was based. In seeking to profit from his
office Verres had not respected the established social hierarchy.
Therefore, according to Cicero, he could only muster the support
of small fry and persons of dubious reputation and power who had
gained from his attacks on the homines nobilissimi primique^
Whether a governor would be prosecuted and punished for his
(mal)administration seems, in other words, to have been decided
less by what he did than whom he did it to. It was essential that
he secured support from a section of the provincial upper classes
with sufficient strength to be able to block attempts to have him
indicted after his time of office had expired. 143

As in the Mughal Empire then, the imposition of Roman hege-
many considerably modified the pre-existing pattern of power
around the numerous cities of the empire. The administration of
imperial tribute extraction enhanced the strength of the leading
local landowners. As a result, these elite groups were able grad-
ually to accumulate wealth and property on a larger scale than
before. 144 A clear sign of this is that "big men" with very large
financial capacities indeed begin to surface in our sources. The
province of Lycia, on the south coast of Asia Minor has revealed
some of the best evidence for this process through its very strongly
developed epigraphic habit. A whole dossier of inscriptions, recov-
ered from a funerary monument, describe the brilliant career of

142 dc. II Verr. 2, ll. Further II, 2, 14, 22, 35-49 dismissing provincial supporters of
Verres as small fry and desperate people hoping to benefit by turning the social order
upside down.

143 CIL XIII. -(162, with Saller 1982:132.
144 See Brunt 1990, chapter 12 and Garnsey 1988: 246-251 for this development. For

studies of individual provinces, see e.g. Garnsey 1978 (Africa), Millet 1990 (Britain),
Jones 1940; Quass 1993; Merola 2001; Dmitriev 2005 (Greek East), Woolf 1998 (Gaul)
and 0rsted 1986 (Noricum and Illyricum).
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a certain Opramoas of Rhodiapolis.145 Normally attention has
focused on the enormous gifts that he bestowed on the Lycian
communities during a period of a quarter century (AD 125-52).
They seem to add up to something like 1,000,000 denarii or about
four times the minimum legal requirement of a senatorial for-
tune. 146 This is munificence on a truly staggering scale. In Paul
Veyne s interpretation, Opramoas is the ideal embodiment of the
spirit ofeuergetism, a virtuoso taking to an extreme the habit of the
aristocracy of making public benefactions by performing financial
suicide in a kind of ancient potlatch. '47

I remain sceptical about that interpretation. Opramoas was not
alone in the province and neighbouring regions in demonstrating
such spending capacity. '48 Ultimately, of course, in the absence
of his private accounts we will never know whether he did indeed
ruin his patrimony. But what we do know is that gift-giving on this
level, sustained for many years, requires a substantial build-up of
wealth and the generation of very large incomes. Altruism is not
nearly enough to maintain such activity. Here we find Opramoas
and his family, exactly as we might expect, playing a central role
in the political life of the province and cultivating the patronage of
Roman magistrates and emperors. According to the inscriptions the
family had a prominent record of office holding within the Lycian
koinon, or league, perhaps stretching back before Roman rule. 149
But the first member for whom we have more detailed informa-

tion is Opramoas' father Apollonios. He played a dominant role
in his hometown Rhodiapolis, holding all its major offices, and
attained a position of some prominence in the provincial coun-
cil, though he does not seem to have reached the highest office
of lykiarch. 150 However, he had certainly managed to concentrate
enough wealth and influence during his career to see two sons,
including Opramoas, off to even greater glory and influence. We
meet Opramoas first in AD 125, when his father performed the
office of archiphylax both in his own name and in the name of

145 TAM 905. Kokkinia 2000 presents a new improved edition of the text, with detailed
"real kommentar". Heberdey 1897 reconstructed the chronology of the information
contained in the inscriptions.

14(' See Coulton 1987: [72 for a recent discussion. 147 Veyne 1990: 149-150.
148 Coulton 1987. I49 TAM 905, [VC, lines 13-14.
150 TAM 905, I1B, IIIE-F and VIIIC.
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his two sons. This was an office which required great financial
resources. In the honorary decrees Opramoas is described as hav-
ing paid "the taxes owed to the imperial coffers by the province
with his own money and only afterwards began the collection with
great philanthropy". '51 One would like to know the economic real-
ity behind this phrase. But in the light of the foregoing discussion
it seems far from unlikely that Opramoas or, to be more precise, his
father, would have been able to profit from handling the provincial
taxes. If nothing else, we find the family securing the patronage of
the governor lulius Frugi, who praised them in official letters. 152

At any rate, the patrimony of the family was certainly not
ruined or endangered by this. On the contrary, during the following
twenty-five years Opramoas (and his brother) expanded the power
of the family and rose to the highest positions in the province,
including secretary and lykiarch, the leader of the provincial coun-
cil and high priest of the imperial cult. All of this brought him into
close contact with successive Roman governors. Their many letters
of praise addressed to the provincial council allow us a glimpse
of how Opramoas continued the work of his father and expanded
his network of imperial supporters. 153 Several of the governors
even assisted in bringing Opramoas to the attention of the emperor
Antoninus Pius, who honoured him in letters on more than a dozen
occasions.154 This does not look like a man eroding his economic

151 TAM 905, IIE, lines 10-14. From the proceeding information and text 14 and XIIIC,
line 4, it is clear that his first positions were held through his father.

'52 7-AM905. IF. Contra Quass 1993: 177-178. who only sees the euergetistic side of the
handling of taxes.

'53 Opramoas enjoyed the patronage of effectively every governor in Lye i a during the
period. We know the name of the governor in twenty-two years of the twenty-eight
years covered by the inscriptions, and all of those more than ten governors found it
worth their while to support Opramoas - one or two of them, though, only after some
initial resistance. On completion of the lykiarchy Opramoas was voted extraordinary
honours. Asked to support'this, the governor cryptically replies that the koinon ought to
follow established practice. This is probably not support, as Kokkinia takes it to be, but
rather an attempt to curb the ambitions of Opramoas. The following governor continues
the resistance to these extraordinary honours but is outmanoeuvred by Opramoas who
secures the backing of the emperor (TAMgos, VIIA-VIIIA, Kokkinia 2000: 225-228).
Rather than a "potlatch" aristocrat, Opramoas better fits Tacitus' category (Ann. xv,
xx) of leading provincial magnates whose great wealth allowed them to dominate the
province and were of crucial importance to the governor.

154 TAM 905, texts 37-51 are letters from the emperor honouring Opramoas. Several had
been supported by the patronage of governors. Heberdey 1897: 70-71 has a convenient
list.
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base by excessive expenditures. Instead, the inscriptions convey
the impression of a family steadily increasing its resources and
sphere of influence. A further indication of this is that as his career
progressed he seems to have acquired considerable interests in
the province outside his hometown Rhodiapolis. Some of the later
inscriptions show him as having acquired citizenship in several
other Lycian communities. He is also described as pursuing poli-
ties actively in all the cities of Lycia - a fact which is documented
by the very wide distribution of his benefactions across a broad
selection of the cities in the province. 155 They could, of course,
be interpreted as an instance of pure generosity, but it seems more
reasonable to take them as a sign of Opramoas' need to cultivate
his interests on a province-wide scale. He had now grown beyond
his hometown.

In this connection, it is certainly not without interest that the
family continued its expansive move in the next generation. One of
the last inscriptions proudly records that a niece of Opramoas had
entered the imperial elite by marrying the senator, Claudius Agrip-
pinus. '5 The couple is also known from a fascinating inscription
found in the Lycian city Oenoanda, listing a genealogy of another
leading Lycian family. '57 From that we can see that Agrippinus
eventually reached the office of consul. In the generations follow-
ing this union we find senators, consuls and even a governor for
the province ofLycia and Pamphylia from this family. Agrippinus
himself was from an old family of lykiarchs. One of his forefa-
thers was lykiarch as early as around the middle of the first century.
Two generations later we find Agrippinus' grandmother marrying
a Roman aristocrat, who held the governorship of Spain and also
commanded a legion. The daughter of this marriage married a
lykiarch and in the next generation we then find the son, Claudius,
and the daughter, Claudia Helena, re-entering the imperial
aristocracy.

As a group the inscriptions show in detail how the interac-
tion of local elites with the tributary empire gradually led to the

155 TAM 905, VIIIB-E mentions six cities without being exhaustive. Texts 53 and 59 show
the wide dispersal of Opramoas' benefactions.

156 TAMgos- XVIIID, lines 12-13.
57 IGR III, 500. See Heberdey and Kalinka 1896 for a graphic representation.
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formation of stronger and richer elite groups. At the pinnacle of
this elite, are to be found some families which had risen to a level
of wealth that made them big even in a provincial context and
whose interests would often have exceeded the bounds of their
local community. This made them attractive partners for already
established members of the imperial elite, both in terms of marriage
and as resourceful allies who could be promoted into the highest
orders of imperial society as they invariably needed replenish-
ment. '58 Detailed and painstaking prosopographical research into
the composition of the Roman senate has revealed how during
the first two centuries AD under the auspices of the emperors, it
changed from a body of Italian aristocrats to a gathering of the
"best" men" from across the Empire. '59 This is, of course, a sign
of the relative weakness of the senatorial aristocracy. But it also
reveals the strength of the imperial system. It managed, as it were,
to (re)fashion and (re)produce its own elite. 160 What is more, this
was done on a steadily increasing scale as larger and larger accu-
mulations of provincial land were merged into the existing stock
of wealth in the hands of the imperial elite. Thus, to talk about
the weakness of the imperial aristocracy is paradoxical, for it grew
richer and came to command larger social resources through its
dependence on the imperial system. Like the Mughal Empire, the
Roman Empire appears to have worked like a powerful revenue
pump.

Tributary integration: the market as surplus transformer

Thus the comparison with Mughal India adds a new perspective
to our understanding of patrimonial bureaucratic empires. The

's8 Saller 1982, chapter 5 on the patterns of the provincial patronage of the unperial elite.
'w The exoression is commonplace in the contemporary literature: Aristeides Or.^

2^4^'7'l"and'DioCassiusr52, 15 with Oliver 1953; Millar 1964: . 02-118^md
Aapte'r 5"ChastagnoFl992 a"d Koda 1998: 172-213, chapter n survey±%reseal;ch
on the changing composition of the senate. Stein 1927, chapters 3-4 and ?>rlerw1"^
White l973a, e.g. 402-417 are still valuable Hammond 1957 is tu"clame"taL,
further Ali-5ldyi977;Hiilfmann 1979; Epigrafia e ordine senatono 1982. Particularly
on knights, see Pflaum 1950; Demougin 1988; Demougin and Deyijver 1999. ^

. 60 A'c'l'eaT expression of this was the creation of a second leg of the imPerial^elite^as
knights we're admitted to powerful positions in the Empire next to the senate; see Sal
1982, especially chapter 3; Hopkins l983a:[76-184.
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customary emphasis on a conflict of interest between tributary
empire and various rent-taking aristocratic strata is only one part
of the imperial experience. The empire is not just engaging in a
socially destructive war against its aristocracy where it will either,
as a capstone in John Hall's phrase, curtail and break the landed
elites or disintegrate into numerous small cells. Rather, the central

power depended for its existence on partly dissolving the oppo-
sition and successfully integrating the more local forms of power
into the imperial fabric. Some years ago the late Burton Stein, a
historian of pre-colonial India, put forward the concept of seg-
mentary state to denote this kind of political system. By this he
meant that the imperial state could not be reduced to the cen-
tral institutions of the emperor's household and the army, it also
encompassed "a large sub-stratum of local lordships, magnates
or... honoratiores". '6' The great advantage of Stein's formulation
is that it recognises that state (tribute) and local forms of power
(feudal rent) are not absolutely separate. As aristocracies come to
participate in the functions of the state system, through office hold-
ing and the collection of taxes, the two forms of authority begin
to blend. Invariably they become intertwined and, depending on
the success and durability of the imperial formation, mutually
supportive.

Tribute extraction, in other words, was never just a question
of depleting the resources of local communities. In return for
handling taxation, aristocrats were, as we have seen, allowed to
profit substantially at various strategic points in the process. This
needs to be added to the bill if we are to reach a proper assess-
ment of the economic impact of the Roman state. At least for
the central aristocratic groups, senate and knights in the impe-
rial administration, it is possible to get an idea of how this works
out in our quantitative model of the imperial economy (Table 2. 1,
step 11). Based on Pliny's letters, Duncan-Jones has estimated the
annual income (not to be mistaken for the census requirement)
of a middling senator at approximately HS i million in the early

Stein 1985(1, especially 387-388 and 410-411, citation from 411. See further Stein
1998: 18-30, stressing the duality of conflict and dependence.
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second century AD. 162 Some senatorial households would have
experienced inuch greater incomes. On the other hand, some also
had problems even in meeting the economic requirements of a
political career. 163 Hence it seems reasonable to adopt the figure
based on Pliny's experience as an average annual income for the
6oo or so senators, even though we might actually be underestimat-
ing the wealth of the senate then. '64 The contours of the equestrian
tranche of the central imperial elite are more hazy. But to judge
from the growing number ofequestrian procuratorships (127 are
attested in the reign of Marcus Aurelius) it would have required a
group more or less equal in size to the senate to fill the spaces. 5
The wealthiest and most powerful knights clearly were richer than
many members of the senate. But this would not generally have
been the rule, rather the opposite would have been the case if the
lower property qualification of this group is anything to go by. A
fair guestimate would put the income of the equestrian members
of the central imperial aristocracy at half that of the senate. In
numbers this gives 600 x HS I million + 50% = HS 900 million
or an extra 15% of the disposable surplus to be added to the 15%
which was estimated above for central government expenditure
(Table 2. 1, step 11).

This makes the Roman Empire look a lot more like the Mughal
Empire, especially if we take into consideration that the Mughals'
notional intake ofone-third of production in reality would probably
have been closer to one-fourth or one-fifth. Then when we
subtract the substantial part that went into the pockets of the local
aristocracies, the wmindars, the two empires come to look very
much alike. The revenue of the central imperial system seems to

Duncan-Jones 1982, chapter I. See also Hopkins 2000, n. 5 for some comments on the
material informing us of the scale of aristocratic wealth.

163 Millar 1977: 297-300. 4 Chastagnol 1992, chapter [0.
15 Whittaker 1993, chapter) 2: 61-62 adopts a similar figure for the size of the equestrian

section of the imperial elite. Pflaum 1950 and 1960-1 are the classic studies of the
equestrian imperial procurators.

166 The Mughal revenue intake is a thorny issue. But independently of how we assess this
problem two things operate in favour of lowering towards one-fourth or one-flfth of
GDP. The figure of one-third is of agricultural production. To be strictly comparable
to our Roman figure, it should be adjusted to take account of urban production and
services which only contributed modestly to Mughal taxes. On top of this, many cash
crops were only taxed at a rate of one-fifth. Taken together these two factors go a long
way to bring the Mughal tax figure within "our" range.
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have been within a range of 10-20% of GDP in both cases. This
does not look impressive. But when we realise that this would
have constituted close to one-third of the disposable surplus in
the Roman case (and it cannot have been wildly different in the
Mughal case) it is clear that it could not easily have been much
larger (Fig. 2. 3 is a graphic representation of the model). '67

As already mentioned, the revenues of the imperial system
(emperor, army and central aristocracy) were spent unevenly across
the empires and often at a considerable distance from their collec-
tion point. In the Roman case it was to a very large extent consumed
by emperor and elite in the capital and in the border regions where
the army was stationed. 168 This means that much of the revenue
intake had to enter regional and interregional circulation in order to
reach its point of expenditure. In Table 2. 1, step 12, 1 have tried to
indicate the consequences of different proportions of GDP going
outside its nearest marketing network, that is, entering intercity
resource flows. At 10% ofGDP, about 20-25% of the disposable
surplus would be spoken for in this way. At 20% of GDP it would
be 45-50%. Clearly this must be pushing against the maximum
limit of what could have happened. Even though the consumer-city
model has been hotly debated, few people would doubt that a very
large section of the surplus was spent locally by the municipal
aristocracies around the numerous ordinary cities of the empire.
Data from both eighteenth- and nineteenth-century India and late
imperial China, too, suggests that we should envisage a level of
intercity exchange of between 10 and 20% of GDP in the Roman
Empire. 9

167 Huang 1974: 159-i 61 on Ming China shows the narrow limits for imperial taxation.
168 Whittaker 1993, chapter 12: 61-62 for a balanced account of imperial aristocratic

consumption.

lb9 Yang 1998: 223-224 lists a number of estimates from eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century India. They indicate a rise in the marketable surplus from 20 to 30% of
production. Of this a significant portion is bound to have been sold within the region
of production. One estimate saw about 10% of agricultural production enter wider net-
works of circulation. Expressed as a proportion of GDP, when manufactured products
and other luxuries are added into the calculation, this suggests a level of interregional
trade of about 10-20% of'GDP. Perkins 1969: 115-120 estimates total value of inter-
regional trade in late imperial China at 15-20% of gross farm output. Expressed as a
proportion of GDP (farm output plus production and services in the cities) the figure
will be a little lower, perhaps 10-15%.
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53 State net

expenditure

0 Imperial
elite

E3 Remaining
surplus

E3 Agricultural
subsistence

Fig. 2. 3 Roman GDP, surplus and tributary empire

For our understanding of the economy of the Empire this sce-
nario has important implications. To begin with, it is difficult to
identity market exchange as the dominant organising force ofeco-
nomic integration in the empire. At our imagined maximum level
of interregional resource transfers, expenditure related to the cen-
tral imperial system would be able to account for up to two-thirds.
In practice, some of this would have gone into property trans-
fers from tribute payers to the tribute-receiving groups in society.
This is the implication of the processes of increased concentra-
tion of agricultural land in aristocratic hands described above.
But even in that case, a large part of the politically extracted sur-
plus would still have had to be exchanged between the different
regions of the empire. '7" No wonder that archaeologists again and
again emphasise the different scale of activity between Greek and
Roman history. 171 Imperial tribute extraction must have dramat-
ically changed and expanded or at least considerably modified
the pre-existing pattern of economic circulation in the Mediter-
ranean world. If we want to speak of economic unity in the Roman
Empire we would do well to start by looking for tribute extraction
and the shared processes of elite formation and concentration of
landed property rather than a conglomeration of interconnected
capitalist markets. Consumption related to the profits of empire
comes out as such a powerful stimulus that there cannot be much
room for a development in interregional trade driven by regions

170 See Jongman 2006: 248-50 for an attempt to model the scale of property transfers
spawned by the imposition of an imperial tribute.

171 Mattingly and Salmon 2001: 3-14.
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specialising in single products and exchanging them with one
another. '72

This may be stated with confidence. Even if we should have
underestimated the value of the economic surplus and interre-
gional trade in our model by, say, a third, the conclusion is not
much affected; imperial expenditure would still be able to account
for up to 50% of our maximum level of intercity transfers. This
would, for instance, be the case if the average price of grain rather
than the HS 3 adopted in our calculations was closer to HS 4 per
modius. But that would have to be considered a high price in many
regions of the empire, acceptable perhaps in times of threatening
famine, but not characteristic of the prevailing conditions. 173 A
similar effect would be produced by increasing the estimate of the
Roman population from 60 to 80 million. However, that popula-
tion figure represents the plausible maximum. It is as high as the
more optimistic of modern considered estimates go. Of course, the
compounded effect of adopting both modifications to the model
would be more serious, though far from damaging. Such a pro-
cedure would reduce the combined weight of imperial state and
aristocracy in the surplus to approximately 15%. That would still
be a very noticeable, but admittedly weaker, force in the imperial
economy (see Table 2. 1, step 13 for a summary).

But why would we choose to compound our most optimistic
estimates? It is certainly not necessary in order to accommodate
.

a more optimistic" view of exchange in the empire. A model of
an agrarian economy which provides for some 10-20% of GDP
to be transferred between localities does not present a "minimal-
ist" scenario of Roman exchange activities, quite the reverse. It
bears emphasis that the different parameters adopted in the model
cannot simply be increased at will. One of the advantages ofquan-
titative speculation is that it enables us to observe how the different
parameters are interrelated. Increasing the value of GDP, without
changing our estimate of state expenditure, has the questionable

Cf. Perkins 1969: I2&-I23 on the pattern of interregional trade in the Chinese Empire;
the politically determined consumption of emperor and his elite dominated over inter-
regional specialisation.

Cf. the edict of the governor Antistius Rusticus proclaiming i denarius per moclius
ot grain (twice the normal level) as the maximum permitted price during a famine in
Pisidian Antioch (AE 1925, 126 = Sherk 1988, no. 107).
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implication of reducing the weight of government institutions to
almost nothing in the economy. In the present case of a compound
increase in grain price and population size, the costs of impe-
rial court and army are reduced to 3-4% of GDP. That would be
difficult to justify. '74 The model already operates with a "small-
scale" Roman state. There is little reason to make it even smaller.
Only a generation ago, leading historians such as Jones and Brunt
thought of Roman taxation as oppressive. '75 The Roman emperor
was the single biggest landowner in the empire; and the fiscus
drew substantial rents from these extensive properties. A recent
estimate of taxation in the province of Egypt sees the Roman
authorities claiming perhaps some 20% of provincial economic
output. Taken together, these two observations alone would suf-
fice to bring Roman government income within the range of 3-
4% of GDP, thus precluding the need for any further taxation
around the rest of the empire. To this list must also be added
income from precious metal mines and stone quarries. It is diffi-
cult to fit the Roman state within the narrow limits of 3-4% of
GDP. '76

174 For some general reflections, Hopkins 1995-6 (more accessible in Scheidel and von
Reden 2002: 201-203).

175 Brunt 1990, chapter 15; Jones 1974, chapter 8.
176 Exact figures cannot be hoped for, of course. But 'crown' lands, as in most other

pre-industrial monarchies, are unlikely not to have constituted several per cent of
agricultural property. Egypt, however, allows at least some hypothetical reflection; it is
the province which provides us with the most abundant evidence of levels of taxation
and" production. Working from this Duncan-Jones (1994: 52-55) has estimated the
revenue claim of the Roman state in Egypt in the second century to be in the area of
HS 250 million. Very roughly this can be estimated as 20-25% of the province's GDP.
Egypt was an extremely productive province with grain yields beyond comparison in
the' Roman world. It also had a rich luxury trade passing through it. If we estimate
Egypt's GDP as at least 10% of the imperial total we cannot possibly be going too high
rather the opposite. This means that the tax claim on Egypt alone will have equalled
at least 2% of imperial GDP (one-fifth of 10% of imperial GDP). As already noted,
Duncan-Jones (1994: 45-46) estimates government expenditure in the second century
to be around HS 900 million. This is about 3. 6 times the value of the Egyptian tax
figure which equalled a minimum of 2% of GDP. HS 900 million, and hence state
expenditure, will then have been around 7% of GDP. This is, at least suggestive. The
figures are very uncertain and the method of calculation is too simplistic. Thus Hopkins
1995-6: 44 finds Duncan-Jones' estimate of Egyptian revenue implausibly high partly
because Hopkins overestimates the proportion of this revenue in the state budget
partly because he forgets that a substantial part of the revenue was likely to "disappear'
between collection point and state consumption. However, there is no doubt that the
Egyptian revenues were of extreme importance for the Roman state.
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In other words, though we do not and never will know the exact

size of the Roman economy, our speculative modelling has to oper-
ate within certain constraints. Increasing one parameter may well
require us to reduce another in order to keep the dimensions real-
istic. Perhaps the most problematic parameter in the quantification
of the Roman economy is the choice of multiplier from minimum
subsistence to GDP, set by Hopkins to 1. 5. One cannot claim that it
could not possibly be any bigger. But it could not be much bigger.
The limits can be explored by setting up a simple equation describ-
ing the living standards which are possible for different population
segments under different productivity/income regimes (how many
times subsistence). Table 2. 2 explains the mathematics and sum-
marises the results of using different values for the agricultural

population, for economies in the range of 2-3 times minimum
subsistence. Let us examine the implications of the most prosper-
ous scenario sketched in the table, 3 times minimum subsistence.
If 80% of the population was engaged in agriculture then it would
be able to have a living standard at 2.5 times minimum subsis-
tence while the 20% non-agricultural/urban could live at 5 times
subsistence. Make the agricultural population 60% and the corre-
spending figures would fall to 2 and 4 times subsistence. With the
agricultural population constituting only 40%, it could still live at
1. 88 times minimum subsistence and the non-agricultural popula-
tion at 3.76 times. This does not seem a realistic possibility for the
Empire taken as a whole, which mixed rich and poor regions. Three
times subsistence would imply that the entire Roman world was
approaching the level of productivity which was achieved (excep-
tionally) in England by the middle of the eighteenth century, one
of the most prosperous pre-industrial economies on record, where
only four out of ten had to be employed in agriculture. Stated dif-
ferently, it would require the Roman economy as a whole to sustain
a level of production which was probably not even achieved in its
agriculturally most prosperous region, the fertile, Nile-inundated
province of Egypt. '77 Both conditions are implausible.

177 The study by D. Thompson of the Ptolemaic village Kerkeosiris revealed an agricultural
regime with 7 aroura available per family. With yields at TO times seed, and I artaba of
wheat sown per aroura, then if all land for convenience's sake is imagined to have been
planted with wheat, total net production would be 63 artabai. A family of five would
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Table 2. 2 Living standards for different groups of population
under different productivity regimes

Let a be the proportion of the population engaged in agriculture, then
the non-agriculturally employed population is (i-a); and let x represent
the basic standard of living for the agricultural population and allow the
non-agricultural population to live at twice this level. S equals
subsistence and y is the number of times subsistence at which per
capita production takes place.

2x(i-a)+xa=y * S
x (2-a) = y * S
x = y/(2-a) * S

Living standards (x) expressed as times subsistence for the agricultural/
(urban) population at different production levels

(y) Production at:

(a) Population
in Agriculture

3 times

subsistence
2.5 times
subsistence

2 times

subsistence

8o%
6o%
40%

2. 5" (5)
2. 14(4. 28)
1. 88(3. 76)

2.08 (4. i 6)
1. 79(3. 58)
1. 56(3. 12)

1.67(3. 34)
1.43(2.86)
1. 25(2. 5)

At 3 times subsistence a scenario of only 40% of the population
employed in agriculture begins to look plausible. Standards of living for
the agricultural population can be maintained at a reasonably generous
level while the non-agricultural population does very well. Both groups
would in fact be marginally better off than a population with 80% in
agriculture with per capita income at 2 times minimum subsistence.
The latter scenario, however, would still be a reflection of fairly wealthy
conditions far away from an agricultural minimum state, and most
likely represents a hypothetical maximum for the Roman economy.

When we look at the Roman Empire in its entirety, comparisons
of averages are more appropriate on a continental scale, rather
than with smaller, particularly prosperous regions. Estimates of
average per capita incomes for pre-industrial Europe as a whole

require some 32 artabai for a very minimal own consumption, a family of four some
24 artabai. Total production would therefore be between 2 and 2.5 times minimum
subsistence. The Roman world could not possibly have exceeded that.
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would suggest that the plausible range for the Roman economy
would have to be placed somewhere between i and 2 times mini-
mum subsistence. [7S This locates the hypothetical maximum at the
low rather than the high end of our table of alternative, more optim-
istic scenarios for Roman living standards. Pressin.g the Roman

economy to a maximum of 2 times subsistence would as much

as double my estimated surplus (though in practice probably less
since it was calculated generously). The imperial state and aris-
tocracy would then account for a minimum of 15% of the surplus.
As already stated, that would be far from a negligible influence
on economic circulation; it would still represent a very significant
change from conditions before the imposition of Empire. But this
low result would have to be considered an absolute minimum and,
as explained, an unlikely estimate of the share of the imperial
system in the overall economy. Within the plausible limits for the
Roman economy, therefore, it would be difficult not to ascribe to
imperial surplus extraction, the role of a key stimulus of interre-
gional economic flows.

This stimulus, however, did not play itself out only or primarily
within a state-redistributive system of goods in kind, such as might
be envisaged along the line of thought of Polanyi. The imperial
state, for one thing, as already argued, did not have the organisa-
tional capacity. Markets were a necessary intermediary. Taking a
last glance at our Mughal comparison, we can say that in the kind
of tributary system described here, the role of market exchange and
interregional trade is not first and foremost that of co-ordinating
and organising the economy in an interregional division of labour.
Rather its task is the subordinate one of acting as transformer and

11S Macltiison 2001, 46 (figures for the "developed" world). In general chapter I and
appendix B. I suspect that Maddison underestimates production both in the ancient
world and in early modern China. The European figures, however, are more reliable.
Here he presents a development rising from a real minimum per capita of $400 around
AD 1000 to approximately twice that level in [700. In general, as North 2005: 91
observes from these data, the difference between rich and poor countries fluctuates
between I and 2 times. Jongman 2006: 241 is right in guessing 2-3 times subsistence
as the upper limit for productivity. But the larger the geographical area under conside-
ration, the closer the maximum average will approach 2 times. The richest agricul-
tural regions were generally fairly circumscribed and appear against a more extensive
background of considerably less productive regions. Saller 2002: 259-261 places the
Roman economy in a band between 1. 2 and 1. 5 times subsistence.
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conveyer of the extracted surplus. 179 The majority of tax payers
were grain-producing peasants, but the requirements of the impe-
rial state were much more diverse. Neither the Roman nor the

Mughal government and different layers of imperial elites, would
have been able to put to good use all the food grains which they
potentially commanded. "The good husbandman", as even that
arch-proponent of traditional agricultural virtues, Cato, admon-
ished, "should be a seller, not a buyer". Therefore government and
aristocratic elites required the services of markets and traders to
mobilise parts of the suq?lus by converting agricultural produce
into money which could be stored and used later in other contexts
to buy different products. In the Mughal Empire, a significant part
of the taxes came to be remitted in coin rather than kind. Something
similar was suggested by Hopkins for the Roman Empire. But in
both Empires, this process ofcommercialising the agricultural sur-
plus is likely to have been uneven. Some, even many, taxes would
still have been paid in kind; not all peasants would have been heav-
ily involved in market transactions. Often, the peasant would have
handed over part of his production to bigger landowners or tax
collectors, who would then have undertaken to cart the produce to
market, near or distant according to circumstances. Alternatively,
the landowner might pass on the produce to merchants at the farm
gate or even unharvestecl on the field. 18' The imperial government
would also frequently have availed itself of markets to convert
excess produce into monetary wealth. Instalments of the Egyptian
grain tax found their way onto the private market in Puteoli, the
harbour where the imperial grain fleet arrived from Alexandria
before the construction of better port facilities at the mouth of the
Tiber. Even surplus medicinal herbs from the Cretan estates of the
emperors were sold on the market through commercial agents. '82

179 Bayly 1983: 63-68. This is the frequently overlooked implication ofHopkins' taxes-
and-trade model.

Is° Hopkins 1995-6 (cited in Scheidel and von Reden 2002: 216-17).
'8' Cato Agr. , quotation from 11. 7 ("patrem familias vendacem, non emacem esse oportet");

advance sales: CXLVI-I1: sale of wine in jars: CXLVIII.
182 Galen XIV, 9 (on the medicinal herbs), TPSulp. 45, 46, 51, 52, 79 (on Alexandrian

wheat used for commercial speculation in Puteoli). Lo Cascio 2006 for the imperial
state as a large seller in the market.
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Merchants and traders, to borrow an expression commonly used
by Mughal historians, served to oil the wheels of the agricultural
economy and the process of tribute extraction. Sometimes, this

saw the creation of links between commercial investment, money-
lending and collection of taxes. In Roman history, such activities
have traditionally been connected with the great companies of
publicani, the tax-farmers who played a prominent role in mid-
die and late republican history. But the phenomenon should by
no means be seen as confined to that period or as restricted to
that scale of activity only. 183 In early imperial Pompeii we find
the more humble auctioneer Jucundus also engaging in farming
urban revenues. '^ Documents from second-century Egypt add
a few more tesserae to our fragmentary mosaic. One contract
reveals a member of the local political elite, who was active in
the collection of taxes, financing the trading trip of a group of mer-
chants. Another, recent, and by now famous, papyms, the so-called
Muziris Papyrus, provides evidence of a loan to finance a cargo
of Oriental luxury goods, presumably intended for the market in
Rome, to the value of almost HS 7 million. As Rathbone, among
others, has suggested, it is difficult not to see the involvement of the
imperial aristocracy here. Investing in a cargo worth several times
the minimum fortune of a Roman senator was an efficient way of
transferring wealth from the provinces to the imperial capital. 185
In that perspective, the dichotomy between market and state redis-
tribution, which has attracted so much attention over the years,
reveals itself to be a modernist construct. In the Empire both activ-
ities, often in direct collaboration, aimed at turning the extracted
tribute into flexible resources which could be disposed of in other
contexts. 186

, "?"? 2007: 3I-54 for a general discussion, but with a focus on late antique material.
1!<4 Cf. the tablets from his archive containing receipts confirming payment by Jucundus

to the city of what is due on these account: CIL IV, suppl. [, pp. 382-404 (tablets nos.
138-151) with Andreau 1974: 53-71.

1 Rathbo"e 2003: 215-225. For analysis of the documents, see Casson 1986;1990;and
Rathbone 2001.

De Salvo 1992: 69-78 is a good example of how meaningless the distinction between
free trade and state redistribution can be. The boats carrying the grain arriving in Rome
may have been free but their cargoes were dominated by state shipments.
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Growth and/or tributary concentration

Such a system of markets developing around political exploitation
is what Weber referred to as political capitalism or even "Raub
Kapitalismus" (robber capitalism). 187 According to the standard
view, this is an arbitrary and disruptive sort of economic activity.
But there is an "error" in perspective here. Clearly the type of
economic exploitation which I have described in such detail above
does not fit the doctrines of liberal, legally ordered economics
well. 188 However, while it did not offer the stability and security
of economic assets which we have come to expect today, the close
alliance between empire and aristocratic groups did nonetheless
constitute a solid and enduring kind of order. In a closely argued
critique of the sociological tradition on tributary empires, Michael
Mann has suggested that the alliance between state and aristocracy
was socially productive; their mutual collaboration produced a
synergistic effect which increased extraction and the agricultural
surplus and therefore allowed greater scope for the development
of manufacture and trade. '89

This brings us to the question of growth. But first some clarifi-
cation of the meaning of the term is called for. Growth is far from
being an unambiguous concept. Clearly, from a modern perspec-
tive the most interesting question to pursue is whether the economy
of the Roman Empire experienced significant growth in per capita
incomes. 190 Some have argued along these lines, albeit with con-
siderable differences in degree. 191 Central to this argument has
been the identification of some gradual developments in technol-
ogy, such as growth in the tonnage of ships, reduction of the weight
of amphorae in relation to the volume of their contents, investment

'87 Lo Cascio 1991; Whittaker 1994; Schiavone 2000, chapter 3 have a clear understanding
of the submission of the market to tributary forces. Love 1991: 223-245 on Weber's
political capitalism.

188 Jones 1988: 135 notes that it is difficult from a modem perspective to understand how
markets could work under those circumstances.

189 Mann 1986: 167-174 and chapter 9.
190 Millett 2001 discusses modern notions of growth and the ancient economy.
19' Compare the cautious account ot'Hopkins 1995-6 with Mattingly 1996 and Hitchner

2005.
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in bigger olive presses and the like. '92 There may also have been
some pockets of rising agricultural prosperity where producers
were able to take advantage of expanding markets to increase spe-
cialisation and improve productivity. Such processes have been
suggested for Rome's Italian hinterland (Etruria-Campania) dur-
ing the late Republic and early Empire. '93 Yet it is difficult to reach
an assessment of the impact of those and similar developments in
terms of increasing overall productivity in the Roman economy at
large. Most such developments, I suspect, will have improved eco-
nomic performance only marginally. 194 Elsewhere I have argued
that the greater efficiency of African as compared to Spanish oil
amphorae would have lowered the sales price of oil by less than
5%. 195

Ultimately, in the absence of statistics, the measurement of per
capi ta growth will remain beyond our grasp. This should be no

cause for sleepless nights. Per capita growth is in any case a very
problematical concept to apply to an economy which was heav-
ily dominated by pre-modern agricultural production. The classic
illustration of this is economic developments in Europe following
the Black Death. In the aftermath of the pandemic, aggregate pro-
duction plummeted while the decimated population experienced
a strong growth in per capita income as more and better land
became available to the individual peasant. '96 In traditional agri-
culture, increased production is often only achieved at the price of
falling marginal returns. Essentially the peasant is faced with the
choice of working existing land harder or expanding the cultivated
area by bringing more marginal lands under the plough. Either
way the increase in production tends to require a proportionately
bigger increase in the amount of labour. Production expands, but

192 Hopkins 19836; Peacock and Williams 1986: 51-53; Greene 2000; Wilson 2002.
193 On this, see Scheidel 20073 (building on Morley 1996) and 2007b.
94 Saller 2002 for some cautionary observations; moderate growth can easily explain

developments.
ly5 Bang 2002a, n. 69. Cf. Lelener 2006.
19f> Livi-Bacci [992: 47-54; more generally Braudet 1981: 32-34, pace Persson 1988 (in

the long ran no pre-industrial agrarian economy can really escape this constraint, cf.
Wrigley 1988. Stagnation should not primsirily be put down to a result of exogenous
shocks, as Persson 1988: 131-135 also has to concede). See Scheidel 2002 for an
attempt to understand the economic effects of the Antonine Plague affecting the Roman
world in the l6os AD in terms parallel to the Black Death.
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productivity declines. The income of the peasant grows but it is
by no means clear that his living conditions improve correspond-
ingly. 197 Obviously this puts very severe limits on how much the
production of the individual peasant households can be increased.
That being so, the total command over or availability of human
labour is probably a much better key to unlocking the secrets of the
economic performance of the Empire than the notion of substantial
and sustained increases in productivity in the economy at large.

To begin with, the increased power of the tribute-cum-rent nexus
may have succeeded in forcing peasants to work harder. This can
be seen as a process in which the tributary system mobilised the
resources of mral underemployment. The scope for such intensifi-
cation varied considerably according to local conditions. It was
greatest and most visible in the western provinces where sur-
plus extraction was brought closer to the greater level of inten-
sity required to sustain Mediterranean civilisation. '98 But both the
growth of slavery in the wake of the Roman conquests and the
development which can be followed in the legal sources, where
a distinction between honestiores and humiliores from the early
second century AD gradually overtakes the distinction between
Roman citizens and aliens, may indicate a general intensification
in the exploitation of ilpopulo minuto. 199

It is questionable, however, whether this trend towards inten-
sified cultivation ever materialised as a sustained increase m per

capita production. There were countervailing forces. Completely
stationary populations are rare. It now seems generally agreed that
there was a modest rise in the population figure during the first two
centuries AD. The most plausible recent estimate sees the popula-
tion growing from around 45 million in the age of Augustus to just
over 60 million in the middle of the second century AD before the
onset of the Antonine plague.200 As a consequence, existing fields

197 Boserup 1965; Sahlins 1972: Chayanov 1986, chapter 2.
lt)8 Woolf 2001. See Hopkins 2000: 257-259 for some model calculations showing how

rents and taxes increase the area of cultivable land needed by the peasant household
to sustain itself. Instead of more land, peasants may have to work existing fields more
intensively.

199 N0rlund 1920; Garnsey 1970; Finley 1980, chapter 4 on this. Garnsey and Humfress
2001, chapter 5 for a nuanced discussion.

200 Frier200oa: 8 [2-8 it.
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would have had to be shared by more producers and the area of cul-
tivation to be extended into new zones, bringing less fertile, more
marginal lands under cultivation. 201 This would have pulled in the
opposite direction, producing a tendency towards falling per capita
production, as individual peasant families would have had to work
harder simply to achieve the same outcome. Even so, in aggregate
terms the economy would still have continued to expand as long
as the new producers were able to grow a surplus. 202 Obviously, it
will never be possible to work out the combined economic effect
of these two countervailing forces of agricultural intensification

in exact terms. But we may gain a clearer understanding of the
problem through a hypothetical experiment. If we assume that the
politically induced increase in household production would have
been nullified by a fall in productivity caused by the need to culti-
vate more marginal lands, thus preserving per capita production at
an unchanged level, we are still looking at an aggregate expansion
of the economic surplus by around one-third between the time of
Augustus and the early years of Marcus Aurelius. In other words,
actual per capita growth is not necessary to explain much, if not
most, of the increased level of activity that archaeologists have
documented for the early Empire. 203

This points to by far the most important aspect of the devel-
opments presented by the Roman economy: sheer mass. The for-
mation of a Mediterranean empire need not necessarily have led
to a substantial growth in per capita production, at most only a
moderate increase. 4 But the Empire brought together the pro-
ductive capacity of many more people under the same tributary

101 Developments in Africa are a good example, Barker and Mattingly 1996, Dietz,
Sebai and Ben Hassen 1995, 0rsted et at. 2000. So is the Syrian limestone mas-
sif, Pollard 2000: 201-236. Both expanded the agricultural frontier into marginal
zones.

Pace Hitchner 2005: 222, n. 30 who holds that the Roman Empire stayed clear of the
constraint of falling marginal returns. But he has misunderstood the concept. It does
not imply that production falls off, as he thinks, only that increased production happens
at lower productivity.

3 Mattingly and Salmon 2001: 3-14 in general emphasise the difference in scale of
individual economic phenomena as a central distinction between Greek and Roman
economic history. Greene 1986; 2000, Wilson 2002 assembles much of the archaeo-
logical evidence for the increased scale of Roman economic activity.

204 See Saller 2002 for a moderate growth scenario.
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umbrella.205 That was the decisive feature of the imperial econ-
omy. It enabled it to mobilise, amass and concentrate resources
from a much wider area than its predecessors. As a result, the
dimensions of the political economy changed dramatically onto a
vastly different scale of activity. 20 The clearest illustration of this
is the formation of very large, individual market concentrations.
The imperial capital Rome is, of course, the leading example. With
a population generally believed to have reached the million mark,
it constituted a concentration of demand not to be equalled in
Europe again until the Industrial Revolution. However impressive,
Rome should not monopolise our attention. Compared with the
urban network of early modern Europe, the system of cities which
made up the Empire stands out by the more dominant position
occupied by large urban concentrations (over 100,000). Alexan-
dria, Antioch and Carthage taken together are generally believed
to have comprised perhaps another million inhabitants.207 In addi-
tion, there are almost a dozen other putative candidates for the over
100,000 category. As late as 1700 Europe still did not decisively
exceed that number, even though it had a larger population base.
Instead it had many more medium-sized cities (over 10,000). In
l8oo, between 300 and 400 had reached that level. The numerous,
but quite modest, cities in the Roman world notwithstanding, a
similarly dense layer of medium-sized cities is hard to identify. In
other words, the tributary system maintained a much steeper urban
hierarchy, concentrating resources from a very broad base into a
relatively restricted number of very large cities.208

205 Livi-Bacci 1992: 109 following Boserup 1981 sees the aggregate effect of large popu-
lations as more important for the formation of large urban concentrations than marginal
variations in per capita income under pre-industrial conditions.

20 Cf. Wickham 2005 arguing that the key difference between the economies of the Roman
and post-Roman West is the gradual collapse of taxation; this significantly reduced the
scale of economic activity.

207 Hurst 1993 reminds us not to inflate ancient urban populations. Carthage, though still
large, may have been smaller than is often thought.

208 Woolf 1997 points in the same direction but warns against seeing the empire as primarily
responsible for the strongly pronounced hierarchy in the East. The urban system had
already existed before imperial rule. Therefore he points to trade and cultural exchanges
as equally important in shaping the system. But, as he also recognises (p. 12), the growth
of large cities in the eastern Mediterranean was closely linked with the formation of
larger states. Moreover, Roman rule maintained this hierarchy by underwriting the
strength of the aristocracies residing in the most prominent urban centres. Antioch
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If the Mughal comparison is anything to go by, the stronger
concentration of surplus consumption would have increased the
scale of individual resource flows, creating some large "centralised
trades" and "arterial routes". 2°9 Such a scenario seems equally rel-
evant for the Roman Empire. The supplies reaching Rome are an
obvious case in point. But the pattern is also found in the provinces.
Gaul, for instance, presents an image of strongly concentrated
trades closely linked with the imperial system. Here the Rhone-
Sa6ne-Rhine axis stands out as the dominant artery, serving as the
supply route for the imperial legions stationed on the Gennanic
border. This gave rise to a system where the need for servicing the
state transports favoured the development of a private commer-
cial infrastructure and trade. But outside this interregional arterial
channel, the exchange economy seems to have been operating in
rather more local or regional cells. 210

in Syria was given a very large hinterland to dominate and administer. Alexandria.
too, benefited enormously from its dominant political position in Egypt. The same
goes for Carthage, which received an extensive chora (territory) to draw its resources
from. Again, the effects of empire were manifest, not only in direct expenditure of the
imperial patrimonium, but also in the fashioning and maintenance of provincial elites.

2"t) Bayly 1983: 65 and 159 and chapter 3.
210 Middleton 1983; Whittaker l994a; Jacobsen 1995.

127



PART II

IMPERIAL BAZAAR

The bazaar is more than a place set aside where people are permitted to come
each day to deceive one another, and more, too. than one more demonstration of
the truth that, under whatever skies, men prefer to buy cheap and sell dear... It
is a distinctive system of social relationships centering around the production
and consumption of goods and services (i.e. a particular kind of economy), and it
deserves analysis as such. .. Bazaar, that Persian word of uncertain origins which
has come to stand in English for the oriental market, thus becomes, like the word
market itself, as much an analytic idea as the name of an institution.

Clifford Geertz, Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society

That that trade was not of a "bourgeois commercial" sort has already been
indicated... The financiers of trade were often princes, religious dignitaries,
and nobles. The merchant gentlemen, as popolo grosso, led a seigneurial way
of life when compared to the popolo minuto, the masses of craftsmen and
"actual traders". Furthermore, the princes and lords were themselves often mer-
chants ... Their trade could be occasional or regular. The former could result in
sudden obstruction of markets, forced purchases, temporary monopolisation.

J. C. van Leur. Indonesian Trade and Societv
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A ROUGH TRADING WORLD: OPAQUE,
VOLATILE AND DISCONTINUOUSLY

CONNECTED MARKETS

We know how varied the prices of things are between individual cities and regions.
Gaius, Digesta 13.4.3

In short, whatever is obstructing the development of a modern economy out of
the general background of the bazaar economy, it is not lack of a "business-like
orientation on the part of the pasaar traders .. . What the bazaar economy lacks
is not elbow room but organisation, not freedom but form.

Geertz, Peddlers and Princes, p. 47

Some thirty years ago a sanctuary for a hitherto almost unknown
ancient goddess, Nehalenia, was found on the Dutch coast, in the
former Roman province of Germania Inferior. The most remark-
able part of the find was the discovery of a fairly large body of
votive inscriptions put up mainly, it seems, by sailors and mer-
chants thanking Nehalenia for their safe return: "To the goddess
Nehalenia for the good preservation of his merchandise Marcus
Secundinius Silvanus, trader in pottery to the province of Britain,
kept his promise freely and dutifully. '" Even in their concise, mat-
ter of fact appearance the inscriptions provide us with a chilling
glimpse into the world of merchants and other travellers in ancient
times. At best, travel was a slow and arduous trial; complaints over
long delays, bumpy roads and never-ending nausea are legion. At
worst it was a dangerous undertaking for which you might have
to pay with your life; wreckage, illness or assault by pirates and
highwaymen were always lurking just around the corner. In such

' AE, 1973, 370: "Deae N[e]haleniae | ob merces recte conservatas M(arcus)
Secund(inius?) Silvanus | negotiator cretariu[s] | Britannicianu[s] | v(otum) s(olvit)
l(ibens) m(erito). " The inscriptions can be found in AE 1973, 362-380 and 1975, 641-
656 with further examples in 1980 and 1983. See also Stuart and Bogaers 1971 and200l,
two catalogues from exhibitions presenting the find.

2 Successfully completed travels were accomplishments to take notice of. Hence the funeral
inscription (5/G3 1229), mentioning the seventy-two safe journeys made by a trader from
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circumstances one could never be too sure. The protection of the
gods was enlisted as a matter of routine. Indeed, the superstitions of
mariners have at all times been legendary and have provided a rich
material for novelists across the centuries. Think, for instance, of

Melville's immortal description of an American whaling commu-
nity in Moby Dick, not to mention the more comical chord struck
by Petronius exploiting the prohibition against cutting one's hair
at sea to put his hard-tested (anti)heroes in yet another ridiculous
pickle.3

This second part of the book will explore the conditions of trade
in the Roman Empire. The first part identified the broad character-
istics of the political economy and the main driving forces behind
interregional trade. The inquiry now proceeds to examine how the
formation of a tributary empire affected the institutional set-up
for trade. Further comparisons drawn from Mughal India will be
employed to suggest new ways of thinking about Roman traders.
A central concern will be to integrate the risks and uncertainties
of ancient commerce into our general understanding of market
institutions. This third chapter will deal with the basic character of
markets and conditions of trade in the Roman Empire. Emphasis
will be placed on the limits to market integration and the volatil-
ity of commercial links. A middle section attempts to deepen the
image of market fragmentation through a very tentative analy-
sis of the few and scattered price records surviving from Roman
Egypt. The chapter then moves on to consider evidence of enduring
cultural and institutional fragmentation within the Roman trading
world, in spite of the greater legal and monetary coherence brought
about by the imperial government. At the end, the bazaar, with its
many irregularities and uncertainties, is suggested as a model for
the functioning of Roman markets.

Hierapolis, Flavius Zeuxis, around Cape Malea to Italy. Andre and Baslez 1993: 437-
447 ancl483-526 is a convenient selection of the material pertaining to the insecurite
chronique of travel in the Greco-Roman world. See also Millar 1981 using Apuleius'
Metamorphoses to give a vivid impression of the hassles and uncertainties of ancient
travel.

3 Petr. Sat. 104-105.
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Transport

By modem standards, the means of transport were both slow and
very much at the mercy of the elements. 4 The latter was more
true of travel by water than by land. However, even on land the
weather could affect travelling conditions significantly. During the
rainy seasons, rivers and lakes might rise above their usual bound-

aries and cause roads to flood, flush away bridges and seriously
impede crossing. Roads, either not built to the best of Roman
standards or not properly maintained, might turn into bottomless
mud holes. In the colder regions of the empire winter could see
roads transformed into slippery ice patches whereas burning sun
in some of the hotter areas would often have forced travellers to

go by the cool but also more frightening night rather than during
daytime. Employed as pack animals or used as traction power for
carts, donkeys, mules, oxen and camels (horses only to a lesser
extent) constituted the basis of Roman land transport. That made
it, on average, considerably slower than waterborne transport, but
above all a lot more expensive, both relatively and absolutely. The
animals needed considerable amounts of fodder to keep going.s
Working from Diocletian's price edict, A. H. M. Jones suggested
that, roughly speaking, transport on land by wagon increased the
price of wheat by 50% for every 100 miles whereas the correspond-
ing figure for sea transport was only i . 3%. One should not pay too
much attention to the exact figures. The relative proportions of the
price of land and water transport would have varied considerably
according to local circumstances. As a rule of thumb, however,
the relationship, which seems to receive comparative confirma-
tion, between the price of sea, riverine and land transport can be
estimated as I : 5 : 5o.6

Bray del 1972: 246-311 remains one of the best descriptions of pre-modem transport
in the Mediterranean. What follows draws heavily on his analysts. For ancient travel.

collect much

working from
the price etlict of Diocletian. with the adjustments of Duncan- Jones 1982:366-369.
See further Hopkins 2000: 263, n. 18 and 19835, i02-[05. dark and Haswell '1970,
chapter 12 lists some comparative figures of transport costs.
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As Braudel was one of the first to observe, and as many ancient
historians now agree, that did not reduce land transport to total
insignificance. 7 The high price on land transport was more of an
impediment to low-value bulky goods, such as grain, than low-
bulk, highly priced luxuries where transport costs constituted a
much smaller percentage of the total price. In special circum-
stances land transport might even compete successfully with water.
During the first century AD the caravan route bringing frankin-
cense, of the best and purest crop, from southern Arabia to Gaza
on the Mediterranean seaboard, continued in spite of increasing
navigation in the region. The caravans could leave in the beginning
of the autumn while ships had to await the arrival of the north-east
monsoon. This gave the caravans a time advantage. They could
normally expect to arrive in Gaza as the ships left South Arabia.
The caravan merchants were thus able to bring their goods first to
the market. This would quite possibly have been sufficient com-
pensation for their higher transport costs. Even more bulky goods
such as pottery can at times be found to have travelled consider-
able distances overland in large quantities. The famed production
of red-glossed fine ware in La Graufesenque (floruit first century
AD) in southern France had no nearby waterway. Pots, cups and
bowls would have travelled in the thousands on the roads leading
away from the production centre each year. 9 Even so, in general
there is no way of escaping the fact of the primacy of water for
transport over longer distances. The economic logic dictated this
and this logic was not lost on the ancients either. It is noticeable
how the elder Pliny in his geographical description of the Empire,
when assessing the potential resources of an area, repeatedly takes
time to observe whether a river is navigable or not; that would
determine how easily the surplus produce could be mobilised.
In terms of the value of transported goods, Braudel estimated that
in the sixteenth century the relation of water to land transport was

7 See Braudel [972: 284-295. See Laurence 1998 and Harden and Purcell 2000,
chapter 9 for two recent discussions stressing the vitality of land transport.
Young 200i: l04-Io6.

9 See Whittaker 2002; see Goody and Whittaker 2001; for proto-industry in southern
France. See further, Vernhet 1991.

10 E.g. Plin. Nat. Ill, [2: "Singilis fluvius... ab ea navigabilis" and 21: "Hiberus amnis
navigabili commercio dives".
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something like three to one in the Mediterranean. We cannot know
whether it would have been exactly the same in Roman times. But
it does provide us with a useful pointer.

So it is almost true of the pre-industrial world that land divides
whereas water unites - but only almost. Sea transport was far less
expensive and often a necessary requirement for large bulk trans-
fers. However, it was also much more sensitive towards changing
weather conditions. On the micro level, we see it when a ship en
route had to go into the nearest harbour and wait, in unfavourable
seasons perhaps even for weeks, until the storm blew itself out
and the sea calmed down again. If the ship found no ready shelter
and still survived the adverse conditions it might find itself blown
off course, occasionally to such an extent that the only practical
response was to change its destination. On the other hand, some-
times there would be too little wind and the ship would just have
been drifting with the currents until the wind rose again, or the crew
would have had to row. " On the macro level, we encounter the

great dependency on the weather as an organisation of navigation
around the rhythm of the changing seasons. During wintertime
the risk of sailing increased substantially in the Mediterranean
and navigation came almost to a standstill or at least the inten-
sity of shipping was much reduced. The Romans talked of a mare
clausum at least between November and March/April, with most
navigation probably taking place safely within the margins of the
summer period. 12

All this worked to make travel times on the sea very uncertain
and highly fluctuating. In his Natural History, Pliny informs us of
some record crossings, such as from Puteoli to Alexandria in nine

Heliodorus Aethiopica V offers many illustrations of the changing fortunes of life at
sea, especially in the more unfavourable seasons (chapter 23 for roving). See Synesius
Litt. 129 for an example of a ship being blown so much off course that it changes its
destination to Alexandria.

12 See Rouge 1966: 32-33 for mare clausum. It is clear, however, that some sailing did take
place during the winter season. In the eastern Mediterranean, for instance, sailing during
the winter between Rhodes and Egypt is attested for an earlier period, cf. Demosthenes
Against Dionysoclorus 30. Heliodorus Aethiopica V, chapter 18 points in the same
direction. But here it is also observed that it took special skills and, in the end, even
navigators possessing those might choose to winter in a harbour, at least for part of the
bad season.
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days. 13 But that was unusual. If we are to judge from the speed
of imperial communication something like three or four times that
number of days would have been more common, but with consider-
able individual variations and with some trips taking substantially
longer. 14 The general situation does not seem to have been very
different from the Mediterranean in the sixteenth century. For that

period, Fernand Braudel estimated the length of a sea voyage from
east to west to have been in the order of two to three months
and often even more, with substantial additions to be made for

penetration beyond the coastal regions. There had of course been
some technological modifications since antiquity, but they were
marginal improvements. The pattern of relatively slow, irregular
and for periods even discontinuous transport and communication
lines, had still to be broken. The same goes for tonnage. Most
ships in both periods would have been relatively small, below TOO
tonnes and more often than not closer to 50 tonnes. Bigger ships
were certainly built and used, especially on routes between the
largest cities, but they were far from the norm. 15

Volatile and opaque markets

Mysteriously this basic continuity over many centuries has been
taken by some classicists as confirmation that communication and
transport did not impose strong limits on the economic perfor-
mance and workings of markets in (Roman) antiquity. To be sure,
a lot of movement of commodities on sea and on land did occur.

13 Plin. Nat. XIX, 3. '4 Duncan-Jones 1990, chapter 1.
15 In general Braudel 1972: 295-311 and 354-375 remains fundamental on these problems

and la longue duree in Mediterranean transport, in spite of the ambitions of Harden
and Purcell 2000 to overtake him. Parker 1992: 26, based on a catalogue of some
1, 200 ancient shipwrecks, concludes that most ships were a good bit below 100 tonnes
capacity. P. Bingen 77, treated by the editor Heilporn and by Rathbone 2003: 226,
contains information about some eleven ships arriving in an Egyptian port, probably
Alexandria during the second half of the second century AD. Two of these, one a Roman
grain freighter, the other used to carry pine trunks, were well above 100 tonnes. The
majority, however, had a tonnage between 30 and 75 tonnes. Rouge 1966:47-80 argued,
before the rise of underwater archaeology, for the comparable dimensions of shipping
in the Roman Empire and the early modem Mediterranean. His general conclusion is
convincing, but he tends to overestimate the size of the ships. He would have done well
to consult his great compatriot, Braudel, who had already written on this.
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But the optimism of Harden and Purcell, reflected in the deceptive
catchphrase connectivity, is misplaced. The proper point to make
is rather the opposite: transport remained a serious challenge or
even obstacle to economic integration for most of pre-industrial
history. 16 Individual markets were not easily tied together so as to
behave in unison. With slow, irregular and periodically discontinu-
ous transport and communication it was simply very difficult, on a
regional basis, on the continental scale of the Roman Empire quite
impossible, to match demand and supply across individual market-
places in an even, steady and predictable way. 17 Rather, resources
would normally have come in uneven, not easily predictable,
clusters. The problem is conveniently illustrated from Apuleius'
Golden Ass by the story told by one of its characters, a small trader.
Having had news of the availability of some goocl-quality cheese
at a very attractive price in a neighbouring area, he rushed to the
place only to find that everything had already been sold. His efforts
had been in vain; the market had already been cleared. 18

Acting on wrong or out-of-date information, which did not cor-
respond to the actual situation in the marketplace on the time of
arrival, was an ever-looming risk for the pre-industrial merchant.
It was not just that the goods might have cleared by the time of
his arrival. Too many competitors might have picked up the same
news, flocked to the market and caused the low price to increase
violently so as to endanger the profitability of making the trip in
the first place. On the other hand, high prices might attract too
many sellers trying to out-compete each other; or, alternatively,
buyers might fail to show, causing a shortage in demand and the
market to plummet well below normal levels. '9 The latter seems
to describe the situation in the example above from the point of
view of the cheeseseller. He had to part with his goods at a very
low price to a single well-positioned merchant who just happened

'b Braudel1972:375-379 conveys a good sense of the problems and frequent breakdowns
in economic integration. See also Shaw 2001: 423-425 for a related critique.

17 See Erdkamp 2005, chapter 4 for an analysis of the Roman grain market stressing low
carry-over of stocks in the operation of markets through time and across distances.
Apul. Met. I, 5.

19 See for example P. Oslo II, 63 (third century). This is an estate letter in which an agent
reports that he cannot sell his goods at the price at which he has been instructed to sell
them. The market is much lower.
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to be in the area. Another illustration can be found in one of the
letters ot'Cassiodorus. The state needed to make some requisitions

from an area with plentiful stocks. But it was out of season and
there were few merchants in the area. Therefore demand was low

and people were forced to accept a very unattractive price for their
goods. 20

Closely connected to the information problems were logistical
difficulties. A merchant might act on correct information and still
see his plans fall through. His shipment of goods might be seriously
delayed en route. Or, alternatively, he might have to leave a market
before the goods he wanted to buy had arrived, either due to delayed
cargoes or because fair weather made it expedient or the close of
the trading season made it imperative for him to set sail. 21 It would
also, occasionally, be difficult to find a ship which could bring
orders to an agent in another harbour at the required time. Equally
it could be a problem to find cargo space for hire when needed.
Surplus of shipping in an area with nothing to export and shortage
in a neighbouring region with stocks ready for export were not
unheard of.22 In other words, the pre-modern merchant had to act
in a highly uncertain market situation, governed by the rhythm
of the seasons, where it was difficult to predict or estimate the
amounts of goods brought to the individual marketplace and the
number and buying capacity of his competitors. Such markets
would normally be quite prone to violent fluctuations in the short
term. Price changes of say 10, 20 or 30% within a few months,
weeks or sometimes even between days were the order of the day,
making it a very risky business environment. Under the ruling
regime of communication and transport it is difficult to imagine

20 Cassioclorus Variae XII, 22. 2. Rouge 1966 diligently gathered much late material show-
ing the irregularities of Roman trading, especially pp. 416-417 for more examples.

2' Seasonality of trading: Philo Leg. Gai. 15; Sirk.s 2002 (on Dig. 45. 1. 1 22. 1). TPSiilp. 46,
53 and 79 (as explained by the editor Camodeca) show a loan being advanced in March
to a Puteolan grain trader on the security of a consignment of grain. Had the loan not
been repaid by the Icfes of May, the lender was entitled to auction off the grain just in
time to beat the arrival of the Alexandrian grain fleet whose fresh supplies would cause
prices to fall in the market. See also Cic. Fain. XIV, 4, 5 (ship departing Brundisium
before arrival of letters in order not to lose fair weather).

22 Cassiodorus Variae XII, 24. The letters of Synesius offer some striking illustrations.
No. 129 mentions letters which have gone astray and have been delayed many months.
Nos. 134 and 148 describe problems about finding cargo space and ships heading to the
required destination.
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how the hidden hand could ensure that such fluctuations would
find a strong and ready response in other markets that would be
able to iron out the differences and create a more stable situation -
except in a very imperfect, almost haphazard, way.

Ceteris paribus, the volume of transactions alone was not
enough to establish stable markets with closely correlated move-
ments of prices. In the short run there would normally be only a
very weak link between price developments in particular demand
markets on the one hand and the quantities of a given commod-
ity sent from the various individual supply markets on the other
hand. 23 The result was a trading world characterised by chronic
bottlenecks, imbalances and asymmetries in the supply of avail-
able information and goods. A humorous letter of Pliny sums up
the situation of dearth in one region and glut with collapsing prices
not too far away:

My Tuscan fields, I hear, have been wiped out by hail, and in the Transpadane
there's a bumper crop but prices have collapsed in consequence. Only my Lau-
rentine yields me a return. Of course I have nothing there beyond house, garden
and sandy beach hard by; still for me it is the sole source of profit. For'that's
where I do most of my writing. I don't cultivate the land - for I have none - but
myself in my studies. 24

In recent years economists have become increasingly interested
in the consequences of such market imperfections and asymme-
tries. So far their efforts have been rewarded with several Nobel
prizes since the 1990s.25 The recipients argue that traditional eco-
nomics have overestimated the tendency of markets to become
integrated and move in unison. A classic illustration of this is
the huge gap between the comparatively moderate interest rates
in Indian cities and the usurious rates that Indian peasants have
often had to pay to the village money lender. For he, unlike the

23 Steensgaard 19733: 58; in general pp. 22-59 for an inci.sive analysis of markets charac-
terisecl by weak integration and short-term fluctuations.
Plin. £p. iy, 6, [-2:"Tusci^randineexcussi, inregioneTranspadanasummaabundantia,
seeI par vilitas nuntiatur. Solum mihi Laurentinum meum in reditu. Nihil quidem ibl
possideo praetor tectum et hortum statimque harenas, solum tamen mihi'in'reditlL
Ibi plurimum scribo, nec agrum quem non habeo sed ipsum me studiis excolo. " The
passage is analysed by Tchemia 1986: 178. Erdkamp 2005: 167-169 is speculative and
overcomplicates the issue.

25 For example Douglass North, George Akerlof, Michael Spence and Joseph Stiglitz.
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banks, knows the individual borrowers. He can therefore better
assess the risk involved in advancing a loan to a particular peasant,
the argument goes. Should a middleman attempt to bring the city
and village credit markets together, he risks attracting all the bad
payers, due to his lack of local knowledge and soon goes out of
business. Consequently the village money lender rests secure in
his local monopoly and the markets remain separate. The lesson
can be put in more general terms: market environments with huge
irregularities, low transparency, great uncertainties and slow and
at times erratic transport, make it expensive and difficult for eco-
nomic agents to transact and move goods from market to market
When transaction costs are high, it cannot be taken for granted
that markets will tend towards the same equilibrium. 26 Such con-
siderations are of obvious interest to students ofpre-modem trade.
One crucial implication for our understanding of the Roman (as
of most of the pre-industrial) trading world, is that any notion of
the empire as constituting one generalised market, where prices
converge around a common equilibrium price across the many
individual markets, cannot easily be maintained. 27

In contrast to market in the abstract, generalised, modem sense,
it is customary to speak of concrete, individual marketplaces exist-
ing in isolation. But here it is important to keep in mind that we
are dealing with two ideal-types at each end of a broad spectrum
of varying" degrees of integration. 28 The purely concrete market-
type might reasonably catch the situation in some Roman inland
towns far from waterways or the most frequented roads. Gre-
gory of Nazianzus, explains the plight of food shortage in the
mland city of Caesarea in Cappadocia: "Coastal cities support
such shortages without much difficulty, as they can dispose of

26 For some pionering studies of the new perspective, see the now classic paper by Akerlof
(1970), also Rotschild 1973 and North 1990, especially pages 60-80.

^ Temin 2001: 179 is an example of the tendency of traditional economics to play down
the'effe'cts'of market imperfections: they might in the short run create nnbalanres but
theycould not prevent an equilibrium from materialising across the Roman Empire
iri'the middle- or long-term perspective. It is precisely this expectation that the new
institutional economics has undermined. _

28 Marshall 1890: 323-330, the founder of neo-classical economics, already made. this
obse'rvation/But~neo-c~iassical economics has never been very interested in exploring
the space in between the two extremes. Hence the success of institutional and transaction
cost economics today.

140

A ROUGH TRADING WORLD

their own products and receive supplies by sea; for us inland our
surpluses are unprofitable and our scarcities irremediable, as we
have no means of disposing of what we have or of importing what
we lack. "29 But even inland areas were not completely isolated.
Grain, for instance, was certainly transported out of the inner parts
ot'Anatolia to be sold in Mediterranean markets. 30 Nonetheless, it

was a costly and burdensome undertaking from which cities some-
times sought to relieve themselves at a price. As Cicero explains,
inland cities might accept to pay, in lieu of their grain taxes, a lump
monetary sum calculated on the basis of the higher prices prevail-
ing in more busy coastal markets, rather than having to deliver
their taxes in kind on the coast. 31 With cities enjoying close access
to waterways, however, the concrete market-type begins to require
considerable modification. Perhaps the situation can be more use-
fully described in terms of concrete connections. It is the density
and stability of those that we need to look at.

Most cities in the Mediterranean world were small (less than
10,000 inhabitants). Markets, therefore, were generally small too
and could not easily sustain close permanent connections, espe-
cially because the needs of many cities will have fluctuated from
year to year. This is most marked in agricultural products where the
strong interannual fluctuations in harvests would have made cities
constantly change between the roles of exporter and importer of
small amounts of grain etc., as illustrated by the above quotation
from Gregory. Those markets were normally served by a system
often referred to as cabotage: small merchant ships would more
or less casually tramp along the coast from harbour to harbour in
search of a good bargain. 32 This, combined with the constant shifts
in the needs of markets, did not work in favour of bringing areas
closely together. On the contrary, the loosely linked small cabotage
markets, characterised by impermanent connections, accentuated
the uncertainties and risks of pre-modern trade. The arrival or
non-amval of as little as one or two extra ships during the sailing

9 Gregory ot'Nazianzus In Laudem Basilii 34-35 (Migne, Pair. Gr. 36, 541-544, quoted
from Jones 1964: 844). See further the discussion of Gamsey 1988: 22-24 for a per-
ceptive analysis, pointing out that Gregory probably overstates his case.

3 Mitchell 1993, vol. i (last chapter, analysing the economy).
31 Cic. II Verr. 3, 191 with Erdkamp 2005: 197-198.
3 Harden and Purcell 2000, chapters 4 and 5 make a great deal out of this.
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season might have had a decisive influence on the price in the
market. Consequently prices would often be highly volatile and
the markets would be dominated by interlocal asymmetries and
imbalances.33

The situation begins to change somewhat when attention is
turned to the small group of very large cities/markets in the Empire:
Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, Carthage, Ephesos and a few others.
In some commodities, such as the most highly priced luxuries, mar-
kets will still have been very narrow. This is what Cicero alleged
had been the experience of the Roman knight Rabirius Postumus,
who had imported a valuable Egyptian cargo of "paper, linen and
glass" to the imperial capital. But the promise of a rich profit had
turned out to be "treacherous and deceptive", because many other
ships had arrived in Rome carrying the same goods and caused
prices to fall. 34 But such luxury markets were nonetheless very
much larger and represented a far more stable concentration of
demand than could be mustered in the smaller towns. This is even
more true in the case of staple foods. The requirements of the large
cities were of a size that could not be supplied in the small scale, ad
hoc manner of cabotage. To take the most extreme example, Rome
would probably have required something like 1,500 shipments of
loo tonnes to supply its needs for grain.35 Clearly, more perma-
nent connections and larger concentrations of merchants, transport
facilities, infrastructure and routes to maintain these had to come
into existence in order to serve the needs of such giant markets.
The big cities thus represent several steps up the ladder of inte-
gration. 36 From the merchants' perspective, they offered a higher,

33 Pace Harden and Purcell 2000, chapters 5 and 9. Gibson and Smout 1995: 270 provide
a clear exposition of the low degree of economic integration created by phenomena such
as cabotage, characterised by impermanent connections, and of the structural difference
from laraer markets. See also Tchernia 1986, 172-193. Goitein 1967, chapters 3 and 4
provides'a very useful description of the uncertainties of a world of small Mediterranean
markets in the early Middle Ages. The general conditions would not have been very
different in antiquity.

34 Cic. Pro Rabirio 40 ("fallaces quidem et fucosae") with Erdkamp 2005:177. It does
little that the passage has been emended, best by Mommsen; the general meaning is
quite unequivocal.

35 Gamsey 1983^ 118 estimates Roman grain imports at between 150,000 and 200,000
tonnes wheat.

36 See Tchernia 1986, 189-193 for a related point. Morley 1996 explores the cre;ition of
more stable connections of economic integration created by the demand of the Roman
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more steady and predictable demand than other markets. In that
respect, the large consumptive nodal points reduced commercial
risks. But they were far from unproblematic markets to negotiate.
Coming to a large city, without a prior established social network,
carried risks of its own. That theme, however, will be developed
more fully in Chapter 5. For the moment, I am interested in a dif-
ferent aspect; the giant markets were logistical feats that strained
capacities to the full, and supplies were in constant danger of
breakdown or temporary interruption. 37 In that way they remained
nervous and volatile. In a tense situation, even the arrival of as few
as five ships with grain might suffice to ease for the moment the

worries of a riotous urban mob, as one of the letters written by
Sidonius during his tenure of the urban prefecture in fifth-century
Rome demonstrates. 38

Finley's classic illustration of the vulnerable and unstable char-
acter of the larger urban markets was the food crisis in fourth-
century Antioch during the stay of the emperor Julian. Only with
Julian s intervention was the emerging crisis averted, but not even
then without problems, through the importation of grain from
nearby imperial estates and later from Egypt as well. Market net-
works had been unable to solve the problem by responding to the
growing demand and bringing in supplies from surplus areas. 39
The various accounts of the crisis add an extra dimension to our

understanding of the problem. It was not only a question of high
transportation costs. Local power wielders exploited their control
of the agricultural surplus in the region to take advantage of the
shortage and increase the local market asymmetries by very con-
siderable hoarding in order to drive up prices further and make

market. The interpretation ottered above clashes directly with Harden and Purcell 2000,
e.g. p. i2l, who reduce the larger markets to an outgrowth of cahotage and therefore
tone down their importance. These markets, in fact, represent a qualitative change.
They could not possibly be sustained by the casual small-scale movements of coastal
tramping. They needed a far more permanent infrastructure. It is in this perspective that
the major shipping (and land) routes take on a very important role as the main conveyers
of economic integration.

37 The phenomenon should not be seen as restricted to grain supplies. Thus Suetonius'
biography of Augustus (42. 1) and Ammianus Marcellinus book 14, chapter 6, I, report
of wine shortages in the Roman market.

3 Sidonius Epistulae [, 10 with Garnsey and Humfress 2001, 114.
.TO Finley >985a: 127. See further Gamsey and Humfress 2001: I20-I2I and Hopkins

l978a: 46-47 for discussion of the emperor Julian's relief of the food crisis in 362-3.
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a killing. The intervention of the emperor provoked resistance in
these groups. They continued to keep their grain from the market in
the city and even had the "audacity" to buy up some of the imperial
"relief supplies brought to Antioch. One can easily understand
why more modest merchants hesitated to step in and alleviate this
particular crisis. It would have amounted to commercial suicide for
such people, outsiders at that, to challenge the deeply entrenched
local monopoly position enjoyed by a very powerful group of local
landowners. 40 The example carries a significant lesson which is
rarely drawn: in the pre-industrial world closer integration of eco-
nomic resources and tighter coordination of markets, in particular,
depended on a hand anything but hidden. It was impossible without
the intervention of very tangible and overt forms of organisational
power, to tie supply and demand across locations into a more stable
relationship where markets would be more closely integrated and
behave more uniformly.4

A further clear demonstration of this is provided by India in the
aftermath ofMughal rule and the early beginnings of British hege-
mony. After a disastrous famine in Bengal in the 17708 the British
East India Company attempted to organise a more stable and inte-
grated company/state-controlled grain market in the province. The
scheme was a fiasco and quickly abandoned; the Company had
failed to gain control over the numerous rural supply networks.
Short of that, it was unable to establish a more stable and trans-

parent situation in the grain markets in Bengal. The internal grain
market in Bengal, however, was only a secondary concern of the
Company. In areas of crucial importance for its operations, such as
opium production and trade, it did not tolerate defeat. Here control
was pursued ruthlessly, with whatever means necessary, until it was
achieved and the market situation stabilised.42 The Indian exam-

pie is particularly instructive because it so clearly shows the clash
of two different market regimes. There is a growing awareness
among economists that markets are never "just" markets; they have

40 Julian Misopogon 3680-3705 confirmed by Libanius Oratio [8, 195.
41 Contra Harris 1999, who supposes that the mere existence of a substantial trade in

slaves would have worked to create uniform movements of prices across a large group
of individual, separate markets.

42 Chatterjee 1996, chapter 5 offers a very clear analysis of the British East India Com-
pany's first decades in Bengal.
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significant individual characteristics shaped by the institutional
fabric which supports them. 43 This is what historians should be
studying.

In dealing with markets in Bengal the East India Company drew
on a set of trading strategies which in the two preceding centuries
had transformed and gradually created a number of more coher-
ent and integrated markets in Europe.44 The various chartered
joint stock companies were themselves a prime expression of this
development. The cmcial characteristic was the ability to create
greater and more long-lived concentrations of trading capital than
hitherto. This enabled the merchants to adopt a longer-term per-
spective of the market and create buffers which could absorb some
of the endemic irregularities of pre-industrial trade. The larger
capital base enabled them to extend control over trading in many
individual markets. Control is here to be taken literally. It was
far from uncommon that military force was employed to achieve
the objective.45 A report submitted to the Dutch East India Com-
pany (VOC) in the late i620s by Francisco Pelsaert, the Dutch
factor in the Mughal capital, Agra, conveys a very clear idea of
this process. 46 VOC's commercial presence in the Agra area was
primarily motivated by the local production of incligo, a highly
desired dye. It bought considerable quantities, to a large extent
financed by selling its primary commodity, spices imported from
various South-East Asian islands. These spices, however, were
also marketed in large quantities by the company on the Coroman-
del Coast (the south-east Indian litoral). In too large quantities,
as a matter of fact, according to Pelsaert. The problem was that

43 North 1990. North, in a way, has brought the challenge of'Polanyi into the mainstream
of economic theory.

44 Braudel and Spooner 1967 offer a useful overview of the gradual creation of more
stable, less fluctuating and more uniform price movements in European markets during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. See Granger and Elliott 1967 and Gibson and
Smout 1995 for two case studies of this process. For the extremely close correlation of
the price of grain in Amsterdam and in Danzig, see De Vries and Woude 1997: 414-419.

45 See Steensgaard 19730, chapter 3 and Chaudhuri 1985, chapter 4 for analyses of the
chartered companies. Glamann 1958 demonstrated how the Dutch East India Company
did not possess a simple monopoly, but together with the other chartered companies
created and developed a competitive European market in spices. Cf. Pearson 1993, who
provides another example of the importance of the development of organisations for the
integration of markets.

46 Pelsaert 1925, chapter 5.
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many Indian merchants, willing to accept a lower profit, imported
the Dutch spices from the Coromandel Coast to the Agra area and
destabilised the market with falling prices as the result. This did
considerable damage to the Dutch capacity to procure indigo in
the area. Lower prices on spices meant less money to buy indigo.
On top of that, it became more difficult to reach an advantageous
price with the indigo sellers. Seeing that the factor was financially
vulnerable they could press him harder and claim a higher price.
Therefore Pelsaert suggested that the company should make better
use of its control over the spice trade to cut the supplies from the
Coromandel Coast of his Indian competitors in Agra. This would,
of course, mean smaller profits in the trade on the Coromandel
Coast. But they would be more than compensated by the greater
income generated by the operations in Agra. What is remarkable
here is the conscious formulation of a strategy to coordinate and
integrate operations in widely separated markets into a coherent
system.

Other aspects of this process included the financial ability to
fund the build-up of extensive stocks, sometimes equal to the
turnover of several years, in order to make trading less dependent
on the erratic fluctuations in supplies. In addition, attempts were
made by merchants to push beyond wholesale markets and extend
control right to the door of the producer through the advancement
of large credits or, if more forceful methods were required, through
military action. Thus the greater organisational power of merchants
enabled them to get a much firmer grip on the erratically working
supply networks and re-shape the basic conditions of trade. The
result'was the gradual growth of more stable and integrated markets
where it made good sense to coordinate activities in individual
locations closely in order to achieve long-term goals rather than to
obtain short-term profits. For instance, in spite of achieving a very
high degree of control with European pepper imports, the East
India companies did not take advantage of the situation to drive up
prices excessively and make a quick monopolistic profit. Instead,
they preferred to keep the price at a level where the temptation to
challenge their dominance would never be too great. In fact they
were able to operate a gradually narrowing profit margin. While
prices rose in the production areas in Indonesia they still managed
146

A ROUGH TRADING WORLD

to lower the price of pepper in Europe throughout the seventeenth
century. 47

Perhaps some will argue that the joint stock companies were
exceptions, not even representative of European trade in the
period. On formalistic grounds that is correct. But in real terms it
would be more precise to say that they were the most articulated
examples of a general trend in institutional developments. When
Dutch supremacy in European trade during the seventeenth century
receives explanation, it is the same general features that are evoked.
Exemplified by such institutions as the Beurs, Korenbeiirs, Wissel-
bank, enormous warehouses and publication of printed biweekly
price notations, it is the unprecedented strength and capacity of
Dutch commerce to control, organise and integrate markets which
repeatedly receive emphasis. 48 Perhaps its biggest achievement
was the level of integration it achieved in the Baltic grain trade.
It is truly astonishing to observe how closely the price in Danzig
followed developments in Amsterdam in the eighteenth century
(Fig. 3. i).49

Strong political support, greater and more permanent concen-
(rations of capital and much improved information, the achieve-
ments of Dutch international capitalism were an expression of a
general process in parts of Europe which saw the position of the
middleman strengthened considerably. The wave of mercantilist
privileges, employed particularly by the rivals of the Dutch, were
aimed precisely at this goal. Later the process was given a fresh
impetus by absolutist governments seeking to push through a pro-
gramme of free trade, in emulation of eighteenth-century Britain.
This strategy was pursued by governments to open up their terri-
tories for trade and loosen the control of local societies over their

own markets. For, as Adam Smith remarked about the grain trade,

47 Steensgaarcl l973a: 146 and 152-153. In general Chaudhuri 1985, chapter 4.
4 Apart from Steensgaard 19730 and Chaudhuri 1985, see Klein 1965; Barbour 1966;

Wallerstein 19740; Israel 1989; De Vries and Woude 1997; Lesger 2006 for expo-
sitions of the principles and institutional strength of Dutch trade. See also Braudel
1982 for numerous perceptive comments about the growth of the modern world
economy.

49 See de Vries and Woude 1997: 414-419 for the integration of the grain markets in
Amsterdam and Danzig. Christensen 1941 is the classic analysis of the Dutch Baltic
grain trade and its institutional strengths.
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Fig. 3. 1 Grain prices in Amsterdam and Danzig in the eighteenth century
(De Vries and Woude 1997: 418)

"no trade deserves more the full protection of the law, and no
trade requires it so much; because no trade is so exposed to pop-
ular odium".50 Imperfections and fragmentation did not disappear
from European trade. Nevertheless, the result was a gradual sta-
bilisation and tighter integration of markets, both nationally and
internationally, created across large stretches of Europe and the
Atlantic world from the seventeenth till the nineteenth centuries

50 Smith 1976, vol. 1:527.
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"literally with recourse to the forces of order" in the face of local
opposition.5'

The question at hand now is whether we should expect
the tributary-fuelled process of market formation, described in
chapter 2, to have caused a similar set of closely integrated mar-
kets to emerge in the Roman Empire. Finley was adamant in his
denial. 52 Not suiprisingly, his critics have seized the opportunity
to argue the opposite. 53 If we turn once more to our Mughal par-
allel, it does not warrant such a reaction. As the experience of the
chartered companies shows, markets did not easily adapt to the
more stable forms gradually developing in Europe. Rather they
seem in general to have remained less strongly integrated. Volatile
prices, erratic fluctuations and significant local differences and
asymmetries continued to dominate the bazaars of north India. 54

It would be wrong, though, to mistake this for a sign of a primitive
trading world; in certain limited ways the Indian bazaar had at
its disposal tools for transacting business which were, in evolu-
tionary terms, more advanced than those at the command of the

Roman merchant. Most important among those was the hundi, an
Indian form of the bill of exchange. 55 It is now clear to Roman
historians that merchants may to a limited extent have been able
to organise cashless transfers of money, for instance with bankers
acting as intermediaries. But it is equally clear that a fully fledged
and solidly institutionalised system of bills of exchange did not
materialise in the Roman world. Otherwise, we would expect it to
have left far stronger traces in the historical record than is in fact

the case (see Chapter 5). The performance of the Mughal trading

51 Persson 1999: 146, in general chapters 4 and 6. See further Braudel and Spooner 1967.
On local opposition to the process, see Thompson 1993, chapters 4 and 5. The lack
of interest of large empires in pursuing such policies of favouritism, would thus carry
significant consequences for the development of trade, pace Morley 2007: 58.

-"" Finley 19850, "Further Thoughts", first section.
53 Harris 1993. 1999 and 2000 (the latest piece was written before the two first mentioned

and is more cautious as befits a chapter in The Cambridge Ancient History), Rathbone
1997 (o" Egypt), and Temin 2001.

54 Blake 1987: 451-455; Prakash 1991: 64-65; Habib [999: 39-62, 68-82 and 90-102;
and Moosvi 2000 on the "imperfections" of markets in the Mughal Empire. Marshall
1976 and Chatterjee 1996 complement with material from the late Mughal and post-
Mughal period.

55 Habib 1972 for an exposition of the hundi system in the Mughal Empire.
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world can therefore be seen to offer an upper benchmark for the
Roman experience.

At the same time, it provides us with a useful guide for our
understanding of Roman trade. In spite of the few limited techno-
logical advantages that it held over Rome, it was unable to trans-
form the basic irregularities and volatile conditions of pre-modem
trade. Even after the introduction of the railway and the telegraph
under British colonial rule at the turn of the nineteenth century -
two features which significantly reduced many of the obstacles.
to economic integration - the Indian "bazaar" remained a very
risky and fragile business environment. Many European compa-
nies, therefore, preferred to do business in India outside the sphere
of the indigenous market; they needed far greater stability and pre-
dictability to satisfy their profit requirements. 5 This goes to show
that the chronic economic imbalances of the bazaar world can-

not be reduced to a simple question of technological deficiencies.
Social institutions played a crucial role.57 The tributary process
of commercialisation rested on a very different social balance of
power. It did not invest the merchants of the Mughal "bazaar" with
the kind of strong organisational powers and corporate influence
that were necessary to control and conquer the endemic irregu-
larities of pre-industrial trade and production. A telling index of
this is that Indian traders were not normally in a powerful position
vis-a-vis the aristocratic and political elite.58 A small poetic auto-
biography written in the seventeenth century by a Jain merchant,
Banarasidas, provides interesting evidence of this condition from
a merchant's horizon. Aristocrats and imperial authorities in his
story often prey on the readily consumable riches of merchants.
Time and time again traders are taken hostage in order to fill the
empty or just insatiable coffers ofMughal nobles. 59

5f) Ray 1988. Steensgaard 1973;) made the same point for an earlier period.
57 Marshall 1976 offers a pertinent argument in support of this.
58 Marshall 1976; Pearson 1976; Das Gupta 1979; Habib and Raychaudhuri 1982: 183-

202 and 339-41; Das Gupta and Pearson 1987, chapters 4 and 6; Chatterjee 1996;
Subrahmaniam 1999. Pace Subrahmanyam 1995, who remains unconvincing. The few
examples he can point to are marginal and tend rather to reinforce the validity of the
established historiography.

59 Banarasiclas' poem, the Ardha-Kathdnak, written in a dialect of Hindi, has received
two recent translations: a drier, but literally more direct by Sharma 1970 and a more
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The experience of Banarasidas can easily be matched by mate-
rial from the Roman Empire. In times of military upheaval we hear
of trading wealth being a convenient target for cash-hungry gener-
als and soldiers. In Appian's history of the civil wars, the merchants
ofPalmyra barely avoid the onslaught ofAntonius by escaping to
the other side of the Euphrates. 60 During the so-called year of
the four emperors, Tacitus tells of a town in northern Italy which,
swelled by merchants coming to a large fair, became a tempting
target for the approaching armies.6' Even more revealing about
the general conditions is the comic anecdote in Apuleius' Golden
Ass about the zealous market official whom the hero encounters
during a visit to the marketplace. 62 When the agoranomos (market
overseer) discovers that the hero has been overcharged for a fish,
he rushes down to the poor market seller to set him right. Now, the
comic point hinges on the fact that the unfortunate agoranomos
makes a fool of himself by failing to give the petty huckster his just
deserts and put him in his proper place, while destroying the fish.
Our hero is left with neither fish nor revenge. Leaving the world
of literary fantasy behind, we have a letter among the Vindolanda
tablets that conveys a similar impression.63 There we encounter
an overseas trader, a homo transmarinus, filing a complaint about
a beating he has received from a centurion. Likewise, aristocrats
could occasionally be found to intervene in the operation of mar-
kets and exploit their greater musclepower to corner a line of trade
in order to make a quick profit, as Vespasian reputedly did. 64 In
general, the position of the commercial middleman remained vul-
nerable. Roman authorities often looked with suspicion upon his
activities. Inscribed on a stele in the Piraeus, a set of regulations of
Hadrian attempted to secure a plentiful and cheap supply of fish for
Eleusis, presumably during the Mysteries, by, among other things,
seeking to limit the role of middlemen in the trade; their activities
were denounced as harmful speculation which only served to drive
up prices. 5

poetically evocative in the early 198os. See Snell 2005 for a study of the literary aspects
of this text.

.
" AP.P- Bc 5' 9- (" Tac- Hist- m' 30-34. 62 Apul. Met. I, 24-25.
yi Tab. lWo/. 344. 64 Suet. Vesp. 16. 1. 65 OHver [989, nol77^
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It would be wrong to mistake this greater social vulnerability
of merchants in tributary empires with an absolute powerlessness
or complete lack of political influence. Merchants were far from
always passive victims, as the letter from Vindolanda also informs
us. They, too, could stand up for themselves or seek the patronage
of powerful people. 66 However, compared to the world of their
early modem European counterparts theirs was a rougher place,
a less secure business environment. 67 But it was not an impos-
sible one. We even find some examples of officially empowered
merchant organisations in the Roman Empire. One example is the
small association of salt traders in Tebtunis in Egypt, known from
a papyms dated AD 47. 68 It shows that the merchants possessed a
monopoly in salt in the area and regulated their mutual relation-
ships. This has been taken as evidence of something approach-
ing strong medieval guilds. 69 That would be wrong, though. The
Egyptian salt merchants had not really acquired a similarly strong,
independent corporate power. The monopoly exists entirely within
a context of state regulation and, most importantly, state taxation.
It is clear from the papyrus that that the monopoly rights are wholly
dependent on the merchants administering and paying the salt tax
due to the state. It was, in other words, totally subordinate to the
fiscal requirements of the tributary system. 70

Political leaders, thus, might both recognise and make use of
the services of traders. But this generally happened in a context
which valued urban consumers over the interests of exporters and
the middleman. Illustration is provided by Hadrian's restrictions
on the export of olive oil from Athenian territory. Measures were
taken to ensure that local needs were met before export could
take place. 71 In many respects, as Adam Smith pointed out, such
66 E.g. the letter from Cicero (Fam. 13.75) asking for the prolongation of some privileges

the grain merchant C. Avianius Flaccus had enjoyed regarding his deHveries of grain
to Rome. For the Mughal Empire, the studies by Das Gupta 1979; Chatterjee 1996;
chapters 3 and 4; and Hasan 2004 offer telling illustrations of the more fragile power
and influence enjoyed by Indian merchants.

67 Bayly 2000 is, to date, one of the best attempts to balance the greater institutional
security of the rising European capitalism with a recognition of the non-passivity of
merchants in the agrarian, aristocratic world.

68 P. Mich. V, 245. 69 Van Nijf 1997: 13-14 suggests such an interpretation.
70 See Weber 1972: 592, 644-645 and 652 for this distinction.
7' SEG XV, 108. See in general Finley 19853: 160-164. The famous passage from Cicero

Off. 1. 150-151, in fact, illustrates the ideological ambivalence in relation to trade:
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procedures were just the opposite of the policies that were gradu-
ally introduced during the early modern period in Europe. 72 What
mattered to the Greco-Roman elites, however, was the availability
of well-supplied markets in the many cities which made up the
political framework of the Empire and of which they continued
to be the local leaders. Placed under the supervision of the local
aedile or agoranomos, whose task it was to regulate business and
ensure that traders acted fairly without, as they saw it, undue spec-
ulation, the markets of the Roman world remained subject to the
"moral economy" of the polis/civitas. 73

Sojourn on the Nile: the Egyptian price series

So far the discussion has been conducted mainly on impression-
istic evidence. Historians and economists examining market inte-
gration, however, are normally used to basing their analysis on
long, continuous series of recorded prices in different locations.
But such statistical analysis is beyond the means of the historian
for vast swathes of pre-industrial history. Records were either not
collected or have not survived. Only in exceptional cases is it

basically in the eyes of the aristocrat a sordid activity, particularly as practised by those
that buy up goods only to sell them on. Yet if conducted in a'grand manner,'which
brought goods not otherwise available to market, then it might be deemed worthy of
respect. See Giardina 1986 for the complex ideological web surrounding merchants in
antiquity, though he makes too much of a contrast between the despised small trader
and the honourable big merchant. The wholesaler was also subject to social prejudice
and suspected of immoderate greed, speculation and lying, as'is clear from'Cicero's
own discussion of the secretive merchant in Off. 3. 50 and" the contempt administered
by Petronius to his literary character Trimalchio, the stereotypical freedman, vulgar and
greedy beyond measure (cf. Sat. 75, 8-76, 9).

72 The theme of the third book of the Wealth of Nations, e.g. Smith 1976, vol. 3: 380,
422. See Bang 2006 for an attempt to relate the problem of Roman'markets" to" the
questions raised by Smith's understanding of history. The formation of empire should
not automatically be assumed to have created a similar strengthening of commercial
networks; pace Erdkamp 2005: 196, it gave rise to a very different process of market
formation.

73 See Alston 2002: 274-277 and 337-339; Garnsey 1988: 257-268; Jones 1940: 215-
219. See Jakab 1997, chapters 2 and 3 for a legal analysis of the functions of the
aedile and agoranomos Thompson 1993, chapter 4 contrasted the moral economy of
local communities privileging the interests of consumers, with the new economy in
eighteenth-century England, which strove to break down barriers between markets and
ensure greater economic integration by siding with the middleman. See Erdkamp 2002
for an attempt to employ this concept in an analysis of food riots in the Roman Empire.
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possible to break through the mist ofpre-statisticaltime. The for-
tuitous preservation on clay tablets of astronomical records from
Hellenistic Babylon, for instance, does make it possible to catch a
glimpse of the vicissitudes of commodity prices and pre-industrial
trade for long stretches of time. 74 The Roman historian can explore
the extent to which markets were integrated with reference to price
material from Egypt, owing its survival to the protection offered
to papyri by the dry conditions of the desert.

No papyri records, however, can match the continuity of the.
Babylonian material. In that respect, the Roman is more fragmen-
tary and episodic. But what it lacks in continuity, the Romano-
Egyptian evidence does to some extent make up for in geo-
graphical variation. The Hellenistic clay tablets, it seems rather
ungracious to observe, are restricted to one city. A significant
feature of pre-industrial trade was the relative unpredictability of
prices. Yet, prices fluctuate in all markets, sometimes violently,
even in quite well-integrated systems. Price instability may be a
symptom of limited market integration, but is no absolute test. Two
other, complementary, criteria are normally employed to determine
the degree of commercial integration: unity of prices and parallel
developments. Generally, integration of individual markets works
as a stabilising influence on prices. The effect of small changes
in local supply and demand is evened out through exchange with
other locafities. This, in turn, will cause prices in individual loca-
tions to converge towards the same equilibrium. Near unity of
prices in different markets is a useful indicator of market mtegra-
tion. But there are always costs involved in moving goods from
one location to another. Even in well-integrated markets, prices
are never completely identical; they may vary between two loca-
tions within a span defined by the costs of bringing the two mar-
kets together. If this span is wide, the single markets will remain
largely'autonomous of each other. 7-5 On the other hand price simi-
larity need not necessarily be the result of commercial integration.

74 See Aperghis 2004: 78-86 for an analysis, noting the volatility of the Babylonian
market.

75 This is an important modification which Erdkamp 2005: 199-200 fails to accommodate
fully in his exposition of the theoretical issues involved in measuring marketintegraho^
GibJson'and'S'mout-l995; Stiegler and Sherwin 1985 set out the different criteria for

examining market integration.
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Coincidence, regulation or some other extra-economic cause may
be equally responsible. A useful additional test of market inte-
gration is whether developments in individual markets follow the

same course. If prices develop in parallel fashion there is a good
chance that it is the outcome of commercial integration. Providing
information on prices in different markets, the Egyptian evidence
makes it possible to explore tentatively all three dimensions of
commercial integration.

The material mainly originates from urban and rural, half-
commercialised, contexts in Middle Egypt. 76 No major market is
represented. This is both a strength and a weakness. It is a strength
because the testimony offered by this material can be taken as
broadly representative of conditions in the vast majority of mar-
kets around the Empire, which would have been no more, in fact in
most cases even less, centrally placed in Roman commercial life.
It is a weakness because it tells little about the situation in leading
markets that might be expected to have pioneered a movement
towards greater integration, had such a process occurred. Yet, we
are in no position to choose. The inhabited part of the region con-
sisted only of a narrow strip of land following the course of the
Nile and the Bahr Yusuf canal running parallel to it, and widening
for a distance to include the Fayum with Lake Moeris. This was, in
fact, a physical environment which ought to have favoured integra-
tion. With easy access to water and only short distances to cover
by land, transport would have been far less of a problem than in
most other places. The relevant evidence spans a period from the
early first to the early fifth century AD. Unfortunately, most prices
in the first- to third-century papyri are only mentioned in isolation.
This makes the density of information which can be gained from
these, a few exceptions apart, insufficient to study short-term mar-
ket developments in any detail. The early prices mostly only allow
us to form an impression of the level of prices in the region. 77

76 Rathbone 1991 clearly shows how market trade co-existed with forms of natural econ-
omy on the Appianus estate in this area. Farm labourers were not just employed on
a free contractual basis. Various ways to tie at least some of them to the estate were
pursued. Wages would, for instance, often have been paid in kind.
Rathbone 1997 offers an interesting analysis of this material, but overestimates its poten-
tial for studying market integration. The evidence only allows a very broad impression
of some long-term trends, cf. Erdkamp 2005:204.
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In late antiquity, however, the Roman state began gathering
information on prices. Relevant urban professional associations,
the collegia, were asked or required to submit monthly reports to
the authorities about the prices, especially of raw materials, cur-
rent in the marketplace. A considerable number of these individual
declarations survive. 78 These were then compiled and drawn up
in surveys at various levels in the administrative hierarchy, list-
ing recorded prices over a time period for the different names
(districts). Two such price series have been published among the
Oxyrhynchus Papyri, one from the second quarter of the fourth
century and one from the early fifth. 79 Official registration of
commodity prices was intimately linked with the changes intro-
duced to late antique taxation. The government needed informa-
tion on which to calculate the value of tax claims and consumption
demands. Forced purchases of goods were a regular feature of this
system and were supposed to be remunerated at the rates current
in the local market. Similarly, dues in kind were often^converted
into a lump cash payment according to the going market price 80

While the broad picture is reasonably clear, some uncertainty
still remains as to the details. It is not known how the collegia
arrived at the prices they submitted to the administration We can
see that most prices did vary over time and according to location,
which is an indication that they do bear some relationship to the
situation in the marketplace. But records were "only" submitted
on a monthly basis. If prices changed it is unlikely that they did so
only once a month. Presumably the collegia registered the daily

78 E.g. P. Oxy. 3624-3626. For basic discussion of these and the other late antique price
rerords. "see'the-editor's introductions to P. Oxy. 3628-3636, 3773 and_3624-3626. See
further Lo Cascio 1998 and Bagnall 2000: 89-9 [ decisively contra Fikhman 1991-2
(the prices are market prices, not administratively fixed prices).

TO 'P~dxy~. ~T, -l~l3 (dating to c. 340) and P. Oxv. 3628-3636 (dating probably tothe; early

fifthcentu'ry)arebyfarthe best specimens. The first of these was probably produced by
th'elocaT authorities in Oxyrhynchus, the other compiled in a provincial office based on
material submitted by "the tabularii of each city", as stated in P. Oxy. 3628, lines^ 1-3.

80 E.g, Justinian, Appendix Constitutionum Dispersarum vii, § 26 (in Corpus luris CiviUs
mB Novellae, 'ed. Schoell and Kroll), C Theod. VII 4, 10 and 46; XI 15. 2. Lo Cascio

1998 removes any remaining doubts as to the character of these documents, mey^ must
be'understood in the context of late antique taxation practices. Cerati 1975 remains
fundamental on^ the importance of so-called coemptio and adae ratio in the fourth and
fifth centuries. Bang 2007: 31-39 attempts to place the phenomenon in its economic
context.
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prices and then presented the authorities with an average or the
predominant price. We must also allow for significant differences
in standards here. Not all collegia are likely to have been equally
rigorous, nor will information about all products have been equally
important. By far the most elaborate of the preserved surveys, for
instance, documents developments in grain and wine prices quite
closely, whereas the prices for less important products such as meat
or radish oil are consistently registered as unchanged throughout
the year. 8' The quality of single records is bound to have var-
ied, though it is impossible in individual cases to ascertain with
certainty whether a record is false or not. Even so, none of this
is likely to distort the information so as to render the overall
impression of the market situation unreliable. Generally the image
emerging from the dossiers seems to fit quite well with our knowl-
edge of markets in Roman Egypt. Thus the documents do not
fail to register the existence of the government monopoly in the
salt trade familiar from the Pnncipate; they also, as will appear
below, reveal that of the agricultural products wine probably had
the most "developed" market in the province. This is just what
we would expect of the primary cash crop of the estates of the
landowning elite. 82 Taken as a whole then and bearing in mind the
poor state of the evidence for prices in most pre-industrial soci-
eties, the Romano-Egyptian government price series do provide an
extremely detailed image of the situation in the markets of Middle
Egypt at two cross-sections in time. Some distortion in the details
is probable, but not enough to invalidate a tentative analysis.

The fifth-century series consists of a centrally drawn-up set of
lists of the price of gold, silver and eight commodities in each of
the nine nomes of the province of Arcadia in Middle Egypt. The
records span one year and the prices are given in four-monthly

This is most conveniently seen from the table on pp. 73-74 of the editor's introduction
to P. Oxy. 3628-3636, summarising the information of the reports. The permanence of
prices of some goods such as meat could very well be a reflection of the existence of
only a very limited market in those goods rather than failure to report developments.
On top of this is the question of tax-inspireci monopolies in Egypt. The salt trade was
a monopoly contracted to private individuals (P. Mich. V, 245), which explains the
uniform rate of salt in the survey.

82 See Rathbone 1991, chapter 6 on the agricultural production of large Egyptian estates;
see further Sarris 2006 on the great Egyptian estates.
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intervals. 83 This makes the data inadequate for investigating short-
term fluctuations, other than in a very broad way. Limiting the
number of recorded prices to three each year for a particular com-
modity inevitably serves to underplay change. This is particularly
so since the prices recorded are likely to represent four-monthly
averages. The calculation of averages automatically irons out dif-
ferences between months and thus artificially minimises the level
of fluctuation occurring in the market. From our present perspec-
tive. however, the set of lists is of particular interest because,
uniquely, they allow us to test for the two other criteria for mea-
suring the degree of market integration: variation in price levels
between markets and the degree of uniformity in developments in
commodity prices across locations. In theory, it should have been
possible to achieve a cross-section of prices at three points in time
for all nine names making up the province. But the document, as
we have it, was never finished. Gaps for three nomes have been
left by the scribe to be filled in later. Wear and tear of the papyrus
has further reduced the available information. The names of two
of the names are lost, as is a considerable number of prices. Of
the eighteen originally recorded wheat prices, only eleven are still
legible, of wine only twelve. Yet, enough survives to enable a
tentative analysis.

First, let us deal with the variation in price levels. Comparing the
quotations of commodity prices reveals the existence of remark-
ably large differences between the prices current in the individual
cities, even within the relatively small area covered by Arcadia,
not more than 100 miles in length (see Fig. 3. 2). For instance, the
difference between the lowest and highest prices simultaneously
listed for meat is 25%, for radish oil, 31%, and 32% for lentils.
Even the value of the gold coin, the solidus, expressed in myr-
iads of denarii, shows some rather surprising differences. Thus
in the period from September to December there was a 5% gap
between the price in Cynopolis and neighbouring Oxyrhynchus,

83 P. Oxy. 3628-3633. In working on the papyri I have checked the Berichtigungsliste
and used the images made available in electronic form by the homepage of the Centre
for the Study of "Ancient Documents, University of Oxford (www. csacl ox. ac. uk) to
confirm some uncertain readings of prices in the material. In that connection, I should
like to express my warm gratitude to Dorothy Thompson for spending a most enjoyable
Thursday morning with me, trying to decipher the script used by the scribe.
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Arcadia

Theodosjopolis * .. --/*
Heracleopolis

AphroditODolis

East Mediterranean:

Oxvrhvnchus
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Fig. 3. 2 Roman Egypt and the province of Arcadia
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less than 20 miles apart. This is the sort of behaviour we would
expect from a system of imperfectly integrated markets.

This impression is confirmed if we model the market condi-
tions in greater detail for some of the most important products,
wheat, barley and wine. They all reveal the existence of consider-
able price spans between individual markets (see Table 3. 1). For
wheat, the difference between highest and lowest simultaneously
recorded price is between two-thirds and, if we can trust the very
low Arsinoite values, a little more than 100% in the year under
examination, though the figure is of course less for some cities.
For instance, the level in the Aphroditopolite name, less than TOO
miles downstream, is 46% higher than the corresponding price
recorded for the Cynopolite nome in the September-December
interval. In order better to assess this difference we must adjust for

transport costs. To take advantage of higher prices the grain would
have needed to be taken down the Nile by boat from Cynopolis
to reach the Aphroditopolite market. Information pertaining to the
cost of transport is scanty. But the papyrus evidence we do have
shows with consistency that the rent of a boat, including some
basic handling charges, is unlikely to have been very substantial.
Most grain transport on the Nile seems to have cost less than 3% of
the value of wheat. Cynopolite wheat could easily have absorbed
this extra cost. 4

Part of the explanation for the very high discrepancy may lie
in that pronounced enemy of market integration, the levying of
local customs (see further Chapter 4). We know, though the evi-
dence is heavily weighted towards the high empire, that it was
normal for customs dues to be paid on exports from and imports
to each nome. Whether this also included paying for goods in
transit on the Nile each time a boat crossed a name boundary is

84 See Adams 2007 for a recent analysis of Egyptian transport. The price evidence is
collected by Johnston 1936 and Drexhage 1991. P. Oxy. 522 (second century AD) gives
a pure freight rate of 21 drachmae (dr. ) per 100 artabai for Oxyrhynchus to Alexandria.
Setting wheat at a reasonable 8 dr. per artaba this comes out at 2. 5%. The boat, dealt
with in the papyrus, carried 3,400 artabai making the freight rate 712 dr. To this were
added various handling and loading charges, bringing the total bill to 762 dr. 3 obols
(ob. ) or 2.8% for wheat at 8 dr. /artaba. Other papyri state freight rates in kind, e.g. BGU
Ill, 802, col. 22 giving prices for boat transport from the Arsinoite nome to Alexandria
of three different agricultural products. All come out at less than I % of the cargo.
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Table 3. i Variation in price levels in Arcadia

i: Variation span of prices, the difference between highest and lowest
price

Wheat
Barley
Wine

Sept. -Dec.
88%
30%
7% (43%)

Jan.-Apr.
67%
78%
15%

May-Aug.
io8%
33%
27%

2: Commodity prices, real figures (indexed numbers) in the nomes of
Arcadia

Wheat (den. myr. /art.-index)
Cynopolite
Oxyrhynchite
Uncertain
Uncertain
Arsinoite*

Aphroditopolite

Barley (den. myr. /art. -index )
Cynopolite
Oxyrhynchite
Uncertain
Uncertain
Arsinoite

Aphroditopolite

Wine (den. myr. /sex. -index)
Cynopolite
Oxyrhynchite
Uncertain
Uncertain
Arsinoite

Aphroditopolite

Sept. -Dec. Jan.-Apr. May-Aug.
307. 7(ioo) 300(97) 325(106)
316.7 (i03) -
450(146) 500(162)

240 (78)
450 (146)

500 (162)

450(146)
240 (78)

450(146) -

Sept. -Dec. Jan.-Apr. May-Aug.
285.7(100) 278.6(98) 300(105)
292. 3 (102) -
270(94) 400(140) 270(94)

225 (79)
225 (79)

Sept. -Dec.
20.6 (l00)

21. 4(104)

20 (97)
? 28.6 ?

225 (79) 225 (79)

Jan. -Apr.
20. 6(100)

22.5 (109)
23. 6(ii5)

May-Aug.
22.5(109)

28. 6(139)

23.8 (ii6) 27.5(133)
28.6(139)

* The grain prices in the Arsinoite nome may be suspiciously low since
they also fail to register any developments during the year. But this is
a matter for speculation. Therefore these data have not been excluded
from the calculations. Exclusion would, in any case, not alter the basic
picture. The variation span in grain prices would be lessened, especially
for wheat, but it would still be high.
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unclear. The craftiness of custom officials is legendary and, to
judge from comparative examples, it would not be at all surprising
if transit boats were charged too, possibly at a lower rate. The
Cynopolite name is separated from the Aphroditopolite by the
Hermopolite. Customs would then at a minimum be exacted on
departure and on entering Aphroditopolis. The going rate seems
to have been around 3% each time.85 To the approximately 3%
needed for transport, this might have added an artificial barrier of
at least 6%, or more if dues also had to be defrayed for transit
through the Hermopolite nome. Neither cost would in this case
have been prohibitive. But the need, willy-nilly, to pay perhaps
up to 10% of the value of the grain in the process of bringing it
to market may have discouraged the establishment of a routine
commercial infrastructure, able to take advantage even of smaller
price differentials.

The impression of relatively low and fragile integration between
the individual markets in the province of Arcadia receives further
confirmation when we proceed to compare the development in
grain prices over the recorded year. Unfortunately, the damage to
the papyri means that not all price information has been preserved.
We can only follow the price during all three four-monthly intervals
for Cynopolis and a city whose name does not survive (Fig. 3. 3).
This and the fact that there are only three prices recorded during
the year, mean that the result must remain very tentative. From
the graph it appears that price developments do not conform to the
same pattern. While prices stay essentially the same in Cynopolis
in the second interval, the price increases 11% (index price from
146 to 162) in the unidentified city. In the third interval, the pattern
is turned around. Now Cynopolis experiences an increase of some
8%, whereas the price remains unchanged at its high level in the
anonymous city. The situation for barley puts this pattern into
sharper relief (Fig. 3.4). The uncertain city experiences a sharp
rise from the first to the second interval and Cynopolis remains
stable. By the third interval Cynopolis shows a slight increase in

85 See Sijpesteijn 1987: 19-25 and de Laet 1949, 324-329 for customs rates in Egypt.
Sijpesteijn 1987: 6-7 is not justified in taking the virtual disappearance of evidence
pertaining to customs from the third century onwards as a sign that the exaction of tolls
had been discontinued.
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Price of wheat in fifth-century province of Arcadia
In myriads of denarii per artaba In indexed numbers

nome

Cynopolite
Uncertain

Arsinoite

Sept.-Dec. Jan.-Apr. May-Aug.
308 300 325
450 500 500
240 240

Aphroditopolite 450

Interval
Cynopolite
Uncertain
Arsinoite

1

100
146
78

2

97
162

450

3

106
162

78
Aphroditopolite 146 146

Histogram of indexed wheat prices

iiCynopolite
H Uncertain

DArsinoite

. Aphroditopolite

Development of wheat prices

I

I

200

150 4

100 -I

504

0

. Cynopolite
- Uncertain

. Cynopolite
Uncertain

1

100

146
97

162
106

162

4-monthly intervals

Fig. 3. 3 Price of wheat in fifth-century province ofArcadia
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Price of barley in fifth-century province of Arcadia

In myriads of denarii per artaba In indexed numbers

name Sept. -Dec. Jan. -Apr. May-Aug. Interval 1 2
Cynopolite 286 279 300 Cynopolite 100 98
Uncertain 270 400 270 Uncertain 94 140
Arsinoite 225 225 225 Arsinoite 79 79

Histogram of indexed barley prices

1 Cynopolite

M Uncertain

DArsinoite

Development of barley prices

I
3

I

150 -T

ioo 4

50 -)-

0

-»-Cynopolite

-a-Uncertain

-ik-Arsinoite

3

105
94
79

-^-Cynopolite
-*--Uncertain

-A-Arsinoite

1

100

94

79

98

140

79

105

94

79

4-monthly intervals

Fig. 3.4 Price of barley in fifth-century province ofArcaclia
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the price of barley, whereas the city of uncertain identity now has a
steep fall in the price of barley. The prices are very far from moving
in unison and market developments appear to vary considerably
between the cities.

Perhaps, a little surprisingly the harvest cycle fails to manifest
itself clearly. The main grain harvest in Egypt seems normally to
have taken place in May. Prices could therefore be expected to
rise in the second interval of the year as stocks began to wear
thinner, and drop again in the third interval after the new crop.
Only the unidentified city conforms more or less to this pattern.
But its wheat price remains high for the May-August interval. A
possible explanation would be that the harvest came late in this
particular year. The delayed rise in the Cynopolite grain prices
could then be a reflection of this and perhaps also indication of
a bad or disappointing crop. 86 Another likely explanation might
be distortion caused by the method of registration. However, ' if
market integration was fragile, we should expect local deviations
from the "standard" pattern. If it had been possible to test for a
much greater number of cities and perhaps over a longer timeframe,
and the average pattern still failed to conform to the rhythm of the
agricultural year, it would be a greater cause for concern. In this
case, however, the number of examples is so small that individual
irregularities are only to be expected and may, in fact, be a result
of market imbalances.

Finally, let us consider wine. In contrast to the grain prices, a
very clear harvest cycle pattern comes through in the evidence;
prices are low in the post-harvest interval (September-December)
and rise steadily towards harvest time in August, reaching cul-
mmation in the the third interval. This requires introducing extra
subtlety into the analysis. Shared patterns of price develo'pment
cannot, in and of themselves, be taken automatically as evidence
of close integration. They may not be due to a close coordination
of supply and demand across marketplaces. Equally important
may be exogenous influences common to all the markets, such
as the arrival of a plague, political collapse or shared weather

Rathbone 199^1: 228-231 documents the prevalence of a harvest pattern later than the
norm for the Fayum.
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conditions. This last factor, by producing similar harvest results
across the region, is undoubtedly part of the explanation for the
shared pattern in the wine markets. However, wine was the pri-
mary cash crop of Egyptian agriculture, and we should probably
be prepared to accept some integration of markets.

Thus, even though their courses are not absolutely identical,
with the price leader changing twice during the year, the curves
for the unidentified city and Arsinoe do appear to show some
resemblance.87 On the other hand, the fragile and limited nature
of the integration in the wine trade is clearly brought out by the
overall development in the market. At the beginning of our period
the prices of the unidentified city, Arsinoe and Cynopolis are very
close together within a range of 7% from bottom to top, while at
the end of the year that gap has increased to 28%, and Cynopolis
has seen a significantly different development than the other two
markets (Fig. 3. 5). Incidentally it is worth observing that local
customs duties might have been an important barrier to integration
in the wine markets. All in all, this leaves an image of a set
of markets where integration was limited, links were fragile and
vulnerable, and coordination between the individual markets fairly
weak. As a result conditions varied considerably from city to city,
even within this very limited territory.

Moving on, a fourth-century papyrus lists information on the
monthly, presumably average, prices for gold, silver, wheat,
barley, lentils, vegetable seed and wine over a fifteen-month
period (see Table 3. 2). 88 As was to be expected we find a pattern
for the agricultural goods heavily influenced by the seasons with a
pronounced tendency for prices to peak just before harvest and to
slump with a little delay after. But the agricultural seasonal cycle
cannot account for all developments. Again some irregularities,
now less suqwising to us, emerge. Other factors clearly also had
a strong influence in the short term as the monthly averages show.
87 One reason for their close resemblance could be that the unidentified city was located

close to Arsinoe, e. g. if it was identical with Herakleopolis at 26 km's distance, which
might well be the case.

88 P. Oxy. 3773. The editor assumes that the prices are real market prices. However,
if government officials could calculate four-monthly averages, I have no doubt that
collegia would be able to produce average monthly prices too. In view of the violent
fluctuations of some of the prices, it would be highly unlikely that prices within each
month were absolutely fixed.
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Price of wine in fifth-century province of Arcadia

In myriads of denarii per sextarius In indexed numbers

nome Sept.-Dec. Jan.-Apr. May-Aug. Interval
Cynopolite 20. 6 20. 6 22. 5 Cynopolite
Uncertain 21. 4 23. 6 28. 6 Uncertain
Arsinoite 20 23. 8 27. 5 Arsinoite

1 2 3
100 100 109
104 115 139
97 116 133

Histogram of indexed wine prices
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Fig. 3.5 Price of wine in fifth-century province ofArcadia
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A ROUGH TRADING WORLD

The price of barley is revealing. It sets off with the expected rise
as stocks wear thinner during winter. Then in Mecheir it suddenly
drops by 20%, only to rise to its former level in the followins
month. The harvest sees a slump but only for two months, foL-
lowed a little surprisingly by a steep increase of 33%. The script
for wheat is slightly different. It shows an 11%'increase from
Phaopi until Pachon, then drops in Pauni to the previous autumn
level as the crop is harvested. But then in That a fall of another
ll% follows rather unexpectedly. For lentils, a similar pattern of
some erratically fluctuating prices appears. Here, as for barley,
there is a surprising drop in Mecheir (12%) and the fall in prices
after harvest is very quickly offset by a large increase in Pauni. Did
the crop fail? Or was there some other shock, unknown to us? Be
that as it may, the situation seems to have been unstable - as the
further 17% increase in Thoth and its immediate nullification in
Phaophi indicate Something similar could be said about vegetable
seed, where we observe an increase of some 60% during the time
we can follow the price. From these observations it should be clear
that seasonal and other changes combined to make the markets
quite volatile during the year. Further, developments in individ-
ual goods show fairly divergent patterns, another sign of weakly
integrated markets. That becomes even clearer when we include
gold and silver in our observations. The document stems from
ttie period of considerable inflation affecting the imperial coinage.
The timeframe is not long enough for this to have a visible effect
on the prices registered for the agricultural goods. But with gold
and silver it is another matter. Both seem to rise in Athyr. Then
silver sees an additional increase in Mecheir. In Pachon both silver
and gold rise though not by the same percentage. Very belatedly
gold seems to follow suit (four months later, in fact), whereas silver
climbs to its highest level hitherto in Thoth. In sum, the fourth- and
fifth-century government price lists convey an impression of very
opaque, weakly integrated markets with relatively frail stabilising
mechanisms.

Consisting of monthly and even four-monthly price averages, the
fourth- and early fifth-century lists must invariably have masked
some short-term fluctuations. Some of this we can make up for by
complementing our image of markets in Middle Egypt by drawing
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in some of the earlier, but more disparate information on prices
w'e'D'os'sess from' the area. 89 Effectively we have only a handful
Jdocuments offering sufficiently detailed evidence on which to
create short-term price series. Several of these relate to^the pnce
o^win^This'cames problems of its own. Often it is^not possible
to ascertain whether a variation in price reflects different quali-
ties of wine or changing prices. 90 A couple of other series come
from'internafe state accounts. While there is no doubt that they do

reflect market prices, as argued by Rathbone, over the longer term,
itis'farfrom dear that they were adjusted according to short-term
developments in the market. Thus one shows a surPnsm^stat)u-

"that 'does not even register the expectable seasonal changes.
There^'for instance, no drop in the months after the harvest. To

ee from the figures, the level of the accounting price seems to
JhavfeeYeen adjusted annually in June and more or less maintained
for the next twelve months.9'

This leaves us with the information that can be s<
theTebtums^p/^on, or record office, for September and Octo-
ber AD> 45.92 Here we find a number of transactions for the

M H. -J. Drexhage 1988 and 1991 and Rathbone , 997 have gathered Ae material

: Sl;SSEji^iijis=
S;i^Siii^|^?S£S
^e^^^hb^T997:^:Thisproblem, ^c,d^^^J>^^
^e^^^''hcP^^^tte^inedataProiectafairlycohercntJ'TClge'Th£tp^
^S^^s^'^uffi^n^sigm^amtorequireexptanauonj. ^refl^
^S^^^^h?:^'Sm 'ES^
S^iZ^'and ̂ ^lik£>ytavt, ten,b;^n^^'^^: The
d^'thereforewere the result of a much more homogeneous co".ectio"Pro(^dure_

9. ̂ ^^^d^Rad^ne 1997: 229-230). The H^ation^mN^n^
91 ̂ S^^^'^^n^od^Th^^o^^^a^

K^'^^no'infom^ion for June but in August ittasns to^d^tA;
^^:^^nc<. ta^ln0ctob^^^^Tghtl^b^^^^
H^Si^ijij^^cSS
sSijii'i'iHiiS^ss
^=^iiiss=s;s:
the'thirTcentury, would often have been administrativel^fixe^ _^_^^^

^ Sl ^iT^"^ gramp;i(:ei^M"/LI^2£^^^
^^r^e^emo^^^emenriy'listedin^uncan-Jone^ 1990^ because he lists the
gra"mprrices"according to date. See also Rathbone 1997: 217 and 224.
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procurement of small quantities of wheat and wine. Taking wheat
first, on 7 September in AD 45 the price is listed at 4.4 drachmae
(dr. ) per artaba. A fortnight later it has risen by 30% to 5.7 dr.
Three days later it is 8 dr. or an extra 40% higher. 93 Two days
later it drops to 7. 3 dr., that is by 9%. In October it goes up in
two instalments to 8 dr. again. It is clear that even in the very
short term, prices fluctuated quite violently at times. This conclu-
sion is further supported by the data on wine from the grapheion.
In the same months, the prices for wine fluctuate within a band
of 2.50 dr. and 4.58 dr. per keramion or by up to 80% in round
figures.94 This image of fragile market integration would appear
to clash with Rathbone's analysis, partly based on the same data.
By a comprehensive statistical analysis of the fairly few attested
prices for wheat, wine and donkeys from Middle Egypt in the first
three centuries AD he concluded that markets seemed to be well

integrated in the region. His conclusion was based on the identifi-
cation of a common long-term pattern with two periods of relative
price stability within relatively broad price bands from c. AD 40
to 170 and again from 190 to 270. 95

First, the price bands are very broad. That for wheat in the first
period lies in an interval between 5 or 6 and 12 dr. per artaba.
This leaves plenty of room for local intra-annual variations. If we
look at the very small amount of data that constitutes this band
we find that it is essentially based on ten prices from the Arsinoite

93 One possible explanation for this extraordinarily high leap could be a very poor Nile
inundation. Prices will therefore have soared in response to the expectation of a bad
harvest in the coming year, Rathbone 1997: 193. However, that remains only one
possible hypothesis. If we are to judge from slightly later material, the start-out price of
4. 4 dr. per artaba was very low. We could therefore also just be seeing a return to more
normal prices.

94 Pace Ralhbone 1997: 196-197, who concludes that changes over the very short term
were minimal. To support this conclusion he calculates the variation from the median
(the middle point between the two extreme points in the price range). Over the short
term that is going to produce a false sense of continuity. For instance, a price rise of
100% is only going to appear as a variation of 33% around the median (example: price
goes from 5 to 10. Variation around the median will be only 2. 5 around 7. 5 or 33%)
and a rise of 50% will come out as a fluctuation of 20%. The merchant, however, is
not going to pay the median price. His profit is going to depend on the variation in
real prices. Cf. Steensgaard >973a: 42-59 for a similar approach to the calculation of
short-term fluctuations in pre-modern markets. Working on early modern trade he even
considers as violent much smaller variations than our evidence shows.

95 See Rathbone 1997: 210-2 16 for a summary of his results. H. -J. Drexhage 1988 is much
closer to the present author's analysis.
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nome and seven from the Hermopolite. Taken separately, the data
produce an average of 7. 36 dr. for the Arsinoite and 9. 55 dr. or
30% higher for the Hermopolite. This difference may be coinci-
dental. Ten and seven figures respectively from a period of over
loo years can hardly be considered adequate evidence to allow
conclusions regarding differences in the price levels between the
two names. But they'do remind us that we cannot exclude local
differences within the very broad trends located by Rathbone. In
tact. for our fifth-century dossier basically all the wheat prices fall
within a similarly wide span, and yet considerable fragmentation
characterised the market; The broad comparability of early and
late prices, incidentally, corresponds quite well with recent trends
inlate antique scholarship stressing the continued economic health
and vitality of market trade in the fourth and fifth centuries. 90 The
evidence of short-term fluctuation and the late antique records,
therefore, both suggest that the parameters, never made explicit,
of Rathbone's analysis are faulty. The Egyptian prices from the
Principate are fully compatible with a scenario where market inte-
gration remained fragile.

Second, it is important to recognise that this is not a question
of either total disintegration with completely isolated communi-
ties or fully correlated markets moving in absolute unison; we are
trying to look at differences between a group of highly complex
pre-industrial societies with forces working on several levelsto
tie localities into wider networks. The activities of the state would
have been one significant factor in creating some broad overarch-
ing patterns, as was argued in the last chapter. On a micro^level
state-defined rates for compulsory purchase or the conversion of
grain taxes into cash payments may have helped stabilise prices
in the long term within the broad bands identified by Rathbone. 97
Compulsory purchases, of course, would often have served to

96 Bagnall 1993, Banaji 2001, Sams 2006 and Ziche 2006. They all '"sist on Ae continued
3v'o7e7 cJon"om^liteYn much of the Empire during I ate antiquity, and in particular
Egypt' The7efore"it'is"not unreasonable to use this material, at least as an indicator .
conditions in the preceding centuries.

97 SeeRathbone~i997: I96-W t'or this suggestion. State purchases and c°"v^onrate^
^n onTv'hav'e be7en' very'broiid 'stabilising'factors. According to Rathbone's P"ceband^,
rtie'span of variations becomes narrower in the third century when evidence of conversion
stops for a period.
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increase uncertainty in the short run, as the many surviving com-
plaints clearly testify; often people would have suffered losses and
been forced to sell below the current market rate. Individual com-
munities did not exist in perfect economic isolation either. Trade
clearly did take place. In the long run this must have worked to cre-
ate some broadly coherent features. Even if prices in one Egyptian
city would normally have differed from those of its neighbours,
we would expect the variations to remain within limits. If they
had consistently been of an entirely different order, landowners
in the surrounding area would surely have moved in to benefit
and thus gradually re-established a connection, however broad,
between individual prices in the region.98 The identification of
some common long-term price trends, therefore, does not militate
against the case for a relatively low level of market integration.
They are only to be expected. " Rathbone, for instance, convin-
cingly suggests that the caesura between the two identifiable price
bands was caused by the dismption that followed the arrival of
the Antonine Plague in Egypt. '00 A similar leap in prices can be
observed across large sections of Europe after the shock caused by
the Black Death. That was long before the arrival of more closely
integrated markets. Rather than the result of a close integration of
supply and demand, the jump in prices after the Antonine Plague
was caused by an exogenous shock shared by the whole province.

The limited institutional coherence of the tributary empire

So, the question is whether the Roman world ever made the move
beyond weakly integrated, volatile markets with some degree of
long-term coherence to more closely correlated and stable mar-
kets. The Egyptian evidence surveyed, so far, suggests a negative
answer. But this answer could admittedly be better supported.
The evidence is disparate and spans approximately 400 years.

98 Steensgaard i973a: 58 argues that short-temi weak integration of markets does not
exclude the creation of broader conjunctures over the long-term.

99 Grover 1966 provides an analysis of that sort of low-level integration in the Mughal
Empire.

'°° see Scheidel 2002 for an analysis of the effects of the Antonine Plague in Egypt seen
in the light of the Black Death.
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Significant changes took place within that period. On top of this,
the information does not originate from some of the more impor-
tant markets in cross-regional trade, where the pulse beat quicker
and closer integration was more likely to make its first appear-
ance. However, we do have a few scraps of information issuing
from people in touch with more central markets. One of those is
provided by a letter sent from Coptos in the early second century.
The city held a central position in the long-distance trade between
Egypt and India, and developed into an important interregional
market in the province. 101 The sender had been commissioned by
a certain Apollonius to procure a number of goods there to the
substantial value of a little less than t , 000 dr. The letter, there-

fore, offers an interesting glimpse of conditions in a fairly impor-
tant commercial town and may help us to fill in the blanks. The
writer tells of his careful efforts, mostly crowned with success,
to secure a good bargain for his correspondent. At the end of the
business report, he declares his willingness to undertake further
commissions on behalf of Apollonius and then adds a bit of expert
information: "the price of bullion is now 326 dr., for as you know,
the prices at Coptos change from day to day". " Again, it is the
impression of endemic and erratic local price fluctuations that
seems to receive confirmation. This image also conforms to the
general expectations of the Roman elite. According to the second-
century jurist Gaius, prices of many important commodities such
as wine, oil, grain and even credit, were likely to show strong local
or regional variations. 3

We can go further by contemplating whether it is possible to
pinpoint any institutions with the capacity and sufficient power
to be able to establish the long-term control of markets necessary
to make them more closely interdependent. An obvious candidate

"" Plin. Nat. V, 60 on Coptos. For a recent collection of papers, see Autour de Coptos.
102 Translation, Johnston 277 of P. Giss. 47 (= W. Chr. 326). The text, however, must

be read with the corrections to line 29 published in the first Berichtigungsliste by
Preisigke from 1922.

"'3 Dig. 13.4.3. Similar is Pliny Nat. XXXIII, 57. One might also adduce more literary
forms of evidence. To satirists. novelists and philosophers alike trade remained an
uncertain activity, a game of chance first and foremost. See Erdkamp 2005, chapter 4
for a broadly similar assessment of integration and fragmentation in the Roman grain
trade.
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would be aristocratic households. They often controlled enormous
amounts of agricultural produce for sale, at least sufficient to make
them important players on a local or regional scale7However"l
did"<,)tdTend °"their ability to tie mclrkets together Thei!:'powe'I-
rested on their position in the political hierarchy and in the con trol

of the agricultural surplus. Indeed, often they seem rather to have
exploited this position to benefit from enhancing the endemic mar^

imperfections; I have already mentioned the resentment of the
wealthyd. asses inAntioch to the various imperial attemptUo'all'^
viate a particular food crisis. Libanius gave words to the'sentiment
underlying theresistance. In a letter toa high-ranking offic'iai"t'het
count of the Orient, Rufinus, he only grudgingly admitted'that
^interference in a food crisis had been necessary'and that Ae
interference with the "autonomy of the marketplace7'"hacTbee'n
tlw lesser evil. '^often landowners were unwiTlingto mate e;en
that concessiorL Some groups took their resistanceotointe7vention

^the way to the emperor's court: a ruling of Marcus A'urelius'
and Verus felt obliged to emphasise that "decurions'shouldnotbe

'. to.provide. grain to their dtizens at less tha" the prevailing
market. price"-, '05 In general the elite dld not look favourably (
attempt to reduce its capacity to exploit its economic resources'.

^aramg and speculative manipulation of the market by the nower-
fill, not least in the necessities of life during times of "cr-^nd
,

r,Tl n!lu. l!commonplace in the ancient sources.
'06 It speaks vol-

,

ume^thatamong the/elatively few directions about'ev'e'ryday life
in the Lex Irnitana (a Spanish municipal law dating to'th"e late

l^anius Ep. 1379, 2 ("TTIV ayopav auTovo. ov") with Garnsey and Whittaker 1998:
"s ̂ t, 30^(Marcianus)LFOr thls and a few similar Passages, see most recently Lo
=S^?SSIi^i=S
S^i=sii^iiSS
^i^m his forty-sixth speech harping on abou^seif^on^t ̂  Sn^ ̂)^
E'g', phil os,tratus v't:. APOtA:I5 (tre;lted by Gamsey '988: 76). The Elder Cato i3^ ^ I^^,^e^riS[S; t^^SS
sufficient storage capacity be ableltohoa^^u^al^^^<hS
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first century), we find a sombre prohibition against any kind of
hoarding. 107 The political elite normally possessed sufficient social
power to be able to benefit from the volatile market environment
and the endemic, sometimes wilfully created, imbalances in sup-
plies. It had no incentive to try to change things by investing
in greater market predictability instead. 108 At times, exploitative,
short-term speculation is even presented as a convenient solution
for aristocrats in need of more cash. I09 This was an attitude the
Roman elite shared with its later Mughal counterparts. 110

Moving a step further up the ladder we find another possi-
ble candidate to-exercise a stabilising and integrating influence
on markets, the different segments of the imperial state. Faced
with the danger of social upheaval, cities, provincial governors
and the emperor occasionally all had a strong interest in checking
the worst abuses. '" But such intervention, as pointed out above,
happened with a view to local conditions, not market integration.
At any rate, most initiatives were discontinuous, implemented on
an ad hoc basis and only during times of severe crisis to ensure
social peace. "2 The big exception, of course, was the food supply
of the imperial capital Rome, perhaps followed by some precau-
tionary measures of more limited help in other large cities of the

. °7 Lex Irnitana, section 75. (Though not the most recent Latin version, Gonzales 1986
offers an easily accessible edition and with a parallel English translation.)

. °8 Erdkamp "2005: 155-74 makes the important'point that Roman landowners operated
witha'tewca'rry-over of grain stocks'from year to year. When prices were volatile
it made better economic sense to profit on high pre-harvest prices than on long-term
storage. Big landowners therefore were part of a regime which reproduced market
imperfections and fragmentation, pace Hobenreich 1997: 268-282

109 Suet. Vesp. 16 i. Whittaker 1985 suggests that there is a strong link between member-
ship'oHhe imperial elite and imports to Rome. Presumably senators exploited their
power to gain advantages in the Roman market.

''" A'li" 1997 "chapter 6. for examples. In that chapter he also treats an imperial fannan
(edict/clenouncing the manipulation of the market by Mughal nobles.

. " Apart'from the Le^/mttem(/(GonzaIes 1986) (the municipal level) one could p^
evidence from papyri and inscriptions showing Roman governors ordering that^tocks
be'made available for sale in the market, not exceeding a specified price^e. g. Lucius
Antistius Rusticus' measures for a grain shonage in Pisidian Antioch (AE 1925, [2&,
trans. Sherk 1988, no. 107). ^ _^ , ^ ^ _, ^

"2 The Dhenomenonhas received full treatment in Gamsey 1988. with slightly differei
"lasis in Erdkamp 2005. chapter 6. See further Grenier 1997 tbr some perceptive

comments on how ad hoc attempts to curb the market would have worked to increase
commercial unpredictability rather than improve the functioning of markets.
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Empire, such as Alexandria and Syrian Antioch. 113 From taxation
the imperial state controlled enormous amounts of grain, sufficient
to make it by far the biggest player in the field. This allowed it to
organise the grain supply of the imperial metropolis into a much
more settled and stable pattern than was achieved in republican
times. "4 This did undoubtedly create a more predictable environ-
ment for the Roman consumer and secondary private suppliers.
But the result was to a large extent brought about by crowding out
the market. A very large part of the grain was simply handed out
free to the citizen population as a privilege and what was left in
the imperial granaries would have been sold, probably at a fairly
low market rate. "5

"3 Sharp 1998: 127-140 for some observations on a scheme meant to benefit the food
supply of Alexandria.

114 The grain supply of Rome has received extensive treatment. See Pavis d'Escurac
1976; Rickman i98oa; Garnsey 1988; Herz 1988; Sirk.s 1991; Hobenreich 1997; and
Ercfkamp 2005, chapter 5.

' '5 The Roman state seems to have handed out grain free of charge to 150,000 to 200, 000
people at an annual rate of 60 moclii per person. At a generous annual consumption rate
of 175 kg wheat per person this would have sufficed to feed with grain a population of
350, ooo to 450,000 in very round numbers. In other words, via the grain dole alone
the Roman state probably satisfied the grain needs of not less than one-third of the
population of the capital and probably closer to one-half. On top of this must be added
state sales on the "free" market in the capital. Regrettably we are left very much in the
dark by our sources. We should not imagine a static picture. The proportion of state
sales in the market is likely to have increased as the state apparatus in the capital grew
during the Principate. I suspect that during the Principate, the state would relatively
quickly have become a very important supplier of the "free" market as well. From
taxes, the state commanded far more grain than it needed for both the army and the
free handouts. Rome would have been a convenient place to sell some of this. It is not
necessary to imagine the creation of a strong centralised commercial administration
in Rome. Documents in the banker's archive found outside Pompeii, the so-called
Murecine tablets, show us that consignments of Alexandrian wheat were released on
the market via small, individual private middlemen (TPSulp. 45-46 and 51-52, dating
to the reign of Caligula, mention the giving of 13,000 modii of Alexanclrian wheat,
stored in a Puteolean granary, as security. Dig. 39. 4. [0. 8 confirms that it was normal
procedure for the state to avail itself of private merchants to sell the produce which it
controlled). A letter of the emperor Haclrian (Oliver 1989, no. 187) refer to the state
shipments of Alexandrian grain as intended for the market ("Trpos TT|V ayopav") of
the capital. This may suggest that state sales were routine, which is why Nero hoped
to gain on high grain prices in Rome (Suet. Nero 45. 1). Finally, reports of an episode
of speculative hoarding of state grain during Commodus' reign seem to imply that
state grain played or had come to play an important role in the market (Herodian I,
i2, 4 and Dio Cassius 73, [3, l). Rickman l98oa seriously underestimated the role of
the state in the grain supply because he assumed unrealistically high per capita grain
consumption. See Gamsey 1988, 231-239 for a general, albeit on balance probably
still too conservative, discussion of the role of the state in the Roman grain market;
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The emperor did not run a commercial establishment Moye-
ment of grain to the capital happened independently of market
considerations. It was a question of state. The emperor could not,
if he valued his own security, let increased demand in other areas
of the empire have a decisive effect on the supplies brought to^ the
Roman market. As Hadrian wrote in a letter to the council ofEph-
esos, ~onTy when the needs of the imperial capital had[beeni served
would other communities be allowed to buy state grain. "6 A bad
harvest in a grain surplus-producing province such as Egypt, caus-
ing prices to rise in Alexandria, would not be allowed to have^a
strong effect on the market in the capital. If the emperor had grain
to spare, he might open the state granaries [nMey:mdnamevm
ship back stocks from Rome and sell it at reduced rates. But this
would only be done to avert disaster and the decision was taken
without regard to commercial considerations. "7 Thus it is unlikely
that'there ever arose a very close link between the situation in the
Alexandrian and Roman grain markets.
"In years of abundance, on the other hand, the imperial state

could dispose of far more Egyptian grain than it needed for the
cap'itafand the army. Some" of this would have been exported
from Alexandria to locations in the eastern Mediterranean expe-
riencing a temporary or permanent grain deficit. This would, to
some extent, have exercised a stabilising influence on the Levan-^
tin'e grain "market". However, as the above-mentioned letter of
HadrTan to Ephesos goes on to show, being admitted to the mar-
ket in Alexandria was a matter of acquiring a political privilege
from the emperor or more often the prefects of either Egypt or
o'f the grain supply. Much else other than commercial considers
tions was bound to enter into the decision whether access should
be granted or not. Patronage connections and political influence

Erdkamp 2005, chapter 5 f°r a more generous estimate. As the^bi^ ^ww[
m'Ave"e'mpu:e, "the"imperial state was by implication a major seller in the market, as
recently argued by Lo Cascio 2006.

116 Oliver 1989, no. 187. ^ _ .. ^ . ^ _ ^_:.
. -7 See P\m. 7an. 30-32 on the re-shipment of grain to Alexandria to avert a famme_

fact'that'thi's'occurrence received'extensive treatment in a panegyric to th^empj-ror
E^es"to"stow"howunusuaritmust have been. The same impression i^convey^edl
^itu7ind^n'ant repo'rt'ofGermanicus' opening of the granaries in Alexandria to

alleviate high prices, Ann. II, 59-
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would not have been the least important elements in this selection
process. Josephus relates how Herod the Great, during a famine
which affected large parts of the Levant, was able to secure a con-
signment of Egyptian wheat by exploiting his connections with
the prefect of Egypt, C. Petronius. For he, "though many persons
had come to him because of the same needs, was a friend of Herod

and wished to rescue his subjects, and so he gave them priority
in the export of grain". "8 Access to the market in surplus grain
was, in other words, far from open or equal. It is not impossible
to imagine that preferential treatment will often have increased
market imbalances in the region, ensuring supplies where they
were not urgently needed. Therefore it seems implausible to look
to the Roman state, though it might quite possibly have created
more stable conditions in some markets, for the creation of a set of

tightly integrated markets between the core regions of the Mediter-
ranean through the disposal of its suiplus grain. It simply lacked the
organisational apparatus necessary to make it respond quickly and
effectively to market developments across the empire. It is telling
that in the case of the food crisis in Syrian Antioch, treated above,
there was no "marketing" agency which ensured that grain held
on neighbouring imperial estates and in Alexandria was shipped
to the city in need. That only happened at the emperor's personal
intervention. "9

Indirectly, of course, the state did promote some stabilisation
of market conditions across the Empire. The development of a

118 Josephus, Ant. Jud. 15. 307. Gamsey 1988, 255-257 emphasises how commercial
considerations would generally have been overruled by various political motives.
Market response in the Alexandrian export market would therefore habitually have
been heavily distorted.

' '9 See Grenier 1997 for a related point. However, he goes further and sees state involve-
ment in the grain supply of Rome as increasing uncertainty by making the market sector
much smaller and hence more susceptible to shocks. Apart from sudden interventions,
e.g. fixing a price level far below the market rate, I think this is going too far. The
presence of enormous state supplies will simply have reduced the strategic bargaining
power ot private grain. Therefore it must have exercised a stabilising influence on
the situation. However, this is not to deny that there were still occasional attempts to
destabilise the market; sometimes they surface in the sources. But the contrast with
the republican period is marked. Not least the risk involved in speculation must have
increased in the imperial period. The executive powers of the emperor were much
larger and above all faster-working than those of the republican state. He would have
been able (and expected) to intervene more quickly if the situation threatened to get
out of hand.
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tributary empire extending over a number of diverse areas required
some kind of administrative framework. Both the Mughal and

Roman Empires gradually created increased monetary and legal
cohesion between different regions. They also spread the use of
coins and written forms of contract, in the Roman Empire, par-
ticularly in the west, which in many regions had only used such
instruments rudimentarily before the conquest. 120 Though not to be
belittled, I doubt that greater unity of law and coinage would have
been anything more than facilitative in allowing more exchange to
take place between localities. By themselves these were passive
media. Roman commercial law, for instance, was mostly reactive.
It did not so much drive institutional developments as develop
in response to the practices emerging among traders. Law and
coinage were part of the infrastructure. As such their creation did
provide important support for and expand the sphere of commer-
cial activities; but they did not constitute organisations which could
actively coordinate and remould links between individual market-
places. 121 Moreover, these institutions were not primarily meant
to create unity between markets. They were designed to serve the
needs of the imperial state: to ease the collection of taxes, allow
it to make payments and regulate relations among its most impor-
tant subjects. On special occasions that might be taken to imply a
complete imposition of the institutions of the conquerors. "None
of the cities should be allowed to have its own separate comage

or system of weights and measures; they should all be required to
use ours", as the senator and historian Dio Cassius makes Mae-
cenas proclaim in an advisory speech addressed to Augustus. '22
That was a statement of ideology. In both the Mughal and Roman
Empires, though with variations in actual outcome and degree, the
needs of the state fell far short of the creation of absolute and

'2" See Lo Cascio 20000, chapter i for an interesting if perhaps too optimistic treatment ot
this. The same holds for Meyer 2004, chapter 7, treating the use of Roman tablets as a
form of documentation in the provinces. The very few finds of tablets in the provinces
do not warrant her wide-ranging conclusions. See Aubert 2004 on the use of writing
among merchants.

121 Morley 2007, chapter 4 is right to place the emphasis in his interpretation of Roman
law and coinage on their providing some basic state services (see p. 66 for the mostly
reactive nature of Roman commercial law).

122 Dio Cassius 52, 30, 9.
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immediate institutional homogeneity. 123 Pragmatism was crucial
to the operation of empire.

The tendency towards homogenisation was greatest in the sphere
of coinage. With the consolidation of Mughal rule under the
emperor Akbar (r. 1556-1605), an imperial currency was intro-
duced with gold, silver and copper coins. '24 Local coinages were
discontinued; no new issues were struck. In some regFons, for
instance the commercially important province of Gujarat, the old
currency remained in circulation for a considerable time next to the
Mughal issues But by and large, the imperial currency managed to
establish an effective monopoly inside the realm within a surpris-
ingly short span of time. The price the Great Mughal had to* pay
for this success was effectively to relinquish the ability to manip-
ulate the coinage or pursue an active monetary policy. Instead the
Mughal state made the coins attractive by striking them at almost
100% purity and by keeping the monetary system open; anyone
with gold or silver could have it stmck for a fee at "the Mughal
mint. The value of coins, therefore, was effectively identical with
their precious metal contents.

The Roman state was unwilling or unable to go quite so far. The
great consolidator of Roman rule, Augustus, also reformed the cur-
rency after the tumultuous civil wars of the late Republic. '^ He
created a three-tiered system based on gold, silver and lower value
brass/bronze coins and fixed the exchange rate between the differ-
ent denominations by decree. In the western part of the Empire, the
Roman experience resembles the Mughal achievement. The virtual
purity of the golden aureus and the silver denarius secured their
acceptance and dominance from the beginning. By the reign of
Claudius, the cities of the western provinces even stopped striking
their own base denominations. In the eastern part of the Empire,
the situation was very different for silver and bronze. Here the

^ Lo Cascio 20000: i8, "L'evoluzione amministrativa accompagna e talora favorisce
questo processo di integrazione, che e anche un processo di progressiva uniformiwone
e omogeneizwwne" (my emphasis). This is to go too far.
H.a^lLI 9"', i3 2,T435 for thT asic facts- For a fl111 treatment of the Mughal monetary

12, '^s.tem'. see Haide'', I9j?7 a"d the various contributions in Richards 1987.
"' My.. treatment. ofthe Roman imperial coinage system is based on Crawford F986b;

Howgego 1992, 1^94 and 1995, chapter 3-(wi'th interesting comparisons "to other
ancient empires); Harl 1996, chapters 4 and 5; and Walters 1999, chapter 6.
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conquering power had encountered the well-established monetary
practices of the Hellenistic states. To a large extent, the Roman
administration was satisfied with continuing this system, partly
leaving it to provincial communities, in groups or individually to
strike their coinage. Thus locally minted copper coinage of smaller
denominations continued and proliferated throughout the eastern
part of the Empire, reaching an unprecedented peak in the num-
ber of issuing communities during the reign of Septimius Severus
(AD 193-211). A number of regional silver coinages, though now
mostly issued by the imperial authorities, were maintained for a
long time, in Asia into the second century, in Cappadocia and Syria
into the third and Egypt only saw the abolition of her own closed-
currency system under Diocletian (AD 284-305). 126 All this is
not to deny that even considerable monetary transfers happened
between the provinces. As is well known from later historical
epochs, such transfers are possible without homogeneity and if
the model presented in Chapter 2 is basically correct, those must
have taken place. The aureus would probably have been the main
medium for this; credit may also have played a role. '27 But the
idea of the imperial monetary system as removing all obstacles
to an unmediated transfer of economic resources between differ-
ent areas needs serious qualification. Unity of currency only came
about through a slow and gradual process. The fact that some of
the most important and prosperous provinces retained valuable

126 See Christiansen 1988 and 2004 for discussion of the Roman administration of the
Egyptian closed-currency system. Nero seems to have exploited this to debase the
Egyptian currency substantially, using the profits to fill his empty coffers inRome and
incidentally to create a fiduciary Egyptian coinage. On a smaller scale, the Roman
state .seems to have been able also to strike the other eastern silver coins with a slightly
lower fineness than the mainstream imperial denarius (Harl 1996: 98-106). Tolerance
in the east may, therefore, not just have been a sign of weakness. Compared to the
Mughal state, the Roman administration was able to pursue a far more active monetary
policy.

127 Hopk'ins 1995-6 for the importance of the aureus in interregional transfers. Duncan-
Jones l994:"l 67-170 and 2003 suggests, on the basis of hypothetical extrapolation
however, that the value of gold coins constituted a very significant pan of the total
imperial coinage. See further Hopkins 1980 contra Duncan-Jones 1990, chapter 2 for a
debate about whether circulation of imperial silver coinage happened across the Empire
or in regional cells. Howgego 1994 offers an interesting qualification of this debate.
The two phenomena were not mutually exclusive. Significant monetary exchanges
could take place between provinces without erasing all regional peculiarities in the
composition of the coin population. See Harris 2006 and Rathbone 2003 for credit
transfers; De Ligt 2002 for the prevalence of cash over paper transactions.
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regional silver currencies for most of our period does say some-
thing about the limits of institutional integration in the empire. 128

Proceeding to the legal sphere, we find that ambiguous unity
gives way to considerable institutional fragmentation. Again, the
Mughal comparison offers a useful yardstick. The Mughals were
Muslims conquering territories with a population predominantly
subscribing to the variegated cults and practices we call Hinduism.
As Muslim rulers the Timurids saw themselves as the upholders
of Islamic law, the shar'iya. This was the law of the mperial
administration and courts, supplemented with edicts issued by the
emperor to tackle specific problems. Occasionally this gave rise to
conflicts when imperial wishes clashed with established Islamic
doctrine. However, the main institutional gap was in relation to the
large non-Muslim population. The administration had. for obvious
reasons, to respect the locally varying customs of Hindu law. and
largely allowed the Hindu population to conduct its own aclmin-
istration of justice. Thus within the Mughal realm several legal
systems co-existed, and occasionally blended or clashed. I29

The Roman emperors did not have to accommodate a canonical
imperial law, at least not until well into late antiquity. They could
therefore very gradually go further in legal integration. But essen-
tially they were faced with the same problem as the Timurid rulers
of north India. Roman law was primarily the law of Roman citi-
zens. Originally this group denoted the conquerors. But gradually

The services of money changers and assayers were, in other words, not made com-
pletely redundant by Roman hegemony. This is, in any case, a problematic notion in
a currency system based on the value of precious metals, as the'Mughal case reminds
us. Even without the need for exchanging currencies, the money changer still had an
important role in assaying the genuineness, quality and weight of coins, for instance
making a discount for older, worn coins. Apuleius Met. X,~9 shows us the need for
a money changer in a transaction involving gold coins and Suet. Nero 44. 2 distin-
guishes between fresh and old coins. In general see Harl 1996, 113-122, 259-260 and
Andreau 1999, 36-37 for the continued need for money changers and assayers under
the Empire.

129 Mughal historiography has not been heavily preoccupied with the legal system(s) of
fhe.H"Trf' t>.ut. see Hintze 'j?97' I75-l78 and Hasan 2004, chapter 6, documenting
in detail the interaction in Gujarat of the imperial court with local legal customs
and adjudicatory bodies. Not surprisingly in the light of the separation of India and
Pakistan after independence from British rule, historians have been more interested
in the religious dimension of the meeting of Islam and Hinduism and the degree to
which individual Mughal rulers attempted to accommodate Hindu elements within the
imperial umbrella, e.g. Hodgson 1974, 59-99.
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under the emperors the right of Roman citizenship was extended
toparticularly privileged communities groups and individuals in
ther provinces. In that" way the right of citizenship spread, bul. it
happened patchily and in an uneven Pattern-7he, develoPmCTt
was also far more a phenomenon of the west than the east in the
empire l3° Thus Roman citizens remained a minority untilC&ra-
calTa (AD 211-17) issued the constitutio antoniniana and extended
this'right to most of the population. '3' Even after that date, how^
ever, the legal situation was far from homogeneous. At the time of
conquest'foreigners, peregnni, had to a large extent been allowed
to'maintain their old laws, just as they were left in charge_of the
local administration of justice. So beneath the umbrella of Roman
imperial law a patchwork of local and regional practices and cus-^
toms'had" continued to exist. '-32 As Mitteis long ago was thejirst
to'observe, that could not have changed fundamentally after Cara-
cafla's'edict. It is a simple matter of logistics: the number of people
thoroughly steeped in the complex rules of imperial law were far
too few. '33 Neither was there any drastic attempt to discard sud^
denly provincial law en bloc. It was expected to live on, recogmsed
as custom in a Roman law context. Thus we find Greek orators
appealing to the particular customs of communities long after the
dramaticextension of the citizenship, and occasionally it is possi^
ble to observe how local legal practices begin gradually to blend
into and transform Roman law in the provinces. 134

. 3» See Sherwin-White 19732 t'or the spread of Roman citizenship. ^ ^ ^ __. :".. :.

. 3- Though significant'pockets of non-citizens continued to exist throughout late^^
^ss"^1 ̂ s^^7rnuana~^esl9s6^how^^
munTttes'wKh Latin rights, aphenomenon restricted to the western part of ̂  empire
mhAt' also 'have' adopted Roman law. But this will have varied from community to
community, see Galsterer 1997. . .. " . _, c. "l. ":,

. 3^ G'ais'terer"''!'986 "is" a'clear'exposition of this. See Jacques and Scheid IJW
A"aplte^6. 'See" also Lin'ton 1993, though he appears slightly too optimistic about

:radual uniformity of imperial law. _ _ ^ ..,. ___,., ":"
. 33 Mitteis 1891, chapter 6. Modrzejewski 1970 provides MUluminatmga^lys^

re'la'nonshTpbet'we'enRomanlawand Egyptian customs both before and a^rCara^a.
^lft, ^Garnsey'2004:'notmg that Ae Greek orator Menanderrf ̂ ^a^(t^
R'uss'e"lTa'ndWilson', Oxford; [98"!) eulogised the continued existence of local customs
even after the extension of Roman law to the majority of cities.

-34 Th^mix^of Roman law with local customs can for instance be gauged from fce
fifth-'century Romano-Syrian law book. Mitteis 1891 remams the classic treatment.
See'also Taubenschlag l'955 and Modrzejewski 1970 and 1990.
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In fact, the situation was even more complicated than this. Even
before the constitutio antoniniana the divisions between the sphere
of local and imperial law were never firmly settled. The bound-
aries were permeable. Provincial populations could and did some-
times avail themselves of Roman legal forms and brought their
quarrels before the imperial provincial authorities. '35 A group of
wooden tablets from the mid second century testifies to the spread
of Roman forms of contract in Dacia. 13 These documents contain
examples of provincial subjects availing themselves of legal forms
which in strict law were only available to Roman citizens. Yet,
as recently remarked by Eva Jakab, the legal niceties were not
crucial to the contracting parties. They treated the Roman formula
pragmatically; it provided documentation of their transactions. 137
A fairly recent find in a cave of some thirty-five documents dating
from AD 93-132 in the newly established province of Roman Ara-
bia reveal the same kind of pragmatic adaptation. 138 The dossier
of papers concern the (family and property) affairs of a Jewish
woman, Babatha, belonging to the village gentry in the province.
We find her, among other things, engaging in a number of fairly
prolonged conflicts over property which seem to have reached
stalemate. In that situation, the parties try to involve the Roman
authorities to tip the balance in their favour. 139 First the opponent is
presented with a lawsuit at the governor's court. This was presum-
ably intended as a threat because shortly afterwards the opponent
is made a not very favourable offer to settle the dispute out of
court. 140 What has especially caught the attention of scholars is
the close adherence, in some of the documents, to the formulas

and procedures of Roman law and litigation. All this has caused
surprise since Jews were in general thought to have settled affairs
in their own courts. In consequence, there has been a tendency to

135 Augustus' Fourth Edict for Cyrene (in de Visscher 1940) rules that if the parties
agreed to it they could have an all-Roman court. However, the Verrine orations of
Cicero should teach us not to put too much emphasis on the aspect of consent to the
use of Roman courts. In practice, the Roman governor must have had broad scope to
exercise discretionary powers.

136 CIL III, 2, pp. 921-960. I37 Jakab 1997:166-170. Cf. Meyer 2004:182-183.
13 Lewis 1989 (P. Yadin) has published and edited the twenty-six documents written in

Greek.
139 Cotton 1993: 102-ioy for instance.
140 The pattern can be seen in P. Yadin 14 and 15 and in P. Yadin 23 and 24.
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make somewhat more optimistic assertions as to the unity of the
legal system in the Empire. 141

The evidence, however, does not so much support unity as
patchy integration, fluidity and regional variation. Jews in Galilee
are certainly known to have used both rabbinic and village/city
courts controlled by the Jewish gentry in addition to Roman courts.
In Egypt they, too, availed themselves both of Jewish and Hellenic
courts. I42 If the Babatha texts demonstrate a use of Roman law to a

surprising extent, they also contain testimony of major deviations,
pointing to a continuation of local practice, such as polygamy and
payment of taxes in pre-Roman coinage. '43 In one complaint to
the governor over her son's guardians Babatha suggests she will
be able to invest her son's trust fund at a rate of 1.5% per month.
This probably implied lending the money out on interest. Thus
there is a good possibility that Babatha in her complaint to the
governor effectively suggested violating the normal Roman legal
annual maximum limit on interest of 12%. 44 Roman law was

appropriated by provincial subjects and adjusted to fit their own
purposes and cultural contexts.

To estimate the level of penetration of Roman legal procedures it
is also necessary to take the general conditions of the province con-
cemed into account. Both Dacia and Arabia lacked polls institu-
tions prior to the Roman conquest. This would make a more direct
transfer of Roman institutions more likely. But other provinces
complained against the use of Roman courts and defended their

141 See Johnston 1999: 9-1 I for a cautious, balanced attempt to formulate that position.
Other examples are Norr 1998 and Serrao 2000. Based especially on the Lex Jrnitana
(Gonzales 1986), Hackl 1997 argues this specifically for court procedures, with Egypt
alone as an exception. I find his conclusion unwarranted. It simply disregards the
contrary evidence and fails to take account of differences in status between provinces.

142 See Goodman 1983, chapter 10 for the co-existence ofrabbinic, Jewish-Hellenic and
Roman law courts in Galilee.

143 P. Yadin 16 is a census declaration to the Roman authorities testifying continuity in
money, measures and taxes. P. Yadin 26 documents potygamy. Wolff 1980:797-804
rightly distinguishes between adherence to Roman procedure and continuation of local
custom in substance.

144 P. Yaclin 15. In his commentary Lewis suggests that Babatha must have been thinking
of lending the money out at interest. But he makes no connection to the maximum
of 12%. P. Yadin I I documents a loan advanced by a Roman centurion charging the
legally prescribed maximum of I % per month, so it was used by Romans in the area.
But we should not be surprised if the suggestion made here is true. Mitteis 1891:
156-158 provides several similar examples.
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legal "independence", as it were. '45 Egypt, where written records
and notaries were widespread before the annexation, saw the con-
tinuation of much of her Hellenistic legal practices with relatively
little Roman influence, particularly in the field of commercial
law I4t) Newly enfranchised Romans in the provinces normalTy
also seem to have retained the right to use the foreign lawsoftheir
hom^community. '47 This was not an empty gesture; a papyrus
from Egypt shows two Roman citizens entering a contractuafrela-
tionship with each other using a Greek formula. [48 Even in Italy
we can find Roman citizens contracting with peregrini using ele-
ments of non-Roman legal forms. Among the wax tablets found
outside Pompeii in the archive of the Sulpicii bank is a document
pertaining to a contract for freight between the shipper Menelaos
from Ceramos in Caria and the Roman merchant P. Attius Severus.
In the document Menelaos, writing in Greek, declares that he has
received a sum of money (the sum representing the cargo) from the
slave of P. Attius Severus to be returned according to the contract
for freight. On the next page follows a surety declaration" by an
M Barbatus Celer, now written by a scribe in Latin. Formally, the
document complies with the standards of Roman law. BuUtafso
reveals interesting deviations from the pattern otherwise attested
in the Sulpicii archive. Both declarations conspicuously omit to
present the obligation as arising out of a mutually expressed agree-
ment about the contracting matter. Instead, they follow the Greek

145 T7hlcyrene Edirts, ofAugustus provide evicience ofthis (especially no.s. i and 4, in de
WO). They are a response to complaints from Greek provincials'tlTa't'

are^°"s. o^, thin8SLbemg sul'mltted to Roman Judges- Tlxrefore'the emperor
'>ullt hat. i" ^omplaiTinvolvi",g Greeks from dlfferent cTfes mCy'renethey^ha'IL'a's
^e;nhav. e, lrcek ^Idges;'lnd_SI!OUId neverbe Judged- ag""-'"^r wiil"by a'P'urel'y
Roma'!.JUrypaneL For the conti"ued use ofGreek'law toreg"ulate'relaU'ons'evet'n"at^
p^^aneve}among the d[ffeKM cit'eslsee Marsha" '98o:Anotherexampl^rfth^
continuing use of local law is Athens, cf. Lintott 1993: 158.

'4b Modrzejewski 1970; Taubenschlag 1955.
147 

ThLCIasslc.example is the Tabula ~Ba^ana. Here a tribal chieftain is made a Roman

c^n/ahL'ure^e"lis. (cf' sherwm-white i973b). Interestmg"matenaTfo, :'c^r
as,prctsT of. ;hi,s. problem is, Prov'decl .^ A"gustus'"Third Cyrene°Edict'(de vS.s^cher
to9^ II ruled that enfra"chiseci Provi"cials would not escape'the'dutie'soTt'heir'hon'ie
HRAm: V,9,\therontract was fwPi8nus and the form was the un-Roman synchorSsis.
se^LFi^. "!LI2° wuh thejid'tor's comme"t:-"mufaum'inter'^verR ^^^
adihirogra^hIfoT amredJictam"-CAtr^r^A"m. too'>'warnot'Tstandard7o^''^
contract in Roman law, cf. Gaius Inst. 3. 133-134.
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practice where contractual obligations are incurred by unilateral
declaration: unprodotto ellenistico-romano. 149 Roman law did not
create a homogeneous regime, it provided a flexible framework. 150

This impression of mixture and fluidity is parallelled in courts
presided over by Roman magistrates in the provinces. These will
not always only have followed the prescriptions of Roman law.
From Spain there is a very early illustration of this. The governor
conducts the proceedings in a dispute over boundaries between
two Spanish towns. He also defines the issue to the native jury
according to Roman notions. But the jury is asked to reach a
decision based on Spanish laws or customs!^' Several centuries
later and from the opposite end of the empire a summary of some
Egyptian court proceedings gives the same impression. A conflict
has arisen between a certain Dionysia and her father. They take it
to the Roman court. During the trial, the father suddenly attempts
to close the question once and for all by claiming that according to
Egyptian law the father was entitled, at any time he saw fit, to break
up the marriage of his daughters and take them back into custody.
The interesting thing here is the appeal to non-Roman laws in a
Roman court. In this particular case, the magistrate decided not to
condone the father's wish, probably on the basis of the precedent
of a denial by another magistrate in a similar case. But we have
several other instances where decisions are made expressly with
reference to Egyptian custom. '52

To sum up: there is no doubt that Roman law created a very grad-
ual, piecemeal and patchy increase in legal unity across the empire
during the Principate. But it never broke the pattern of strong
local variations in customs and practices. 153 Indeed, implement-
ing Roman law in the provinces required both pragmatism and
flexibility. Even when Roman law was employed in some form

149 TPSulp. 78 with the commentary by Camodeca. 15° Jakab 2006.
151 This is the so-called Tabula Contrebiensis. Cf. Galsterer 1986: 22.
5 P. Oxy. 237: For an interesting discussion see Katzoff 1972. The interesting thing

about the precedents cited (P. Oxy. 2, 237, col. vii, 19-43) is that the decision is left to
the wife. So in a way Roman law does not really enter the picture. P. Oxy. 2, 237, col
viii 21-43 cites precedents in other matters where the Roman authorities decided to
uphold the local law traditions. For the co-existence of many layers of legal tradition
in Egypt in general, see Modrzejewski 1970.

153 Galsterer 1986 and Gamsey 2004.
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or other, we should expect considerable variations in interpreta-
tion from region to region. It was standard legal advice to Roman
administrators to allow local conditions to influence the outcome
of trials. '-54 That made sense. Instruments of legal enforcement
were not developed as elaborately as the imperial law. Essentially
Roman law left it to private initiative to execute the rulings of
the court in civil law cases. '-5-5 In that situation, as was alscHater
realised by Mughal judges, it would often be crucial to accom-
modate provincial sentiments and secure the backing of the local
community. 's6 Such considerations are even more pertinent in
evaluating cases where locals, such as the magistrates and jurors
in the small Spanish town with Latin rights, Imi, most of whom
would have had only a rudimentary knowledge of Roman law.
began to conduct their legal business according to its complicated
rules; it goes without saying that results must~at times have been
idiosyncratic, at least for a fairly long period. '57 Thus the situation
was above all characterised by some institutional fluidity caused
by the co-existence of imperial law with many locally or regionally
vary ing practices. '58

An illustration of how the co-existence and clash of different
legal practices might at times have caused uncertainty and confu-
sion in the trading world is provided by a letter written in early
medieval Cairo where a Jewish merchant community had to han-
die both Jewish and Muslim law: "So-and-so confided to me one
and a third qintars of indigo... This was done without any spec-
ification. I did not know whether the merchandise was given to
me as a commenda or a shipment, and if it was a commenda.

54 several instances can be found in the Digest, e.g. 25.4. 1. 15.
55 Nippel1995:iod-112.

156 See Hasan^2004, chapters 5 and 6 for some case studies ofMughal Gujarat showin(
holthe.a.dminis, tratio.", of.the shar"m Iaw ofthe emp"'ewas'°often~adjusted"or'

local predilections and power relationships.
'" Lex Irniuma, chapter 93 (Gonzales 1986) dictates"fc use of Roman civil law amons

the. mhaMtantsofthIS sma11 Latin municiPiu>"- All the confidencem strong""R^man6
;sat!on'Lth.is. newly fbund law has inspired needs to be tempered by recogmsmg'that

aal instruction is not the same as practice. Jacques and Scheid 1990: 232 note nst

 

at even the prescription to use Roman law still seems to expect ~the~inhabUa'nt's"to
complement it with local practices.
See Jakab 1997, 165-220 for examples of the intermingling of local and Roman law
regarding the sale of slaves. The spread of Roman law~was accompanied'by flexible
adaptation and adjustment.
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whether it was according to Muslim or to Jewish law. "159 In times
of disagreement such questions could be crucial. A ruling in a
case by the emperors Severus and Antoninus (Caracalla) from AD
204 reveals a clash of Roman and Jewish commercial customs.
Roman law espoused the principle that a stolen piece of property
could always be reclaimed from the current possessor by the on-
ginal owner. This held irrespectively of how many times the object
had been sold or resold or of whether it had been bought in good
faith. Among legal scholars, incidentally, this state of affairs has
generally been considered an impediment to trade. It was difficult
for buyers to be sure that there was no theft in the past history of
goods and hence to be assured of ownership Not all aspects of
Roman law worked automatically to the benefit of trade, it is well
to remember. But this is not what interests us here. Jewish law
took a more even-handed view of the legal problem. It recognised
the right of the original possessor to vindicate his property, but
was also concerned to protect the innocent buyer. The good was
only to be returned against payment of the sum for which it had
been bought. In the case at hand, a group of Jewish merchants had
attempted to assert this principle when some of their merchandise
had been recognised by the original owner as stolen. The emperors,
however, were unyielding in imposing the Roman law view. "See
to it. therefore, henceforth to be more careful in your dealings, lest
you may incur not only losses of this nature but also the suspicion
of criminal activity", the merchants were reprimanded.'

The world of bazaars in the tributary empire

Imperial coinage and law did undoubtedly facilitate market trans-
actions, especially by bringing coinage and written law to areas that

. 59 Quoted from Goitein 1967, 183. Inhis analysis of legal conditions m the MoroccanSuq,
Chfford'Geertz 1979, 192-197, too, offers a comparative example of the co-existence
and mixture of local, Muslim and French colonial law. _ . .. ..

. 60 C^VI, 2, 2:"Impp. SeverusetAntoninusAA. negotiatoribus Incivilemremdesiaerans,
ut'agnftas'res"furtivas non prius reddatis, quam pretium fuerit solutum a doming
Cui:ate"i~gitur'cautius negoti'ari, ne non tantum in damna huiysmodi, s^d^^lam^n
crimmis'suspicionem incidatis." The case was ingeniously analysed by Daube^o^

7','whoTe'translation-has been used above. See further Yaron 1964 for examples

rfdiffenng'commercial principles in Roman and Jewish law. In general, see Goodman
1983, chapter 10.
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had only a rudimentary pre-conquest experience of those instru-
ments. But it would be far too modernising to depict them as
providing a unified institutional foundation for trade in the Roman
world. The Empire did not create a homogeneous and solidly gen-
eralised market sphere; institutionally, considerable heterogene-
ity remained. Some enduring residual fragmentation of law and
coinage in the empire, however, is only one aspect of the question
of the continuous vitality of local and regional trading practices.
But it does provide a good starting point, even if we are never likely
to see more than the tip of the iceberg. Gaius, in his treatment of
contracts in the Institutes (a manual of Roman law) includes some
observations on the differences between Roman and Greek forms
of contract. 161 This can probably be taken as a sign that the cul-
tural divide between east and west in the empire also found an
expression in the organisation of trade. In the papyri found at Dura
Europos contracts composed according to Greek law continue to be
predominant for a considerable number of years after the Roman
conquest. The same goes for Egypt, where Roman influence in
commercial law was very modest - in fact considerably less so
than in family law - and a local variety of Greek forms of contract
prevailed. 162 Talmudic literature combined with various Roman
rulings (one of them is cited above) indicate the existence of par-
ticular Jewish-Semitic forms of commercial practice. F63 Various
scattered comments in the ancient sources also give an impression
of the existence of different customs for conduct at sea and the
ownership of wrecked goods washed up on the coasts. We have,
for instance, references by name to both Rhodian and Pontic sea
laws. I64

But trading practices include more than formal laws. In a ruling
of the emperors Antoninus and Verus on buying and selling, the

" Gaius Inst. 3. 93-141 (especially 133-134). On Greek commercial law see generally
Pringsheim 1950.

162 See Taubenschlag 1955: 50 on the strength of local commercial law in Egypt; Wolff
et at. 1978 for a detailed discussion of the various forms of contract in HeUenistic and
Roman Egypt; Bradford Welles, Fink and Gilliam 1959: 20-22 on the papyri contracts
of Dura Europos.

163 Yaron 1964.
164 Rouge 1966, part 3, chapters I and 5 offers a good survey of the evidence, even if I do

not share his conclusions in all details.
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judge is advised to take into account whether price and measure
have been established in accordance with the local custom. 105 The
type of measure shows strong variations between regions. The
picture can be filled out in greatest detail for the eastern part of
the empire. The provinces of Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt each
had their own predominant standards, none of them identical with
the main Roman measures. '66 Locally a regional standard might
vary quite considerably. In the preserved papyri, the Egyptian grain
measure, the artaba, appears in three widely used forms with minor
variations and a substantial number of additional local forms.'
A curious work by a fourth-century Cypriote bishop, Epiphanius,
adds to this image by depicting a world with a bewildering variety
of measures and their variations. On Cyprus, for instance, two
kinds of medimnoi were in use. In the coastal area around Gaza
and Ashkalon a local wine measure, the sapation, could contain
from 14 to 22 xestai. The xestes was again a very common measure
but known in many varieties. Epiphanius lists Italic, Alexandrian,
castrensis, Pontic'and Nicomedian types. '68 The picture can be
complicated further. Weighing and filling is not an unambiguous,
objective and purely formal process. It involves many socially
negotiable choices. Therefore knowledge of the "formal" standard
was insufficient. The trader had to be familiar with the prevailing
measuring habits in a particular region. According to Epiphanius^
a metretes of wine on Cyprus contained 100 xestai, but would
normally be filled with 104 xestai from the press, the 4 being
discounted as dregs. Another example was whether a measure was
filled to the brim or with a heap on top. A gratuitous discount
might also often apply as a matter of course, either in favour of the
buyer or seller according to the prevailing custom and balance of
power. 169

. 66 Hari '1996': 315-318 offers a convenient overview. Hultsch 1882, especially part 5,
/ides a detailed survey of different standards.

. 67 Duncan-Jones 1979 and Rathbone 19838 provide the best treatments of variations m

-68 EDiohanTusDe memuris etponderibus (ed. J. E. Dean 1935), chapters 590, 39, 41. See
K'ruit'and Worp 1999 for the bewildering variety of Egyptian liquid measures.

. (") Epiphamus Dre mensuris et ponderibus, "chapters 28 and 72b See alsc'chapter2t^
adi^tmctKmbetween filling the measure either by pressing down or shaking. P. Oxy.
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We must imagine the world of the Roman trader as steeped
in local and regional traditions. It would have been a regionally
fragmented world not quickly penetrated by the outsider. This was
partly a reflection of the great difficulties that stood in the way of
creating standardisation. Even when weights clearly approach the
same standard, it is often possible to observe considerable devia-
tions; a cargo of lead ingots from the first century AD reveals fluc-
tuations in the Roman pound between 319 and 330 g. I7° Tampering
with weights seems to have been an endemic problem. Contracts
therefore often specify in detail the specific set of weights to be
used and where the weighing was to take place, in order to ensure
some sort of control over the process. 17' The precise time for the
weighing or filling would often be of crucial importance. Most
products originated in agricultural processes requiring little or no
processing by modem standards. 172 Organic products are highly
susceptible to change. Levels of moisture in a product, for instance,
fluctuate with the season and distance from harvest. Such changes
greatly affect the actual volume of a given product received by the
merchant. Products also show considerable geographical and inter-
annual variations, due to differences in growing conditions. Grain
is a good example. As Pliny informs us in his Natural History, a
measure of grain differed widely according to its region of origin
in terms of weight and baking capacity. Balearic wheat would,
for example, produce 35 pounds of bread to the modius as com-
pared with the Egyptian producing 20 pounds or less. 73 Qualities

2125 specifies that the grain has been measured with a total discount of 1.5 artabai.
Duncan-Jones 1979 is excellent on all this. De Romanis 1998 is a recent, interesting
attempt, inspired by Kula 1986, to go beyond traditional metrology and combine the
analysis of variations in measure with social processes, even if too rationalising in
its attempt to fit the disparate information into an elaborate theory of changes in
bargaining power in the levy of customs on the Egyptian trade on the Indian Ocean.

170 Based on the table on p. 16 in Domergue and Liou 1997. Such small deviations add
up. In the Cabrera 6 wreck, a lead ingot of 32-33 kg might be up to almost i kg under
weight as a result of the minor deviations (no. 14 in the table). Duncan-Jones 1982,
appendix, conducts similar tests on weights found in Italy.

171 Falsification of weights, e.g. Dig. 19. 1.32. Control of weighing process and specifica-
tion of measures, P. Yadin 21-22; P. Mich. 245.

172 Hopkins 19786: 50-52 is a rare attempt to take this aspect into consideration.
173 Plin. Nat. XVIII, 67. See also Plin. Nat. VIII, 189-197 for geographical variations

in wool and 19, 9-15 for flax. Wine of course is the classic example of a regionally
varying commodity.
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were difficult to control and prone to variations. It was not with-
out reason that Roman lawyers discussed how wine that had gone
sour should be treated in sales law. 174 As a consequence of this
general condition, adulteration of goods was endemic. Wheat, for
instance might be mixed with small quantities of barley and earth,
sometimes even with grain which had gone rotten in the store-
houses. Expensive spices or frankincense could be blended with
lookalike substitutes etc. Pliny again offers a sobering catalogue
of methods. 75

The merchant had to keep his eyes open and be familiar with
every trick of the trade. In this respect close knowledge of local
conditions was crucial. For most areas of the empire we cannot
reconstruct regional practices in any detail or assess the degree
of fragmentation. But the distribution and production patterns
revealed by some of the major amphorae types may serve as a
pointer. Truly global productions are not found; amphorae typolo-
gies differ distinctly between east and west. Both production and
distribution seem to a large extent dominated by regional and
in a few cases superregional patterns. '76 Dressel 6, for instance,
was firmly based in the Adriatic with exports finding an outlet in
Rome. and to a smaller extent in the nearby Aegean. Dressel 2-4
was linked with the coastal regions of the north-westem Mediter-
ranean (Tyrrhenian Italy, Provence and eastern Spain). These con-
tainers, to a larger or smaller extent, all entered long- or more often
mid-range networks of exchange. But they never lost their regional
character. 177 It is telling that the Baetican oil amphora, Dressel 20,
was never assimilated to the distinct types of Africa Proconsularis,
even though the latter had a much higher carrying capacity (oil per

'74 Dig. 18.9. 2.
'75 See P\m. Nat. book XII. On adulteration of wheat, see e.g. P. Oxy. 708 and 2125.

even the emperor refrained from iiuch practices. Codex Theodosianus XI, 14, I orders
fresh wheat to be mixed with stale grain from the state granaries before distribution.

. 76 The catalogue of types in Peacock and Williams 1986 clearly reveals a wry regional
production pattern for amphorae. For more detail, see Empereur and Garlan 1986,
Amphores romaines 1989-,'Whitbread 1995, Eiring and Lund 2004. Kruit and Worp
1999 convincingly confirm the regional character of transport containers from analysis
of papyn.

177 This is" not to deny the existence ofcross-regional fertilisation and borrowings &
Rhodian amphorae, influencing production styles in Italy or the production of Dressel
2-4 in Egypt. On the latter, see Empereur 1999.
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kg clay). This suggests that we should model the trading world,
not as a general ised market sphere, but as weak and patchily inte-
grated system consisting of a number of segmented and compart-
mentalised circuits, some of only regional extent, others crossing
a number of regions. 178

The world of the Roman trader was an uneven, rough and het-
erogeneous place. Imbalances, asymmetries and bottlenecks in
transport, goods, information and social institutionalisation, were a
chronic feature. This made for relatively low transparency and high
unpreclictability. It was a high-risk, high transaction-cost environ-
ment. I79 Correspondingly, it was characterised by large numbers of
relatively small traders and consignments of goods. Better not put
all your eggs in one basket; a typical, medium-sized ship's cargo
of say 50-75 tonnes contained a considerable mixture of prod-
ucts in relatively small quantities. There would also normally be
more than one merchant behind such a shipment. From inscriptions
found on the remains of cargoes in ancient shipwrecks, it is occa-
sionally possible to gauge some minimum numbers. The Pecio
Gondolfo wreck, for instance, contained small consignments of
fish sauce belonging to at least four different merchants. Another
example is the Sud-Lavezzi 2. Here we find the name tag ofAppius
lunius Zethus on both a group of lead ingots and the ship's anchor.
Shipowner and merchant are here one and the same. But inscrip-
tions on some 235 copper bars found in the wreck reveal that the
ship catered for other merchants as well, not unlike the Phoenician
merchant captain described in Heliodorus' Ethiopian Tales; the
captain owned the main part of the cargo in his charge. But the
ship catered for a number of other merchants as well. The captain,
so to speak, brought his own competitors along to market. '80

178 See Duncan-Jones 1990, chapter 3, using the distribution patterns of stamped terracotta
lamps for a similar argument.

179 On the scale set out in North 1990 the Roman Empire would have had the institutional
weaknesses of markets in the least successful developing countries and most complex
historical societies before the development of capitalism in the early modern European
world-system.

'80 Heliodorus Aethiopica V, l3-l5and 19. ForPecio Gondolfo, see Liou and Rodriguez
Almeida 2000. For Sud-Lavezzi 2, see Domergue 1998. On the basis of some 1, 200
ancient wrecks, Parker 1992 concludes that most had more than one kind of article
on board; and this is based only on the visible remains. Most organic material has
long since perished and must be included in our analysis to produce a fuller image.
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Students of traditional trade in the early modem Levant and
Indian Ocean have referred to this sort of sociological profile of the
marketplace as the pedlar-market. 18' That has been strongly chal-
lenged, with some justification. '82 Even among relatively small
merchants it is possible to detect significant differences. There is,
after all. a considerable contrast between the small trader riding
with his donkey bringing a few goods from village to village and a
merchant taking several tonnes of grain, wine or fish sauce to the
market of a major city. Some large merchants surface in the main
markets of that world, too. In the Mughal Empire, Surat, a nodal
point in the Indian Ocean trade, boasted a small group of great
merchant princes. The Roman Empire can parallel the experience,
for example with inscriptional evidence from the city of Palmyra,
which played a central role in the long-distance trade in Oriental
luxuries: "This statue of Marcus Ulpius Yarhai, son of Hairan son
of Abgaros, was erected in his honour by the caravan led by his
son Abgaros from Spasinou Charax because he helped it in every
possible way. " 3

Pointing out the existence of these differences within the uni-
verse of the pedlars may appear a trifling matter, easily brushed
aside. 184 It is tempting only to focus on the many market imperfec-
tions of this world and reduce the merchants to powerless atoms
in a seeming chaos being thrown from side to side by the elements

The small scale of many consigments of goods characteristic of pre-industrial trade is
also documented by custom receipts and accounts found in Roman Egypt. Sijpesteijn
1987, appendix i and 0. Kerenike. published by Bagnall, Helms and Verhoogt 2000
nos. 1-117, show goods respectively leaving and arriving in peasant villages and
passing the customs station in the coastal city of Berenike as part of long-distance
trade. In both cases, however, goods are shipped in small quantities which could be
carried by a few donkeys or camels.

. 81 Most brilliantly, but also most controversially, Steensgaard 19730, building on van
Leur 1955 and Lane 1966, followed by Das Gupta 1979.

182 Chaudhuri 1979 and Bayly 1983, chapter 11 are the best-developed critiques. But
neither van Leur, nor Steensgaard claimed that there were no big traders in Asia or that
there were no attempts at local monopolies. They also noted the many imperfections of
early modern European trade. Steensgaard's point, however, was that the monopolies
enjoyed by the chartered companies paradoxically did not distort, but began to stabilise
and integrate markets.

'^ Inventaire des inscriptions de Palmyre X, 107. See Das Gupta 1979 for Surat; Tchemia
2000;and Curtis 1991: 152-158 for stratification among Roman traders in wine and
fish sauce, garum.

184 As Finley i985a: 33 and 136 and Whittaker 1993, chapter 15: 5 tend to.
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and occurrences beyond their influence. The observation of Clif-
ford Geertz placed at the beginning of this chapter epitomises the
dilemma. Even if the merchants lacked the social power to begin
radically to transform the prevailing irregularities, they cannot be
described as passive victims. The enterprising spirit and shrewd-
ness of the traditional trader is proverbial. A central point in the new
institutional economics is that high transaction costs do not only
create market imperfections, they also foster different approaches
to the market. They generate distinct patterns of behaviour and
give rise to commercial strategies designed to cope with the many
uncertainties. This is why attention to social differences between
the merchants is important. They show the existence of a hierarchy
and thus of a particular social system replete with institutionalised
forms of behaviour and specialisation of functions. The markets
of traditional trade should not be seen in terms only of one of its
players, the pedlar, they constituted an entire social universe - the
bazaar.

I use the concept of the "bazaar" advisedly. As a type, the bazaar
describes the form of trade characteristic of complex agrarian soci-
eties; it is not identical with the cluster of petty retailers and face-to-
face bargaining experienced by tourists travelling the Middle East
today. These are only the sad, if sometimes still exotic and colour-
ful, remains of a formerly vibrant trading world - a backwater now
bypassed by the main currents of trade which have all been sub-
sumed under the institutions of modem capitalism. In pre-capitalist
societies, the bazaar represents the main commercial system, in the
colonies of European empires, the indigenous sector. Historically,
long-distance and wholesale trade, brokers and auctions have all
formed part of commercial life in the bazaar. '85 Understood as a
system and a hierarchy, the bazaar has involved much more than
a mere cluster of shops in an urban centre. It also reached out to
the periodic fairs and markets of peasant society, whose schedules,
as both the ancient historian and anthropologist can confirm, were

ls5 Failure to include such phenomena in the analysis is an important weakness ofGeertz
1963, largely remedied in 1979. For these activities in India, see Chaudhuri 1978 and
Bayty 1983, chapters 10 and 11. For Rome, see Talamanca 1955; Andreau 1974 and
1987; Rauh 1989; and Ankum 1972, who on p. 377 made the important observation
that auction sales acquired their importance in Roman society precisely because of the
absence of many modern market institutions.
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frequently coordinated with market days in nearby cities. Stretch-
ins back to its rural hinterland, the bazaar also projected outwards
to enter wider urban networks of exchange.186 But in comparison
with the capitalist institutions gradually evolving in seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century Europe, the bazaar represented a distinct
form of trade. Institutionally it had not so much begun to transform
the basic uncertainties of pre-industrial trade, as it had learned to
live with its asymmetries and irregularities. As a trading envi-
ronment, the bazaar is distinguished by low transparency. The
combination of solid roots in peasant economies, some trade over
longer distances and a considerable degree of uncertainty, makes
the bazaar an attractive model for the functioning of markets in the
Roman Empire.

Clifford Geertz has developed the bazaar as an ideal-type and
given it theoretical coherence. ' 87 He identifies a number of defining
characteristics. Key among these are poor information, fragmented
organisation and low standardisation: the features described above
as central for our understanding of Roman trade. In comparison
to modern markets, bazaars had few institutions collecting and
disseminating generalised information, such as, for instance, price
statistics. The Roman and Mughal trading world did not know the
development, following in the wake of the introduction of the print-
ing press, of widely published price information in newspapers and
other media. '88 Instead merchants had to rely to a greater extent on
personal connections and correspondents. The bazaar was a place
rife with rumours. In terms of commercial organisation, the bazaar
represents a fragmented environment. Prices differed, as we have
seen, considerably, both inside and between markets and, as shall
be examined more fully in Chapter 5, business was situated within
a household context. Finally, there was significant variation in the

186 Geertz 1979: 188-189 (for local as well as higher-level connections); de Ligt 1993 is
now fundamental on fairs and rural markets in the Roman Empire; Shaw 1984 remains
valuable; further discussion of the Roman and Campanian evidence is provided by the
contributions of Andreau, Marino and Ziccardi in Lo Cascio 2000a.

187 The following ideal-type summarises the analysis and description of'Geertz 1979, two
key sections are pp. 124-125 and 197-217.

. 88 The practice of including among other omens the prices of central commodities in
astrological records as signs of divine favour or disaffection could hardly have filled a
similar role and there is no evidence to suggest that, pace Andreau 1997.
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standards of goods and commercial customs. Taken together these
features put a high premium on the phenomenon which Geertz in
another context has deemed "local knowledge", close and detailed
understanding of conditions in a specific locale. As a consequence,
Geertz explains, success in commerce was less a question of gen-
erally assessing the situation across a wide number of markets
and then weighing your options than it was about getting it right
in your own particular market. "Sampling", of course, did take
place; but the coordination of activities in separate markets was
less important than in a more closely integrated system: What does
it help you that you can get a cheaper consignment of cloth in a
distant competing market, if you cannot be sure of its quality?
The widespread higgling and haggling, which more than anything
else has come to symbolise the bazaar in common perceptions,
is a reflection of this problem. A prolonged period of intensive
negotiation enables the parties to examine and reach agreement
on all the intricate details and conditions relating to the particular
set of goods on offer. It is mastery of the specifics which ensures
success. 9

This has significant implications for the conduct of trade. The
bazaar should not be understood as a failed attempt to transform
the many uncertainties of its environment. Instead the pervasive
risks and imbalances had been domesticated, as it were. They were
to some extent reproduced and perpetuated by the institutions of
the bazaar. Rather than removing the endemic irregularities, the
merchants of the bazaar had developed commercial strategies that
allowed them to co-exist with the risks and often to turn them to

their advantage. 190 A good illustrative example can be found in the
report, mentioned above, made by Francisco Pelsaert, the Dutch
factor stationed in Mughal Agra. Pelsaert recommended spread-
ing and coordinating activities between different markets in order
to be less dependent on the varying individual local situations
and create greater continuity. In contrast, the strategy pursued by a

189 See Geertz 1979: 22 1-229 for the logic of intensive bargaining as distinct from exten-
sive sampling.

190 Van Leur 1955; Goitein 1967; Stoianovich 1974; Bayly 1983, chapters 10-11; Chaud-
huri 1985; Ray 1988; Yang 1998; and Datta 2000 provide a good impression of the
functioning of these kinds of market.
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small group ofPelsaert's Indian competitors sought to profit rather
from the irregularities of the indigo trade. Instead of aiming at per-
manent control of the market situation, a number of Muslim and
Hindu merchants, resident in the production area, bought a portion
of the indigo harvest from the peasants some months in advance,
sufficient to put them in a favourable position in years with a bad
harvest. As a result, they controlled the local market in years of
low yield and were able to pocket a temporary monopoly profit
in selling to the Dutch. In good years, however, the Dutch were
able to do without them. 19' Indian history is full of such, often
locally entrenched, groups of traders aiming to take advantage
of and increase the market imbalances in order to secure tempo-

rary, short-lived local monopolies. 192 They are not foreign to the
Roman world either. One thinks of the food crisis in Syrian Anti-
och. treated above; or that stock character of classical moralising,

the grain-speculating merchant. Often mistakenly portrayed as the
quintessential capitalist relying on superior organisation to tie mar-
kets together, he represents the epitome of bazaar trade, always on
the lookout to make a profit from irregular and excessively high
prices in some locality. '93 Instead of integrating markets closely,
the approach of the bazaar would often have been more oppor-
tunistic or speculative, with the merchant constantly seeking to
bring himself in a situation where he could benefit from a market
imbalance.

Such commercial opportunism was one of the strategies widely
employed by merchants to navigate the rough waters of the bazaar.
A second, no less important, aspect was the organisation of pro-
tection. If bazaar traders were not generally the beneficiaries of

"" Pelsaert 1925: I5-l6.
192 Datta 2000, especially 208-220, provides abundant evidence of speculative, destabil-

ising local monopoly strategies pursued by merchants in late Mughal/early colonial
Bengal. Datta, p. 325, correctly insists that these practices were crucial for the com-
mercialisation process in the first place.

"» Philostratus Vita Apollonii, 4, 32 offers an example of the grain speculator. SB 7242
(= Johnston 240), is a business letter seeking to use "insider-knowledge to create
a temporary local monopoly in peaches. Rouge 1966, part 3, chapter 6 mistakes
such activities for the capitalist speculator. See Kudlien 1994 for several valuable
observations on the particular mixture of freedom and monopolies which made up
ancient trade; Giarclina 1986 for an interesting analysis of the secretive mentality of
the ancient merchant.
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mercantilist-style privileges, they still had to obtain a level ofpro-
tection from political authorities. Customs dues can, in fact, be
understood as a kind of protection money, with all the ambiguities
this implies. Chapter 4 will explore how the price of protection
was negotiated between merchants and the "protection selling"
authorities. How this relationship was worked out, provided one
of the underpinnings of commercial life. A third mechanism which
is of great importance to the bazaar merchant is the formation of
personal relations of trust and communal ties. These will be the
object of Chapter 5. If uncertainty is high, then one way to tackle
this is to forge specific alliances. You do not as a rule do business
with all merchants, you prefer to trade with your personal connec-
tions or members from your own group, people who can be trusted
to a greater degree and who may be willing to bail you out in times
of trouble. Clientelisation and formation of group solidarities, as
Geertz explains, serve to cushion the insider against uncertainty.
But this is achieved by making the market situation less trans-
parent and more impenetrable for the outsider. To the individual
agent, the market never presented itself as a generalised sphere
of commercial activity, a level playing field, it was only acessible
through a "limited set" of concrete relations. 194 Combined then,
the next two chapters will explore some of the distinct strategies
and mechanisms which enabled Roman merchants to cope with the
ubiquitous uncertainties and market asymmetries of a bazaar envi-
ronment. If I am allowed a metaphor from epidemiology, they will
try to show how uncertainty went from being virulent to endemic.

194 Geertz 1979: 2l7-22o(clientelisation and market fragmentation); 188-189 (the market
as a specific set of concrete limited relations); 154-172 (communal organisations);
137-138 (the relationship between protection and passage toll as underpinning trade).
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Should you wish to abuse a tax farmer, you might try saying: oppressor, burcten,
garrotter, raiding plunderer, shark, fiercer than the sea, wilder than a winter^storm.
oppressor "of'thFdown-trodden, inhuman, burdensome, insatiable^immodera^'
Je^ymoney grubbing sod, violator, strangler, crusher burglar, st-ip-Jack-Mked,
snatche^thietD -overcharger, reckless, shameless, unblushing, pain in tten^c^.
^ageTwilcUnhospitable, brute, reef, sharp rock, wreckage, pure animal, and all

the oAer vile terms you can find to apply to someone's characten
Pollux, Oiwmasticon, 1A, 30-3'

He [the tax official] must assess accurately the value of the goodstha"heme^
chantro f"'those'mahals bring in so that no future investigation will reveal any

dis"crepancy. -Thereby the officers of that place according to thejaluatiol\m^
c'ollectt"th'e proper revenues from that (merchandise) for the exalted state. Apart
fromVhees^biished rate, he must not take anything from the merchants. ^ ^

"Richards. Ooc-umcnf Forms for the Official Orders of Appointment in the
MitRhal Empire,

In his description of the route taken by the caravans ̂ importing
frankincense'from southern Arabia to Gaza on the Mediterranean
littoral, Pliny observes how the costs of various local levies^
toUs accumulated to a grand total of 688 denariiper camel load
even before customs were exacted by Roman publicans.'
speaking, this amount was equal to the annual salaryot ̂ three
RomanTegionaries or the average per capita income of some twelve
persons in the Empire. 2 This is a powerful, if admittedly e^n^
reminder that one of the most important expenses in pre-modern
tradewas the payment of customs duties. Often it would have been

' Pliny Nat. XII, 32. On the Arabian trade, see Young 200J, chapter 3. The translation of
PoTlux is heavily modified from Meijer and Nijf 1992: 82. ̂  ^ ^^^ ̂  ^ ^

^ ^leuoArd^aTy'^nua'rp ay"ofa"legionary around the time ofPlmy ^econd half^n;'^SuOTydI^DTwTU2a2'5pdaeynaomaTch^Zn^^^^
a per capita income of approximately 57. 5 denarii (HS 230).
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far greater than or at least similar to the costs of transport. 3 In the
last chapter, for instance, we saw how excise duties quite possibly
burdened even the low-value, high-bulk grain trade in the province
ot'Arcadia in late Roman Egypt as much as or more than transport
costs.

Attention is too easily focused on the high-profile phenomena of
pirates and bandits when assessing the problems of ancient mer-
chants. In everyday experience, the merchant would on average
have had to deal with customs officials much more frequently.
That could be bad enough. The Empire was not a Rechtsstaat. A
routine encounter with a customs official could be a harrowing
experience. At times there would not have been much to set him
apart from the common bandit. As the rich vocabulary of Pollux,
the second-century author of a Greek thesaurus, shows the distinc-
tion was in popular perception commonly seen as a question of
semantic power rather than of real facts.4 "There is no one who
does not know how great is the audacity and recklessness of the
bands of publicans", the king of Roman jurisprudence, Ulpian,
added.5 Imperial governments might on occasion, as illustrated by
the Mughal set of norms for good conduct issued to its customs
collectors, attempt to curb the worst excesses. But in practice it
was only a thin line separating protection and predation in the
trading world of the Roman and Mughal Empires. This chapter
will attempt to examine the process of customs collection as a
balance of power between state fiscalism, local elites and com-
mercial agents. That balance was never primarily struck in favour

3 This point has been made most strongly by F. C. Lane 1966, passim, and later developed
by Steensgaard 19733, 60-68 and 1981. Rouge 1966, 450-451 followed by De Salvo
[992, 3I7-32I recognise the important part played by customs but nevertheless speculate
that the technical costs of transport and handling would have been much higher. That
view is not justified, as a general rule. A papyms may provide further illustration (BGU
Ill, 697). A camel driver has transported alum for merchants in the village of'Soknopaiou
Nesos. The distance covered is relatively short, yet he had to pass one customs station.
That already brought the payment of customs to half the transport costs.

4 It is interesting to note that accortfing to Ulpian it was generally agreed among Roman
lawyers that a wronged party could sue the customs collector both under the special title
regulating collection of tolls and under the title for simple theft and robbery, cf. Dig.
(Ulpian) 39. 4. 14.

5 Dig. 394. i2.pr. : "Quantae audaciae, quantae temeritatis sint publicanorum factiones,
nemo est qui nesciat."
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of the merchant. The imperial peace, it will appear, may well have
benefited trade; but traders were also made to pay.

Predation

Abuse of power, confiscations, racketeering and overcharging were
frequently complained of in connection with the exaction of tolls
An instructive example is provided by an edict issued by the prefect
of Egypt in the micfsecond century AD: "I [the prefect of Egypt]
am informed that the customs collectors have employed fraudulent
and clever tricks against those who are passing through the coun-
try and that they are, in addition, demanding what is not owing to
them and are detaining those who are in urgent haste, in order that
some may pay for a speedier release. "6 This is not a phenomenon
which was'unique to'the Roman world. It seems to have been a
general problem in pre-modern societies. From the many trading
records, descriptions and governmental orders surviving from the
Mughal Empire a similar picture emerges. 7 In a segmentary impe-
rial "formation, as discussed in Chapter 2, offices invested their
holders with a personal share, as it were, in state power. Offi-
cials could and did normally expect to profit from their entrusted
positions. Hence the widespread practice of state auctioning of
offices, rights and perquisites. The profit nexus was never clearer
than in the field of tax-farming where the state delegated part of
its sovereignty, the right to collect taxes, to private contractors
in return for a fixed sum of money or a proportion of the tax
proceeds. Most customs and excise duties in the Roman Empire
were collected by tax-farmers or, to use another term, publicans
(publicani)s Naturally they would try to make their investment

6 P. Princ. 11, 20, col. l with Reinmuth 1936.
7 Hasan"2004,~34^40 (revenue farming) and chapter 7 (customs collection)^ Cte Gupta

3', 'e. K"'Tl'6'4T and 206-207. For examples from sources, see the Mughal . farman^
^iym^nare dicTs)"pres:erved'in e. g: chapters 105 and 117 of &eM^'at-[Ahmad^
th'e'descriptionby Tavernier 1889, vol. i, chapter 2 of the payment of customs in

8 DeLaet 1949, followed by Vittinghof . 953: 3»4-394 and lately in partly France ̂OOK
43'3T3 8^^g"ed thaUarge parts"of the Empire during the reigns o^Marc^sAyreJms
md Septimius Severus saw a transition to direct state collection of customs. Brunt 1990,
^ap"tert'l7"convincingly"demonstrated that the epigraphic evidence far from supports this
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pay. Thus in the system of customs collection there was a built-in
propensity towards squeezing the merchants as much as possible.
Abuse was never just a question of the occasional corrupt official
falling prey to the temptations offered by a position of power; it
was structural. 9 Even in cities where commercial interests could

be expected to enjoy better representation than on average, con-
frontation between the collectors of customs and the traders was

inevitable. The surviving customs law ofPalmyra, the Roman cara-
van city in the Syrian desert, was precisely the product of such a
conflict. 10 Not that the relationship was always a matter of brute
force, confiscation or overt overcharging. The squeezing mecha-
nism could take many forms. The customs officials had several
more subtle tools at their disposal.

Often customs duties were levied at a percentage rate charged
on the value of the goods carried by the traders. This required
the customs collector to make a (subjective) judgement on their
value. That left plenty of discretionary scope to the publican for
increasing his intake by going for an estimate in the higher ranges
of the normal price band. Customary practices also played a con-
siderable role in collecting the duties. By appealing to tradition
publicans were often able stealthily to introduce a host of extra
administrative charges on the traffic passing through their sta-
tion. " Egyptian papyri show how, in addition to the actual tax, a
sometimes very significant number of surcharges applied as well.

interpretation. There is no evidence of a general shift to direct state collection. In any
case, if such a transition did occur, it never comprised the entire empire and it would have
been short-lived. From the beginning of the fourth century the evidence unequivocally
shows the predominance of tax-t'arming. A more likely interpretation would link the
changes observable in the late second-century epigraphic record to a gradual transition
in some provinces from the use of large tax-t'anner companies to a decentralised system
of more localised contractors. While response to Brunt has varied in the detail, his
broader picture seems very widely accepted, cf. Cottier 2003; France 2003; and Lo
Cascio 200311.

9 Pace the apologetic and unanalytical comment by Sijpestein 1987: 90-91: "That they
[the customs officials] mi.sbehaved on occasion is only human. " This simply fails to
take account of the social context of the phenomenon. The widespread use of auctions
to delegate the right of collection heavily favoured the interests of state and publicans
over those of the tax payer, as argued by Malmendier 2002 in her study of the auctions
for the Roman companies of publicani during the Republic.

1(1 Matthews 1984.
'' Overestimation of goods: (Ps)-Quint. Declam. 340 with Vittinghof 1953:395-397;For

the role of custom, e.g. Dig. (Paul) 39.4.4.2: "In omnibus vectigalibus fere consuetudo
spectari solet" and Codex Justinianus IV. 62. 4. Gradual introduction of extra charges,
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Here is an account dating from around the turn of the first century
AD for the payment of the Memphis harbour toll:'2

550 artabae of wheat, customs, 44 dr. ; wharfage (?), 6 dr. ; tax 4 dr. ; examination
dues. 4 dr. ; to the banker, I dr. ; administration, 5 dr. ; exchange, I d''-; to an
interpreter, ! dr. ; rudder (possibly a pilot's fee), 14 dr. 4 ob. ; a guard and boat,
4 ob. ; for the clerks. 4 dr. ; to Artemis, I dr. ; affidavit, I dr. ; receipt, 4 ob. ; on
account of libation fee to examiner, 2 dr. ; total, 91 dr.

It is noteworthy how an extra 47 dr. is added to the proper duty of
44 dr., to cover various administrative charges, thus doubling the
amount to be paid. The surcharges would not always have been at
quite this level. Other accounts show them comprising a smaller,
though still significant, proportion. A shipment of some 400 wine
jars had 118 dr. added to the excise duty proper of 300 dr includ-
ing 30 dr. in additional charges ("TTpoo-5iaypa(p6|j£va"). 13 In a
list covering a month's collection of duty and examination fees at
a small customs station in a village of the Fayum the final account
is drawn up by adding to the accumulated sum of 959 dr. 3. 5 ob.
a further 8. 5% for administration ("xsipicmKov") and exchange

("aAAay-n")/4 Taken together the papyri provide telling evidence
of the considerable ability ofpublicans and administrative person-
nel to manipulate or influence the effective rate for the exaction of
customs. '5

The imperial states did try to constrain the activities of the
customs collectors within certain bounds. Mughal and Roman
emperors alike occasionally reprimanded customs officials and
admonished them not to charge more than their due. But one
may legitimately question how efficient these initiatives were. One
cannot quite escape the impression that most were rather irregu-
lar. remote, ineffective and recommendatory in character - to

Tac. Ann. XIII, 51. The Palmyrene tax law (C/S II, 3. 3913; translation in Matthews
1984), section i a (preamble) indicates how the flexible framework of custom gave nse
to conflicts between merchants and publicans.

. 2 P. 'Oxy. 1650, 001. i. See especiall/de Laet 1949:317-321 for an analysis of this a
related documents. ,....,."

13 P. Oxy. 1651. The editors wrongly published the papyrus as "account ot rreigm.
14 SB 7365, dating to AD 104. A translation is provided by Johnston 1936, no 347.
'5 See'also'thee'xpress exemption, recorded by Bean 1954: 102, of the merchants from

havingtopayasurtax "in the name of Aphrodite or as any kind of 'declaration fee'
during a festival suspension of the regular customs dues in Caunos.
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paraphrase Farhat Hasan's recent analysis of the Mughal system. '6
The British and Dutch chartered companies trading in seventeenth-
century Mughal India had by imperial order been exempted from
all levies inland and would only have to pay the imperial duty
on exports and imports exacted at entry or exit to the Empire in
the coastal regions of Bengal and Gujarat. That was imperial law.
Reality proved quite different. The companies had repeatedly to
defend their exemption. Occasionally the Great Mughal would
issue a. farmcm (edict) enjoining customs officials to refrain from
exacting the illegal duties from the British and Dutch. That might
help, briefly. After a short while the old ways returned and the
companies again found themselves pressed to pay inland duties,
irrespective of the ruling of the Mughal court. I7

The story does not read very differently as told by Tacitus com-
menting on Nero's attempt to curb the most excessive abuses of
Roman publicans. At the end of a list of Nero's countermeasures
Tacitus makes the following sobering remark: "and there were
other very fair rulings which were observed for a time and then
allowed to lapse. The abolition, though, of the 'fortieth', 'fiftieth'
and the other illicit (sur)charges the publicans had invented, is
still in force. '"8 Considering the evidence we have just seen for
the collection of excise duties in Egypt, some of which was con-
temporary with Tacitus, it is clear that the modest success of the
Neronian reform did not consist in the eradication of the demand

for surcharges across the Roman Empire. If Tacitus is right, as he
may well be, the lasting influence of the reform would have to be
seen as limited to specific sets of customs, such as for instance
the Asian portorium. More probably, Tacitus' observation meant
no more than that the emperors periodically simply repeated the
ban in judging legal disputes only to see it lapse again during the
everyday practice of regular commercial life.

Cf. Hasan 2004: I 19: "Direct imperial intervention in the management of the fiscal
system did take place, but it was irregular, remote, recommendatory and usually inef-
fective."

17 See Hasan 2004: ll6-l [8 and 124-125 for a translation of afarman by the emperor
Aurangzeb dating to 1667 regarding the trade of the companies from Surat in Gujarat.
See also thefannan from 1665 contained in chapter 106 of the Mir'at-iAhmadi (p. 235).
See Prakash 1972 on the precarious hold of the European companies on the privileges
they enjoyed in the trade from Bengal.

18 Tac. Ann. XL[I, 5l.
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The impression of relatively feeble state constraints on cus-
toms collectors receives confirmation from the legal prescriptions
and rulings preserved mainly in the Digest. ^ The Roman jurists
introduced a special title/action to regulate the activities of pub-
licans. 20 The basic principle seems to have been that they were
liable for double the sum they had unlawfully taken. As observed
by the jurists, the paradoxical result was that the tax collectors
were generally in a better position than normal persons illegally
appropriating'the property of others; they faced a penalty of the
quadruple amount Therefore the jurists do not seem entirely to
have excluded the possibility that a wronged party could choose
to sue for simple theft instead. 21 But that does seem more of a
theoretical option than a reflection of the day-to-day running of
things. Why else should the jurists ever have bothered about devel-
oping and commenting upon the special title? A ruling, attributed
to the Severan jurist, "Paulus, tried to lessen the gap slightly by
beefing up the penalty, if violence had been involved, to triple the
exacted amount with the added possibility of extraordinary pun-
ishments - the latter measure for the sake of "public discipline". 22
However, generally the current seems to have run in the opposite
direction. There was a broad consensus among the jurists that an
accused publican could free himself of all further liabilities^sim-
ply by returning the wrongfully exacted objects or money. Some
'9 In the late Empire, from the time of Constantine, the state approach towards abusive

'lTcans"doesl "formaUy seem to have become significantly tougher, inUnewith^
raT tendency in penalties. Failure to recognise immunities or overcharging^were

^o'w sometimes ordered to be punished by death or exile (C. Th. IV, 13, i and 3; CJ IV^
6l'^(^4). The old more lenient procedures, however werestill included in the legal
axlifications (a,dex~Justinianus IV, 62, 3; Dig. 39.4?^""). Thus it is questionable
whether the harsher imperial punishments ever translated into a coherent new regime
(d'e'Laet "1949, 475-482 also emphasises the co-existence of new and old measures^
Mor7'unpo'nanriy;'if anything the need to resort to extreme actions ̂uch_as/he^e,at

v"i7Drobablv rather an "indication of weakness than strength - the limited jibllity
^"the'TO'v^rnment'to'regulate. daily practice. Capital punishment is not a very flexible
t'ooT.'Onbalance; it would probably have become more difficult for people of moderate
sta'tus'to "obtain a judgement against quasi state officials such as publicans because
ther>enaltv-was so"drastic and potentially much more disruptive to social peace.
persrons"of influence it was a different matter. Publicans would now have found it even
more difficult to challenge such people.

20 De Laet 1949:444-445 for a basic, though not very analytical, treatment.
21 Dig. (Ulpian) 39. 4. 1 . 2-4. _ .. . ., . , __. _. """.".:,
22 D?g. 39'^9. '5 ('excerpted from the SententiaePa^ a^late third-century collection of

rulings' ascribed to Paulus, but certainly not all of which were genuine).
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maintained that this still applied even after a Roman magis-
trate had granted a trial against the culprit. 23 This, of course,
would have opened an avenue for a last-minute "amicable" set-
tlement where the obviously wronged merchant could have his
goods returned without having to go through with the trial. But
this has to be set against the much greater leeway such a mea-
sure granted the publicans in their negotiations with dissatisfied
merchants. The possibility of returning with impunity enabled
them to hold on to goods for longer, draw things out and test
the stamina, determination and social clout of the opposing mer-
chants. Given the seasonal nature of much trading, and the time
and effort required to seek out a court, sometimes far away, this
concession must have worked to the distinct advantage of the

publicans. 4
The relative leniency shown in the legal rules against the col-

lectors of customs duties is in stark contrast to the uncharitable
attitude towards the possessors of imperfectly declared or unde-
dared goods.25 The responsibility for declaring the goods rested
solely with the merchant. The publican had no duty to be of assis-
tance with instructions or advice. Only, one reads chillingly, "care

23 Dig. (UIpian) 39. 4. 1. 4 : "et restituendi f'acultas publicano vi abreptum datur, quad
si t'ecerit, omni onere exuitur et poenali actione ex hac parte edicti liberatur. Dig.
39. 4-5-P''-. a preserved comment of Gaius, starts off by denying the right of restitution
after trial has been granted. In the next sentence, he nevertheless ends up concluding the
opposite. This indicates that the text might have been interpolated. But when and how,
it" is difficult to say. It might just be an abbreviation of a longer argument eventually
leading to a less rigorous interpretation of the edict of the urban praetor. To judge from
Ulpian's very general statement, there is no compelling reason to take the opinion as a
post-classical invention.

24 On a similar note, the expectation of Cottier 2003: 226 that a decision from AD 5 to
remove cases concerning the Asian portorium from the governor's court to the praetor
peregrinus in Rome would have enabled a more equitable administration of justice,
cannot be taken for granted. The Roman publicani would have been well connected in
the imperial capital. So that would not have prevented the working of influence. What
is certain, however, is that the threshold for seeking redress via the courts would have
been raised substantially. The merchant would now have to go all the way to Rome, a
much more time-consuming and costly enterprise. Taking on the publicans had become
more difficult, cf. Engelmann and Knibbe 1989: 120.

25 See de Laet 1949: 437-444 for a basic treatment. It is symptomatic of the asymmetrical
legal position of publicans and merchants that de Laet could make do with less than
two pages for actions against publicans, whereas he spends seven pages paraphrasing
the titles in the Digest against smugglers. See Klingenberg 1977 for a more thorough,
but juriciically over-systematic analysis.
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should be taken that he does not mislead those who are willing to
declare".26 Falsely declared or undeclared goods were, as a general
rule, simply confiscated. 27 If an error in declaration had resulted
in the tax collector getting more than his due, it was apparently
even necessary for the emperors Severus and Antoninus (Cara-
calla) to specify that the merchant should have the excess amount
returned. 28 There were other modest concessions granted in the
name of equity. Had bad weather forced a merchant to unload
his goods from a ship without declaring them at customs first, he
was not to suffer confiscation. Equally, a fragment of an Egyptian
customs law states, if the tax collector had ordered a cargo to be
unloaded without finding any goods not declared, he should carry
the costs of unloading himself. But such mitigating measures were

26 Dig. (Marcian) 39. 4. 16. 5-6. According to Tacitus (Ann. XIII.5I), Nero declared that
all customs laws should be made public so people could at least read them. To what
extent this happened it is difficult to say, but the very need to promulgate such a
reform speaks volumes. The inscription with the Asian Customs Law, dating from
AD 62 and found in Ephesos, shows that some inscriptions certainly were set up fol-
lowing the Neronian decision. But, considering the great scarcity of finds of customs
laws from all over the Empire, it is doubtful whether the reform was generally imple-
merited. The Asian Customs Law was published by Engelmann and Knibbe 1989. A
revised version is available in Merola 2001, appendices 1-4. A new edition is now in
preparation.

27 Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), lines 45-56 with Dreher 1997: 89-91. See also (Ps)-
Quint. Declam. 359: "Quad professus non fuerit, perdat" and P. Oxy. 36. Klingenberg's
attempt (1977: 62-65) to introduce a distinction between non-declaration and false
declaration where only the former would lead to confiscation can now safely be rejected
on the basis of the Asian Customs Law, pace Dreher 1997: 89, n.45 who attempts to
rescue the interpretation by seeing it as a later legal development. There is no good
reason to take such a view. Klingenberg's interpretation was based on a priori reasoning
with no basis in the legal evidence. In fact, his own discussion forced him to recognise
that a falsely declared quantity fell under the right of confiscation. That left only the false
declaration of quality. In that case, Klingenberg maintained, declaration had actually
been made and the goods would therefore not have been subject to confiscation. I
doubt Roman customs officials would have been much impressed by such an argument.
A merchant attempting to pass off some bales of precious silk as a few bundles of
coarse, inexpensive cloth would surely, on detection, have seen his goods confiscated
for smuggling. The Asian Customs Law confirms this. The act of making a declaration
(professio/apographe) is treated as requiring a statement of kind, value, weight and
number (Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), § 18, and line 50 in particular). The problem
raised by Klingenberg, however, is a real one: when could the obligation to declare be
held to have been met? Some legitimate disagreement among the parties over estimates
of value, for instance, must have been allowed for. It is symptomatic of the favourable
position accorded by the law to the publicans that the legal material practically left open
the question of when the duty to declare had been fulfilled.

28 Dig. (Marcian) 39.4. 16. 14.
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few and yielded only cautiously. 29 Favour remained firmly on the
side of the customs collector. In a case concerning false declara-
tion of some slaves, the emperors Marcus and Verus "gracefully"
conceded that the poor wretch could get away with paying double
customs, it the failure to declare was unintentional, by mistake
rather than fraud. 30 Though certainly far preferable to outright
confiscation, this was still a harsh penalty. Double duty was the
sanction imposed on people who failed to defray the customs after
declaration had been made. 31 But in this case, it was to be paid
on some slaves who would have been exempt had the "error" not
occurred. As far as one can tell from the context, the slaves were
for personal use and could thus normally have been passed free
of charge.32 Confiscated goods were, as a rule, auctioned off with
the profits accruing to the tax collectors and the authorities. The
previous owner might even be offered the opportunity to buy back
his lost property. It does not require much imagination to see how
the right of confiscation and the practice of selling back the goods
to the original owners might sometimes have been turned into a
profitable system of abuse where people were forced to "ransom"
their own property. 33

The wronged party could of course always attempt to get his
case heard in the court of the often distant Roman provincial
authorities. This did undoubtedly happen, as the legal responsa
preserved in the Digest testify. But litigation was and still is a slow
and burdensome way of resolving conflicts. In addition it could

29 Dig. (Marcian) 39. 4. 16. 8; P. Oxy. 36. Klingenberg 1977: 70-82 makes the most of these
few concessions.

30 Dig. (Marcian) 39.4. 16. 10. De Laet 1949: 443, followed to some extent by Vittinghof
1953: 395-397, is not justified in making this a general principle. Both scholars ignore
the character of the judicial pronouncements in the Digest. The pronouncements "often
represent judgements in concrete cases and far from always add up to a coherent system
without internal contradictions.

31 Asian Customs Law (MonEph.), § 38.
-12 Dig. (Marcian) 39.4 16. 10 follows in close connection with 39.4. 16.9 concerning an

error made by a minor in declaring the slaves for his personal use. The slaves to
be returned against double duty are thus best seen to belong to the same category.
Cf. Codex Justinianus IV.6I.3 exempting soldiers from suffering confiscation of duty-
exempt goods. In general, however, goods exempt from duty stifl risked confiscation'if
wrongly declared, see Kiingenberg 1977: 70.

33 Dig. (Paulus) 39.4. 11.4, cf. 394. l6.pr. Klingenberg 1977: 115-116 treats this as an
issue of whether the dominus had a right to buy back his property. This is beside the
point.
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be fairly risky to complain about an abusive tax collector. First of
all, it was far from unlikely that the provincial authorities were in
collusion with the publicans. 34 Second, many customs officials
would have had a relatively sizeable staff of slaves and other ser-
vants at their disposal. These came in handy during situations
of conflict. T\\efamilia publicanorum constituted a ready instru-
ment of power which might expediently convince dissatisfied "cus-
tomers" to hold their tongue, pay up and move on. One guard, for
instance, reporting about fraudulent customs collection in an Egyp-
tian village, was delivered a severe beating by the local publicans
in return for his efforts. A central concern in the section of the

Digest dealing with publicans is how to treat abusive conduct of
their slaves and other dependants. 35 Not all publicans, of course,
need to be seen as equally powerful. There is a great distance sep-
arating the big and notorious Roman companies farming some of
the imperial customs across large districts and the small contrac-
tors collecting dues at the gates of Egyptian villages. But whether
big or small, the publicans had to be sufficiently wealthy to pledge
property to the state in guarantee of the contract. They would have
had to be men of at least some substance in their communities,

though far from always members of the political elite. 36 Thus,
whether a specific incident was ever reported to the courts might
come down to a question of the power and influence possessed by
the persons involved and a consideration of the cost and trouble of
judicial proceedings set against the sum required to strike a deal
with the publican. The balance must often have come out in favour
of bending and putting up with the publicans.

34 Cicero's Verrine orations are essentially a catalogue of the various ways this could
happen. The phenomenon has been dealt with in Chapter 2 above.

35 P. Amp. 77 = Wilcken, Chr. 277 = Johnston 1936, no. 348 for the attack on the
guard reporting irregularities. Dig. 39.4. 1. 5-39.4. 3 and 39.4. 12 deal with thefamilia
publicanorum.

36 Lex Irnitana (Gonzales 1986), chapters 63-64 forbids members of the local council (as
well as their close kin and dependants) to contract for local vectigalia. This practice,
however, was not observed empire-wide. See Andreau [974 for a study of a man of
middling wealth contracting for some vectigalia in Pompeii. On the other hand, rich
councillors might on occasion bid for the collection of vectigalia outside their home
town. A member of Antioch's council is known to have contracted for the collection of

the imperial customs on Eastern luxuries passing through Palmyra, Inv. Palm. X, 29 (R.
Drexhage 1988, no. 29).
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Parasitical fiscalism

If legal regulations were heavily tilted in favour of the customs
officials, it was because the interests of the imperial state had more
in common with those of the tax collectors than of the merchants.
Customs duties were not, as they later became in mercantilist
strategies, an important tool which the government used to shape
and promote economic activity in the empire. The main interest
of the state in the exaction of customs was fiscal. 37 Trade was
to a large extent viewed as a flow of resources which could be
tapped into for the sake of revenue. Hence, in order to maximise
their proceeds, neither the Romans nor the Mughals did much
which would lessen the appeal of handling the levy of duties.
This has made the two tributary empires look very strange indeed
to modern commentators. Customs were not something mainly
charged on exports, and especially imports, in order to work as
an economic barrier between a state and the outside world. The
imperial systems taxed the internal movement of goods as well as
of those crossing their external boundaries almost indiscriminately.
The empires did not totally abstain from graduating the customs
and excise rates. But it happened for very different reasons and
along quite different lines. In general terms, provisioning policies
and consumer interests were more prominent in shaping policies.
Tributary elites put greater store on well-supplied markets, to the
equal advantage of urban consumption and taxation potential, than
on guarding the interests of any specific group of merchants.

The sharpest illustration of this is the concessions granted by
the Great Mughals to some of the European chartered compa-
nies trading on India in the seventeenth century. These enabled
European traders to participate more or less on equal terms with
the native population in commercial pursuits. Indeed, from a
mercantilist point of view, the privileges had the absurd result
that in some periods the European merchants even seem to have
enjoyed some advantages in comparison to their Indian colleagues,

37 Originally propounded by Cagnat 1882, the view has largely been confirmed by later
research such as de Laet 1949 (with some exeptions); Vittinghof 1953; and France 1994
and 2001.
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particularly with respect to road tolls and sales taxes. 3 The lack
of external customs barriers is a slightly more contentious issue in
the Roman case. Though convincingly criticised when it was first
aired, Sigfried de Laet's hypothesis of the creation of an external
customs barrier, especially on the eastern frontier of the Empire,
has refused to die out and is occasionally cited with some approval
in scholarly discussions. 39 The basis of this theory is the imperial
levy of 25% ad valorem charged on the import of Eastern luxuries
in the provinces of Egypt, Syria and Arabia. There is, however,
not one scrap of evidence in support of the view that this very high
duty was imposed to impede commercial exchanges with the East.
Some three decades ago Paul Veyne demonstrated the absence of
a mercantilist ideology in the Empire.40 There is, too, the unequiv-
ocal testimony of Strabo, the geographer. In his portrait of Egypt
the high duty on Eastern luxuries is treated as part of a discus-
sion of the large proceeds generated by the Roman administration
in the province. The rich trade with the East is singled out by
Strabo for its revenue-generating qualities: "as far as India and
the extremities of Aethiopia, from which the most valuable car-
goes are brought to Egypt, and thence sent forth again to the other
regions; so that double duties are collected, on both imports and
exports; and on goods that cost heavily the duty is also heavy. "41
If customs were exacted at an onerous rate on Eastern luxuries,

it was because the trade could support them. The imperial state,
motivated by fiscal concerns, took advantage of this condition
and squeezed the merchants all the more tightly to exploit to the

38 Prakash 1998: 119-134 and Hasan 2004: ll3-l(9and [24-125 for the different sales
tax, road toll and customs rates in seventeenth-century Mughal India. More generally,
Pearson 1991: 96-98 and I 10-113 and Richards l993a: 203.

39 Especially France 1994: 142. See Dreher 1997: 85 for a more reserved endorsement.
For the original critique of de Laet, see Etienne [952 and Vittinghof 1953: 378-
384.

40 Veyne 1979.
41 Strabo XVII, line 13 (my emphasis). There are other examples of increased customs to

take advantage of an unusually rich trade. One such is the attempt to tap into the wine
trade with Gaul in the last century of the Republic, reported by Cicero in Pro Flacco
9, 19-20 ("pecuniam permagnam ratione ista cogi potuisse confiteor", my emphasis).
The highest rate was charged on wine leaving the Empire as a luxury intended for
barbaricum. Yet another instance is the taxing of purple shells at twice the normal rate
in the Asian Customs Law (MonEph., line 20).

214

A THIN LINE: PORTORIUM, PROTECTION AND PREDAT10N

full the revenue-generating potential of this particular branch of
trade.42

In the absence of a strong, systematic mercantilist impulse in the
tributary empires, the fiscally dominated approach to the exaction
of customs did nonetheless on occasion give way to other objec-
tives. 43 In both empires we find examples of the state extending
customs privileges to some groups or activities. 44 But concessions
were rarely, if ever, granted with a strong wish to remould the eco-
nomic system. The motives were different, mainly political or ide-
ological in nature. In the Mughal Empire this is brought out clearly
by the attempt of the last great Mughal emperor, Aurangzeb ( 1658-
1707) to favour Muslims over Hindus with regard to the payment
of imperial excise duty, the wkat. In afarman of 1665 he set the
rate for Hindus at 2/40 and for Muslims at 1/40. Two years later
he went even further and abandoned the duty for Muslims alto-
gether. This happened as part of a policy to boost Muslim imperial
primacy. The policy, however, had unexpected consequences. In
the eyes of the emperor Muslim merchants abused their newly
acquired privilege. They began to handle the goods of their Hindu
colleagues on payment of a commission fee. That way the Hindus
avoided the imperial excise duties and the Muslims made an extra
profit. The loser was the Mughal treasury, which saw the income
from customs dwindle. This was not what the government had in
mind. The exemption was intended as a political and ideological
symbol of the religious supremacy of Islam - "that the Muslims
may be distinguished with obligation and kindness from vicious
unbelievers", as an imperial order stated. The privilege had not
been granted with a view to creating a Muslim commercial dom-
inance in the Empire. Hence in 1681, after a little more than a

42 For an analysis, looking at archaeological traces of customs exaction on the eastern
trontjer, also emphasising the predominance of fiscal motives, see Young 2001: 66-74
and the general discussion in chapters 5 and 6.

43 0rsted 1985: 288-289 tries to detect a protectionist dimension in the fiscally motivated
exaction of customs. This is unconvincing and is based purely on speculation. All
exaction of customs tends to make the movement of goods more expensive. This is an
inevitable effect of tolls and cannot be seen in itself as the result of protectionism.

44 France 1994:143-144 is right to insist that Roman customs cannot be entirely reduced to
a fiscal question. But admitting this does not commit one to go searching for mercantilist
measures. Political and ideological objectives should not too readily be brushed aside.
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decade, the exemption was cancelled and imperial excise duty was
reintroduced for Muslims.45

The same concern with limiting the fiscal effects of politically
motivated concessions occurs frequently in Roman policies. The
Asian Customs Law recently found on an inscription in Ephesos
contains several examples. Among the privileges granted to the
colony of Augusta Troas, (re)founded by Augustus, was the grant
of the right to the imperial customs on goods imported or exported
from its territory. However, goods which were passing through in
transit, still fell under the rights of the publicans appointed by the
Roman state.46 The aim, in other words, was to grant an economic
privilege to a politically favoured community, not to make Augusta
Troas a dominant emporium. The same goes for the exemption
from customs for thirty days granted on imports, but not exports,
to the territory of most probably Pergamon and its harbour city
Elaea, in order to facilitate supplies for the politically important
festival of the Romaia Sebasta.47 If we change our perspective
from individual grants of privileges to general imperial policies,
the impression is confirmed.

The Roman state did exempt some groups and activities from
duty across the Empire. This comprised, among other things,
all transports of state-owned "goods", and goods belonging to

45 Mir'at-i Ahmadi contains the Mughal farmans dealing with the gradation in the rate
of duties. See chapter 121 and the following for the cancellation of Muslim customs
exemption (citation in chapter 121); chapters 104, [o8 and more broadly 97 and 120
for the introduction of Muslim privilege, cf. Hasan 2004: I 17. For a broader treatment
of Muslim religious privilege, see chapters 97 and 120 of Mir'at-i Ahmadi; Richards
[993a: 171-177;and for some modem treatments, see Hodgson 1974, vol. 3:92-98.

4 Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), lines 103-105 with Engelmann and Knibbe 1989:
114-115.

47 Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), lines 128-133 with analysis in Engelmann and Knibbe
1989:125-129. See de Ligt 1993: 42-48 and particularly 222-234 for the dominance of
symbolical and consumerist motives involved in the granting of festive ateleia combined
with a strong continued imperial fiscal interest. This. of course, does not rule out that
such privileges may also occasionally have turned out to be of benefit to transit trade
as well. But it was not normally the main purpose. The elevation of Delos, by the
Roman authorities in the second century BC, to the status of a free harbour to harm
the central position of Rhodes in the eastern Mediterranean trade may be thought to
constitute evidence to the contrary. But not even here was trade the motivating force.
The action was taken as punishment for wavering Rhodian support during the Third
Macedonian War and included stripping the island state of her Anatolian dependencies
as well, Scullard 1980: 287.
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military personnel and veterans. 48 Such exemptions were used, no
doubt to some extent successfully, as we would expect from our
Mughal parallel, to gain commercial advantages. 49 Private con-
tractors transporting state goods, for instance, attempted to mix
their own goods with the official cargoes to avoid paying customs.
Soldiers would engage in trade and exploit the exemption to gain
the edge in the competition with private merchants. These were
inevitable consequence of political privilege. In the view of the
imperial state, they were also unfortunate, causing an unintended
loss of revenue. Repeatedly the state tried to contain these practices
and diminish its economic loss. 50 The emperor Hadrian instructed
provincial governors, legionary commanders and their procurators
when they dispatched people to buy things for their personal use
to write a memorandum for the customs collectors indicating the
exact amount ordered "so that anything brought in excess can be
subject to duty" 5' in the Asian Customs Law we read generally
that the exemption for state transports also included the people
who operated them. But only on items for their own use. This was
similar to the arrangement for soldiers. Their freedom from excise
was limited to items for personal use. If the goods were intended
for trading, customs were due according to normal rules. 52 When
the tributary state granted customs privileges it was not in pursuit
of a general economic policy. The goal was more limited. ' Privi-
lege was awarded in a more narrow trade-off thatjealously sought

48 
?^.altl^ 427-^3'and 432-435 for a broad survey of the material. Normally the
instruments of travel were exempt for all persons.

49 As pointed out by Whittaker 19940, chapter 4.
50 Inaddition ^to the fo llowing examples; Dig. 39.4.9.8, excerpted from the spurious

entiw Pauli,̂  deserves mentioning. It states that while the imperial fiscus'is free
from all duties, the merchants who market imperial goods cannot claim any general
exemption from customs.

51 Dig. (Gaius) 39.4.5. i.
2 Asmn customs Law WonEph. ), lines 58-66. Tac. Ann. XIII, 51. The privilege of soldiers

illater.me"tione(l'"codex Justinia'ws Iv 61, 7 (discussing a late imperial ~'sales"tax)
and again they are not exempt in matters of buying and selling. Constantine'intr'oduced
immunity for all navicularii. the transporters serving the state, even for goods
;"te"dedto sel1 (c n-XI11- 5'5 with de Laet I949-: 480 and De Salvo ̂ 2:259).
But the title of navicularius was connected with obligations and it is symptomaticthat
the Roman state, just as the Mughal, did not look favourably uponthe 'habit of some
navicularii to carry the goods of others. Hence C. Th. XIII, 5,'24'specifies: "naviculam
are exempt when it is proved that they do business for their own account (cum sibi rem
gerere probabuntur)".
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to safeguard the state fiscal interests while giving recognition to
groups and individuals that for one reason or another were deemed
important to the political order, be it, for example, as soldiers, gov-
emmental transporters or as those involved in significant religious
activities.

The imperial state did not have much incentive for changing the
predominantly fiscal approach to the commercial sector. Neither
in the Roman nor in the Mughal Empire had expansion ever been
closely tied to collaboration with commercial groups. Therefore
the tributary state had no compelling reasons to forgo revenue in the
short-term by favouring specific groups of traders. As the empires
grew and the amount of trade inside the boundaries expanded to
ever greater dimensions, compared to exchange with the world
on the outside, this became even more the case. From the per-

spective of the treasury there was not much to be gained, except
loss of revenue, from helping one group of merchants to capture
a greater share of a largely internal commerce at the expense of
other traders in the empire. 53 Instead, the exaction of customs was
directed to take profit on existing trade flows irrespective of their
direction. Hence excise and other trade-related dues were regu-
larly levied in nodal points or on traffic arteries where many goods
more or less had to pass, such as at city gates, harbours, high-
ways, river crossings, bridges and in the bazaars.54 Customs were
in the Roman world to a very large extent passage tolls. 55 It was
not uncommon to levy the tax on the same goods both on entry

53 The first European mercantilist "economists" saw the global economy as a zero sum
game too (Anderson 1974). However, as the states were much smaller the advantage
to be gained from capturing a greater share of the international economy at the loss of
foreign competitors was all the more apparent. Only later, particularly in the eighteenth
century, did the notion of real growth develop on the basis of these ideas Though
it would be wrong to claim any automatic link between full-blown mercantilism and
small states in a partly internationalised economy, it still seems clear that commercial
interests could be better heard in such systems. Thus without developing real mercantilist
policies, the Mughal successor states in eighteenth-century India did give more attention
to commercial groups than their imperial predecessor (Bayly 1988: 1-78).

54 P. Oxy. 1439-1440; ILS 375 (collection at city gates); Asian Customs Law (MonEph.)
chapter 21 (customs office close to the landing of ships); P. Oxy, 1650 (Memphis
harbour tax, excise at administrative district border); OGIS 674 (road tax); AE 1975:
413 (riverbank); Dig. 19.2.60.8 (bridge crossing); P. Land. Inv. 1562 versa (market tax).

55 Now again confirmed by France 2001, summarised in the conclusion. However, France
seems to me to underestimate the possibility of double customs payment, cf. note 57
below.
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and exit through a customs district or station. 56 Consignments of
goods travelling beyond the confines of their nearest region would
also normally have had to pay several tolls, sometimes at a consid-
erable number of stations. Customs multiplied with the distance
travelled. -57 The tendency for excise duties to accumulate is aptly
illustrated by some tax receipts found among the Egyptian papyri.

56 De Laet 1949 and Vittinghof 1953: 375-378, and now confirmed by tbeAsian Customs
Law, which applied to both imports and exports, cf. Dreher 1997. However, the notion is
difficult to reconcile with modem sentiments and doubts continue to be voiced without
any good reasons, e. g. France 1994: 138-139. A letter from Cicero (Alt. II, 16, 4)
reveals that the Asian publicani even tried to make merchants pay the Asian import duty
again when they moved from one city to another inside the province. It may also be
noted that the Asian Customs Law (MonEph., lines [6-20) exempts people from paying
imports or exports twice on the same goods, in the same year, at the same customs
station. Thus, if a merchant had taken his goods to a city in the province of Asia and
paid the import duty, if he then left again with some of his goods and returned later in
the year he would not have to pay customs on the same items again. The publishers
(Engelmann and Knibbe) typically prefer to take this to mean that the merchant was
exempted from paying re-export duty on goods already paid for at entry. This is not
supported by the inscription which clearly deals with exports and imports separately.
On Egypt, see also Sijpesteijn 1987, chapter 5, who accepts the principle but believes
some goods to be exempt, especially wine, which he takes to be taxed only on entry.
But a look at Sijpesteijn's data makes it clear that his conclusion is more likely to be
a reflection of the prevailing flow of goods in the villages whose records have been
preserved than evidence of avoidance of double payment. Thus wine was imported in
small quantities, whereas oil was sent out. Hence wine is documented in relation with
imports and oil with exports from the villages.

57 Rouge 1966: 450, emphasising the accumutative burden of excise dues. See further
0rsted 1985: 285-289, followed by De Salvo 1992: 317-321 and France 1994: 140.
Drexhage 1994 and Drexhage, Konen and Ruffing 2002: 145-147 underestimate the
number of customs exacted. They strangely ignore the evidence from Egypt, where
customs receipts reveal the district duty of the Memphis harbour tax being added on
top ot city customs (cf. n 59). Purcell 2005 insists, to my mind rightly, on the ubiquity
of local customs, yet maintains they did not accumulate (pp. 220-222). That seems
counter-mtuitive not to say a contradiction in terms. The customs inscription from
Caunos (SEG XIV: 639), cited as evidence, does not prove that customs were never
paid on goods in transit. Quite the reverse, the inscription (very fragmentary) describes
a regime of exemptions paid for by a local benefactor, propably as a suspension to
encourage imports in connection with a periodically recurring religious festival (cf.
Schwarz 200 ib: 288-289). Other customs laws, such as the regulations concerning the
portorium collected in Asia, do not as a rule mention a specific exemption of transit
goods. Indeed both the customs regulations preserved from the Lycian koinon and
the province of Asia envisage taxing transit goods. Augusta Troas and Myra each had
the right to collect these respective customs on goods sold within their own districts.
Those just passing through, however, had to defray duty to the collectors of the province
and the koinon (MonEph., lines 103-105; Schwartz 200ia). Equally, Purcell refers to
the transit dues collected by Massilia at the mouth of the Rhone (Strabo 4. 1. 8). But
merchants also had to pay the imperial customs on entering the Gallic provinces. Dues
would have been accumulating with distance.
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By chance, several receipts have survived documenting the pay-
ment of different customs on the same consignments of goods.
Thus we find small amounts of wheat, travelling a fairly short
distance northwards from the village of Philadelphia, paying three
separate duties: one for leaving the nome, one for using the desert
road and one for the so-called Memphis harbour tax. 58

It is noteworthy, too, how the different Egyptian tolls tend to be
connected with different levels in the state system. The Memphis
harbour tax was charged on goods crossing between the larger
administrative districts, the so-called epistrategia, while there was
also a more local tax for leaving the primary administrative unit,
the name. This is a typical feature of segmentary state systems.
They consisted of many parts which both tried and had to be
allowed to tap into the economy and get their share of the tribute.
An analysis of the structure of Mughal customs collection in the
province of Gujarat makes the principle clearer. The central state
exacted a customs-cum-sales tax on all movement of goods in the
province. In addition to this there were numerous local tolls of
various kinds. These were controlled by the various aristocratic
groups that together made up the state on the ground. The central
Mughal state did formally claim to exercise authority over the local
levies. Some of them were even gradually being drawn into the
orbit of the imperial system, as they became part of the revenue
assignments of Mughal nobles, the so-called jagirdars. But that
was as far as it got. When the state attempted to exercise closer
control, for instance by outlawing local dues or reducing their
number, it encountered stiff opposition. The Mir'at-i Ahmadi -
a history of Gujarat - reports how on one occasion aristocrats
demanded economic compensation if they were to accept such
an abolition. In that situation there were essentially two options
open to the state to defend its policy, neither of which was very
attractive. It might try to hold its own and compel the noblemen to
agree to respect the ban. In the long-term this was bound to be
ineffectual. Aristocrats were not generally inclined to accept hav-
ing their incomes reduced, especially not when they were running

58 P. Customs, list l, nos. 139-141, see also nos. 184-186, 355-356, 362-363 and4l9-42l
with Sijpesteijn 1987: 19.
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things on the ground. Alternatively the state might grant the aristo-
crats compensatory incomes. As a general solution, however, this

was equally problematic in the eyes of the imperial government;
it was expensive and diverted scarce resources from other activ-

ities. So either way, the government tended to back away from
the abolition of local dues and allow their continued collection

or silently tolerate their reintroduction after a short term of sup-
pression. The revenue pressure exerted by the different segments
of the Mughal polity consolidated the existence of a customs and
excise regime with frequent collection points and the co-existence
of many separate dues. 59

This mechanism can be seen at play in the Roman Empire, too.
During the high Empire most regions of the realm were divided
into a number of large, separate customs districts where toll was
collected in the name of the Roman state on entry or exit. The exact
nature of these districts is not entirely clear, but they bore some
relation to provincial divisions, without necessarily being strictly
identical. The Asian portorlum, for instance, was clearly arranged
around the core of the old Attalid kingdom that made up the bulk
of the province of Asia Minor. But to this were added, among
other things, the customs collected in the strait of the Bosporus,
even though this area was outside the provincial boundaries of
Asia. 60 Beneath the umbrella of imperial excise duties the exis-
tence of a system of locally based tolls and levies is attested by our

59 Mir'at-i A. hmadi, chapter 117. See Hasan 2004, chapter 7, for the customs system in
Gujarat. Pp. 114-12 i are particularly relevant for the analysis presented here. In general
about the many tolls in the Mughal Empire, see Habib and Raychauduri 1982: 186-189.
The East India Company after the conquest of Bengal attempted the cancellation of such
tolls but ultimately found the resistance from local elite groups too strong (Chatterjee
1996, chapter 5).

60 Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), lines 22-28 defines the Asian customs district; see lines
8-ll and 13-15 for exaction of customs in the strait of the Bosporus, cf. Nicolet 1993:
945-951- Some customs districts seem to have comprised several provinces, though
without losing all relation to the administrative framework, as in the cases of Gaul and
lllyricum, cf. de Laet 1949 for these larger circumscriptions. France 2001 treats the
Gallic portorium anew. He rejects the notion of circumscription and concludes that the
qiiadmgesima Galliarum was a passage toll separating Italy from the north-western
provinces. I am not entirely convinced. He seems to be misled by the chance preser-
vation of evidence in the Alpine regions. See 0rsted 1985: 251-347 for an interesting,
but speculative and over-complex analysis of the material pertaining to the Illyrian
portonum.

221



IMPERIAL BAZAAR

sources. To some extent this has militated against the preconcep-
tions of modern researchers expecting to find a rigorously defined
legal, coherent administrative system in the Empire. They have
therefore suggested various ways around this so-called problem.
For instance, it has been claimed that these tolls were primar-
ily collected by communities that in legal terms were outside the
imperial system, the so-called civitates liberae ac foederatae.
There is no strong evidence in support of that proposition. One of
the best-preserved inscriptions with an example of a local customs
law was found in Palmyra. The inscription was erected in the reign
of Hadrian. At that time the city had formally been part of the
province of Syria for more than a century. 63

Another way out of the "predicament" has been to claim that
local tolls were a feature of the Greek east, whereas the Latin west

was largely without this phenomenon.64 That is unconvincing. An
octroi was collected at the very gates of Rome, the capital. 5 It is
undeniable that in terms of sheer wealth of epigraphic testimony
local dues are far better attested in the eastern provinces than else-
where, but this is more likely to be a function of the epigraphic
record than anything else. It is worth reminding ourselves that the
sources are fragmentary traces rather than a direct reflection of

France 1999 admirably updates the material first gathered by de Laet 1949: 351-361.
See Schwarz 200 ib, III, 4 for an excellent treatment of local customs exaction in
Anatolia. Outside the province of Egypt, the large rabbinic literature connected with
Judaea has yielded some of the best evidence for the density of customs collection, cf.
Goldschmid 1897: 199-202.

62 France 1999: 99-100 (and more broadly France 2001) surprisingly reverts, it seems, to
the notion of Rostovtzeff 1902: 390 (and, it would seem Frank 1933-40, vol. [: 255)
that the right to collect local portorialvectigalia was restricted to civitates liberae ac
foederalae. This view had already been exploded by de Laet 1949: 90 and 351 (and
now confirmed by Schwarz 200 ib: 338-406), who observed that formal legal status was
not decisive. Quite the reverse, we even find attempts to levy the imperial portorium in
"free" communities, e. g. Byzantium.

3 Young 2001: 137 summarises the evidence on the status of'Palmyra: "the city should
accordingly be understood as a tributary city of the province of Syria". Within modern
Palmyrene studies, the notion has gained currency that the city became a civitas libera
following a visit ofHadrian, during which the city changed its name to Hadriana Tadmor.
This does not affect our argument since the tax law, as is clear from the inscription, also
existed during the first century of Roman rule. However, as observed by Fergus Millar
(l993: 325)> this modem assenion is completely baseless and may safely be discarded.
Under Septimius Severus, the city was made a Roman colonia.

4 DeLaet 1949: 353 and France 2001: 278-283, who essentially restricts the phenomenon
for all Gaul to Massilia.

65 CIL VI, ioi6a = ILS 375 with de Laet 1949: 347-349.
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the ancient reality. The challenge is to interpret the nature of the
lacunae in the material. If positive evidence is scarce in the western
Empire, there are nevertheless indications that local excise duties
were as much a part of life there as they were in the Greek-speaking
east. Cities across the Empire were expected to possess their own
vectigalia - taxes accruing, for example, from the leasing ofcom-
munal lands, pasturage and, not least, various dues on commercial
traffic. It seems improbable that cities in the western provinces
should, en bloc as it were, have abstained from levies of different
kinds on the movement of goods.66

Imperial conquest, in other words, did not eradicate the exis-
tence of locally administered dues on trade. The conquerors toler-
ated their continuance. As in the Mughal Empire, local government
needed financing and the provincial aristocracies did not bear the
entire burden themselves. Formally, the Roman state did claim
some sort of sovereignty over these tolls. At the time of inclu-
sion in the imperial fabric, the local community would normally
have received the right to continue or begin the collection of some
such taxes. In the eyes of the Roman state the post-conquest set-
tlement could not be changed without its express permission. The
introduction of new dues required imperial sanction based on the
recommendation of the provincial governor, as Vespasian made
clear in reply to a request from the Baetican community Sab-
ora. 67 Gradually the "hunger" for tribute led the Roman state to
confiscate and absorb more and more of these tolls into the impe-
rial revenues. This happened slowly and piecemeal, apart from
in Egypt where the state had already successfully come to con-
trol local dues before the Roman annexation. 68 In the rest of the
Empire, the development culminated in the fourth century when
different emperors made several attempts to clear the table and
include all local vectigalia in the imperial taxes.69

66 ?or vecti8alia: .see Lex Irnitana (Gonzales 1986), chapter 76; Sabora (CIL II, 1423).
See Rouge 1966: 449 for a similar point of view.

  

^IIlI.4_2^', co"fiTled,by Dis' (Hermogenian) 394. lo. pr

Cf. some of the scattered comments in different historians about the usurpation of local
vectigalia by emperors. For example, Suet. Tib. 49. 2; Vesp. 16.

69 Jones 1964: 732-733, who dates the general confiscation of local vectigalia to the
reigns ofConstantineandConstantius II. After its initiation, the fortunes of this policy
fluctuated considerably. Julian abandoned it. Then it was reinstated. Then the cities
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That was far too ambitious. Even when the imperial fiscus had
achieved some sort of control, it was still forced to recognise local
claims on these taxes, both in Egypt and the rest of the Empire. This
normally happened in the form of allocations to local institutions
of a proportion of the proceeds from a given tax.70 Julian, in a tem-
porary setback for the expansive policy, went further and simply
restored the old vectigalia to the communities. 7' His successors
reversed this decision. But it is doubtful if they ever achieved more
than partial success. Some local dues continued to evade imperial
authority as they had in the preceding centuries. From the first
through to the fourth century AD the emperor and his administra-
tion repeatedly found it necessary to enjoin local councils that they
were not allowed to institute new customs and excise dues of their

own accord without imperial sanction.72 For the most part, impe-
rial control, when it worked at all, is likely to have been relatively
lax and discontinuous. The customs law found in Palmyra offers
a fascinating glimpse into this. The surviving version, inscribed
on stone in AD 137, set out to revise the regulations for the local
collection of tolls. However, it also preserved the older version
and a few rulings by Roman officials in former disputes. What
is particularly interesting to note is that a Roman governor had
apparently been present when the old version was agreed upon.
The new law, on the other hand, appears to be entirely the work
of the local council acting independently of the Roman provincial
authorities. 73 In the light of this, it is difficult to speak of a unified
customs policy in the Empire. Roman hegemony did not lead to the
creation of a single customs regime. The central state only partially

were granted a proportion of the customs proceeds. Then these were again confiscated
and later granted yet again. I doubt if we should take this narrative as a reflection of
how things worked out on the ground. Rather the line of events suggests only partial
or limited implementation of the imperial enactments. For similar scepticism about the
success of these measures, see de Laet 1949:462.

70 For grants of part of the customs to the city councils, see C. Th. IV, 13, 5 and 7 and
Codex Justinianus IV, 61, 13. The market tax of the Serapeum in Oxyrhynchus (P.
Land. Inv. 1562 verso) was quite possibly allocated to the temple (Rea 1982).

71 Amm. Marc. XXV, 4, 15. A very important element in Julian's measure was the resti-
tution of temple property.

72 CIL II, 1423; Dig. 394. lo. pr; and Codex Justinianus IV, 62, 1-4.
73 Compare the decree of the council of Palmyra, which introduces the tax law, with the

heading of the old law given later in the text. In Matthews 1984 this would be section
la with 2a. See further Rouge 1966: 448 in a similar direction.
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controlled the exaction of tolls; it had to recognise or silently tol-
erate a probably very significant number of additional local titles

to tax existing trade flows. If tributary empires did not generally
erect tail customs barriers between their subjects, they did not do
much to promote long-distance trade by abolishing internal tolls
either. Instead, the fiscal interests of the different segments of the
imperial system were allowed to dominate and the movement of

goods was slowed by the need to defray the costs of a potentially
considerable number of duties.

Merchant response and bargaining power

Yet, commerce did not grind to a halt. The publican had to balance
his short-term interest in squeezing the merchant against future
loss of revenue if the continuation of commerce was jeopardised.
This gave the merchants a far from insignificant bargaining power
vis-a-vis the customs collector. The imperial state did not only find
it hard to exert a tight control over customs exactions; in addition

its representatives experienced similar difficulties in monitoring
and regulating trading activities. Merchants were not always easy
prey. Both they and their goods were mobile. This made them
difficult to tax.

Should the imperial authorities happen to forget, the lesson was
regularly repeated. In the late seventeenth century the Mughal state
attempted to change the procedure for the collection of a sales tax,
zakat. Whereas merchants had formerly paid the tax at the time of
purchase, they were now ordered to pay at the time of sale. The
chronicler of the Mir'at-i Ahmadi explains:

the collection of tax at places of sale was decided upon because the price of an
article is higher at that place than at that of purchase. It thus means an increase in
revenue. But as the merchants sold many commodities at places where collection
of taxes was not regular, the government suffered losses. An order was, therefore,
issued a second time for its collection at places of purchase. 74

The problems encountered by the Mughal authorities in rais-
ing the sales tax mirror the experience of the Roman state in the

74 Mir'at-iAhmadi, chapter 126 (p. 284 in the translation of Lokhandwala).
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collection of the so-called collatio lustralis or chrysargyron, a tax
instituted by Constantine to be collected every five years from
merchants and other businessmen. The emperors, Theodosius and
Valentinianus prescribed "that no more should furtive commerce
render the merchant rare in the glorious cities and the throng of
traders hide in obscure and secluded places to the loss of public
revenue".75 The reach of public power, always a precarious thing
in the agrarianate world, was particularly weak outside cities and
the main traffic routes. The world of Mughal and Roman mer-
chants alike was not only one of traditional abuse, it was also one
of equally traditional freedom, to paraphrase the late Ashin Das
Gupta.7 Merchants, therefore, were often tempted simply to cir-
cumvent taxation by conducting business in some remote village
or bay far away from the toll station and hungry glances of cus-
toms officials. Quantification is out of the question, but smuggling
is bound to have been rife and to have gone largely undetected. 77

Relocating business to more remote areas did, of course, have
some drawbacks. The traders would lose the central-place services
offered by cities, such as a greater concentration of buyers and
sellers. They would also be outside the protection of the law
and hence more vulnerable to predation by bandits and power-
ful landowners. Smuggling carried risks, but it offered enough of
an alternative to be a serviceable defence against new taxes or
unusually abusive or frequent customs exactions. In practice, the
flexibility of the merchant did impose some restrictions on the
conduct of customs officials. It did not prevent arbitrary preda-
tion but in the aggregate it would have exercised a moderating
influence, both on the conduct of officials and on the total tax bur-

den; hence the generally relatively low official customs rates, most
lying between 2% and 5% in the Roman and Mughal Empires.7

75 C. Th., N. Val. 24: "ne ulterius furtiva negotiatio et clans urbibus rarum facial mer-
catorem et obscuris ac reconditis locis in damnum publicae functionis lateat turba
mercantum".

76 Das Gupta 1987: 136; Hasan 2004: 117-118 treats the episode in the Mir'at-i Ahmadi.
77 See also Faroqhi 1984: 54-55 for an instructive description of the difficulties in detecting

smuggling in Ottoman Anatolia, complemented by pp. 66-69 on the ready distribution
of stolen goods.

78 See de Laet 1949 on Roman customs rates. On Mughal customs rates, see e.g. Tavemier
1889, vol. I: 7; Mir'at-i Ahmadi, chapter 104 (between 1/40 and 2/40); Hasan 2004:
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They were intended to tap into trade flows, not force them under-
ground or out of business. It was not only a question of smuggling.
The merchant could often choose between different itineraries to
bring his goods to market. The most reckless publicans or the most
heavily and frequently taxed routes might find that they were being
passed by to the advantage of revenue takers on alternative, but
less expensive routes. 79

The relationship between merchant and customs official should
not be seen as one-sided. Rather it was based on a tenuous balance
of power. A game of cat and mouse was played out where the rules
were subject to constant renegotiation according to concrete cir-
cumstances. The result was the establishment of a fragile modus
vivendi. 80 Some trades and merchants possessed more leverage
than others. According to the situation, particularly attractive "cus-
tomers", as it were, sometimes managed to wring smallish or
moderate privileges and concessions from the customs authorities.
Among such "fiscal" rebates we find the practice, in which famil-
iar merchants passing a customs station on a regular basis were in
some cases allowed to postpone the payment of toll till their return
when they could settle the bill out of the profits derived from sell-
ing their wares. 81 The large and valuable export of slaves from
Anatolia was taxed at a slightly lower rate than slave imports. 82

'I3-l l.7''and Rit:hards [993a: 175 and 203. The similarity of range is surely more than
coincidental.

79 The extreme example of this phenomenon is of course when bandits ruthlessly descend
on traders. In his Roman history (XIV, 2, 2-4) Ammianus Marcellinus describes how
Isaurian brigands, after having plundered a number of merchant craft, found that their
source of "revenue" dried up as ships simply avoided the coastal stretch under their
control. Mughal sources allow us to follow this in greater detail than Roman. From
Surat a letter survives from a governor trying to persuade traders, especially the Euro-
pean companies, to return to Surat by promising to stop overtaxing and provide better
protection for caravans, cf. Hasan 2004: 35 and 50-51.

80 Sijpestein 1987: 44, for instance, documents how Egyptian peasants/traders, known to
the village customs collector, were able to pay their taxes in'advance.
Dig. (Marcian) 39. 4. 16 I 2 provides evidence of the practice of postponing payment. On
a similar arrangement for the English East India Company inSurat, see Hasan 2004:
116.

?' isc:ustomary to interpret the higher import rate (Asian Customs Law (MonEph. ), § 41,
1. 98) as an attempt through customs to discourage imports of slaves to Asia (Drexhage
1994: 6; Dreher 1997: 85). However, the difference only amounts to a few sesterces
per slave. With slaves often priced at several hundred HS, the extra duty cannot have
been even moderately prohibitive. Therefore, I see the smaller export duty as a courtesy
discount granted to a particularly valuable export.
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In Palmyra a camel-load of unguents imported in alabaster ves-
sels was taxed at 25 denarii. But when the merchant left the town
again he was only charged 13 denarii. This was probably a kind of
rebate intended to encourage traders to bring the merchandise to
the city in the first place; unsold goods would be charged less than
the normal fare on departure.83 Luxury goods from India pass-
ing through Egypt were perhaps weighed with favourable scales
when paying some minor, local dues on their way to Alexandria. 84
In the same context, some merchants might secure the patronage
of persons of power inside the tributary system. This could pro-
vide such merchants with preferential treatment and perhaps even
sometimes, tax concessions. 85 That would be a plausible explana-
tion of the discount on exported slaves in the Asian customs law.
Merchants supplying the Roman elite with much wanted slaves
presumably used their connections to have the concession written
into the law. However, patronage rarely comes gratis. Bribes or
other reciprocating services would often have had to be paid as
a kind of compensatory tribute. The profits from such discounts
would thus have re-entered the tributary system to a considerable
extent. This is presumably what was taking place when a group
of ferrymen put up, probably in consecutive years, inscriptions
and statues honouring the customs collectors of Chios "for their
virtuous conduct towards them". The "honorific monuments", as
suggested by Onno van Nijf, "may have been the public face of

83 Palmvrene Tax Law, CIS II, 3, 3913, panel 3a, lines 19-31. Again I am certain that this
should not be seen as a customs barrier to imports. The practice of occasionally granting
a discount to goods being re-exported in order to attract them to the market in the first
place is also known from the inscription recording a local toll in Caunos in Lycia (SEG
XIV, 639 with the comments of Bean 1954). There a benefactor set up a foundation to
pay for a number of exemptions from the regular customs regime. See now Schwarz
20()lb: 385-394. Purpura 1985 unconvincingly argues that the Caunos prescriptions
were regular rather than exemptions from the generally established practice.

84 P. Vindob. G 40822 (second column). For analysis of the discount in the weighing
process see Casson 1990. De Romanis 1998 is an interesting if ultimately too speculative
attempt to make something out of these discounts. Rathbone 2001 now challenges
this interpretation and substitutes a scenario with surcharges accruing to the customs
officials.

85 In the law codes it is often observed that merchants connected with great households
managed to escape taxation (C. Th. XIII.1.5; 15 and 25). However, the phenomenon
should not be seen as restricted to late antiquity. Cicero (Fam. 13. 75) shows aristocratic
patronage securing privileges in dealing with the authorities for a grain transporter/
trader.
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personal corruption".86 Generally, however, fiscal rebates were
relatively fragile. Based on the concrete balance of power they
were permanently under pressure, subject to renegotiation and, if
the Mughal evidence is anything to go by, constantly subject to
erosion. 87

The toll of the Fax Romana - drawing up a balance sheet

So far my discussion has focused on the parasitic dimension of
customs exaction. But the tributary system can, to some extent, be
seen as offering the merchants something in return for the payment
of dues: a modicum of social order, protection from brigandage
and piracy. The Roman emperor claimed to have brought Fax to
the subject populations of the Empire; in the process roads and
seas had allegedly been cleared of pirates and bandits and made
safe for merchants and travellers. The imperial propaganda of the
Fax Romana has been accepted by most generations of classical
scholarship. The notion of an imperial peace has also occasionally
found its way into Indian history. The Pax Mogulica has been used
to describe a "golden" age before the fall of the great Empire and
political chaos of the eighteenth century, by Indian historians to
boost national confidence and by British colonialist historians to
justify the Raj as a benevolent attempt to re-establish order among
the Orientals.

Broadly speaking, however, Mughal historiography has paid
more attention to the brittle foundations and fragile nature of the
so-called peace established by tributary empires. Not only large-

See van Nijf 1997: 92-93 on IK I, 74. Robert 1969: 545-548 published this and a more
fragmentary but similar inscription which suggests that the practice was repeated over
several years.

87 The European chartered companies "just as some prominent indigenous merchants"
managed to secure discounts through patronage. Such privilege came at a high price
and doubts were often voiced as to whether they might not have done just as well by
simply paying the unmodifiecl rate. The diary of the Surman embassy to the Mughal court
in 1714-1716, The Oriental and India Office Records (London), Home Miscellaneous
Series, vol. 69, provides very instructive evidence on the high costs and the numerous
complications and intrigues arising out of attempts to obtain fiscal exemptions. The
fiscal privileges were also often ignored on the ground. Entangled in the shifting ties
of patronage networks, they were frequently being undermined and needed permanent
defence. See in general Hasan 2004, chapter 7 and Prakash 1985: 41-45.
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but also small-scale local rebellions and other forms of low-level

violence hold a more prominent position in the history of the
north Indian Empire than they do in most periods of Roman his-
tory. It would be foolhardy to claim categorically that there were
no differences between the two empires in the respective levels
of violence. So many factors of culture, social organisation and
geography affect the scope for successful banditry that one could
never expect exact similarity. Even so the difference can to a large
extent be explained with reference to separate historiographical
traditions rather than genuine contrasts between past worlds. In
the last couple of decades Roman historians have become increas-
ingly aware of the ideological nature of the claim of the Roman
emperors and the indications of persistent violent disorder in the
empire. Though successful for centuries, small-scale rebellions,
occasionally growing to significant proportions, violent disputes
or even minor wars between local communities and raids by moun-
tain people, nomads and "barbarians" were part of the empire in
the best of times. The Roman world was only relatively pacified. 9

Banditry and piracy continued to constitute a real menace for
merchants and other travellers, even in Italy.90 This was a fact of
life acknowledged by all, including the imperial state. Roman law
prohibited the build-up of stores of arms intended for rebellion
or social disturbance, but its subjects were still allowed to retain
weapons for their own defence. Merchants and travellers were to
a large extent expected to be able to take care of themselves and
defend their possessions from violent attackers.9 The relationship
between the level of taxation and the quality of protection was
not necessarily very close. An extreme illustration of this is the
caravan trade bringing luxuries from India through the Syrian
desert to Palmyra and from there further on into the Empire. The

88 The fragile foundation of the Mughal peace was already a main theme in Habib 1963.
See Hintze 1997 for some historiographical overviews.

89 Woolf 1993 and Brunt 1990, chapter 11.
90 Cf. Pliny Ep. 6.25 reporting the disappearance of a Roman knight during travel in Italy.

See Shaw 1984; Hopwood 1989; Griinewald 1999; and Wolff 2003 (though empiricist,
rather than analytical) for the continuation of'banditry. For piracy, Braund 1993 and De
Souza1999, chapter 6. De Souza and Wolff though, seem too impressed with the claims
of the imperial ideology of Fax.

91 Dig. 48.6. 1 with Brunt 1990:257-259.
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imperial state claimed the 25% customs duty on this traffic. Still,
the Roman army does not appear to have been conspicuously active
in ensuring the safety of the caravans. That was a task mainly left
to semi-pnvate initiative and the city council ofPalmyra. The rich
inscriptional evidence from the Syrian oasis city informs us about
the need for local grandees, commanding influence among the
desert tribes, to step in and ensure the safe passage of the caravans.
In addition to this, the city seems to have maintained a local militia
which patrolled and stationed the desert routes, and fought off the
occasional bedouin attack on city territory. 92

Much has been made of the proximity ofParthia and the politi-
cal inability of the Roman army to act in the frontier zone without
increasing the risk of provoking war, to explain the role ofPalmyra
in patrolling the desert. There may be a grain of truth in this, espe-
daily when the laxity on the Syro-Parthian route is contrasted
with the heavier state control exercised in the Egyptian desert on
the roads carrying Eastern luxuries. But the importance of such
considerations can easily be exaggerated. Even in the Egyptian
desert, the state presence seems to have been as much a question
of keeping an eye on the valuable goods to reduce smuggling as
providing protection. The merchants were still expected to hire
their own guards and pay a road tax on them as well. 93 If any-
thing, it is rather the relatively heavy presence on the Egyptian
desert roads that constitutes the exception. The Roman army nor-
mally left it to local initiative to maintain law and order around
the empire. 94 In that respect there is nothing surprising about
Palmyra's semi-autonomous policing of the desert. An inscrip-
tion from the early third century shows the Rhodians organising a

92 Somrner 2005: 202-213 (on the complex interrelationship between Palmyra and the
nomadic tribes of its hinterland, based on cooperation, intermittently disrupted by
armed confrontation). See further Teixidor 1984; R. Drexhage 1988; Will 1992; and
Young 2001, chapter 4.

93 OG/S 674, line 12 (though emended) for duty payable on accompanying guards. P. Vin-
dob. G 40822, recto column 2 for the use of private guards in commercial transports in
Egypt. Young 2001: 69-74 analyses the desert roads. Faroqhi 1984: 52-55 offers com-
parative confirmation from Ottoman Anatolia that imperial surveillance might happen
as much to avoid smuggling as to provide protection.

94 Liebenam 1900: 357-359 long ago noted the sparing involvement of the imperial
government in the policing of its territory. See Wolff 2003, chapter 8 for a recent
discussion.
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quasi-military expedition to teach bandits and pirates a lesson. 95
The emperor Commodus praised the city of Bubon as a model
worthy of emulation by other communities because "you hastened
with such great enthusiasm to the arrest of the bandits, overcoming
them, killing some, and capturing others". 96 Much of this locally
organised protection will have been rather amateurish, sometimes
ad hoc in character and often of doubtful value. This, for instance,

was the experience of a pair of pig merchants returning from
the village of Philadelphia to Arsinoe in second-century Egypt.
Though the locally employed guard came to their rescue, this did
not deter the bandits from attacking. On the contrary, the guard
simply received the same treatment as the unfortunate traders, who
were tied, given a good beating and had a pig stolen.97

Protection offered by the different segments of the imperial sys-
tem often left much to be desired. A relatively high degree of
low-level violence was tolerated. Not infrequently one gets the
impression that gangs of bandits were harboured by members of
the local elite, the very group supposed to underwrite local order. 98
The exaction of customs cannot, in other words, simply be seen
as payment for protection. Anyhow, this is not something which is
peculiar to tributary empires. A pacified civil society is only a rel-
atively recent phenomenon. The important but elusive question is
how the Roman imperial system compares to other pre-industrial
societies. In the sharpest attempt so far to conceptualise the process
of customs exaction in agrarianate societies, the American histo-
rian F. C. Lane suggested that customs dues be seen as comprising
two elements: the costs of producing protection, and a further trib-
ute, a monopoly profit exacted by threat of using military force.

95 S£ 1946-1947: 337-338, no. i5&-ni with De Souza [999:218-219.
9<' A£ 1979 no. 624 (translation quoted from Lendon 1997:137) with Wolff 2003: Il8-l2l,

196-197.
97 P. Fay. 108. Alston 1995: 86-96 observes that the Roman state was involved in these

local arrangements. We possess papyri showing district centurions ordering local com-
munities to man watchtowers with guards. But the same papyri attest the crucial role
left to the initiative of local communities in executing imperial orders and the huge
scope for local "negligence". None of this is to deny the occasional imperial assistance
to local policing units, but Alston 1995: 81-86 is too optimistic in his assessment of
the scope of this, as is Wolff 2003, chapter 9. The available manpower resources were
simply inadequate, as is clear from the convenient and still valuable surveys of Sherk
1955 and 1957.

98 Shaw 1984; Hopwood 1989.
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The stronger the position of the customs exactor, the greater the
proportion of tribute. In other words, fewer protection-producing
rivals would lessen the opportunities open to merchants for taking
their goods by a different route. The result would be to weaken
their negotiating power vis-a-vis the tribute takers and the cost of
protection, taxation that is, would increase."

The large tributary empires had been created by conquering
tributary rivals and absorbing them into the same system. As we
have seen repeatedly above, it would be wrong to describe these
empires as unitary entities exercising a strong, centralised monop-
olistic power in society. The emperors' reach fell far short of that.
But the alliance between the different segments of the imperial
state did in some ways reduce, not, I emphasise, eradicate, com-
petition and strengthen the position of tribute takers in the body
politic. The result, as argued in Chapter 2, was an intensification of
surplus extraction or, to use the language of Lane, rising monop-
olistic profits in the sale of protection. Essentially these could be
realised in two ways, raising the price and cutting costs. It is pos-
sible to argue that both methods occurred in the Roman Empire,
not least in the sphere of customs collection.

The need to accommodate the revenue demands both of the
central imperial state and of local aristocratically ruled commu-
nities would probably have worked towards increasing the total
burden of customs and other dues on trade. 100 This did not happen
overnight The process would have been slow, piecemeal and very
gradual. Nonetheless, over time from the consolidation of impe-
rial rule under Augustus until the fourth century, such a trend does
seem to make itself discernible. The central imperial government
gradually attempted to confiscate more and more local tolls, as we
have already seen. It also occasionally introduced new dues, for
instance on particular roads and, in the fourth century, the so-called
chrysargyron tax to be paid by trades people, among others. 101 The
local aristocratic segments of the imperial state would have sought
w Lane 1966: 383-428; Steensgaard 1981.

Incidentally Purcell 2005: 222 is open to the possibility of rising customs under the
Romans.

101 We know^ for instance, that Tiberius confiscated many local vectigalia (Suet. Tib.
49.2). Galba remitted some. This was annulled by Vespasian who needed money. He
even added new and heavier ones (Suet. Vesp. 16. 1). See further Herodian II. 'iv, 7,
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compensation for some of the lost vectigalia by introducing new
excise duties. Such tolls remained important for financing local
government. 102 Taken together, the combined pressure for revenue
exerted by the (competing) demands of central government and
local elite groups, one may hypothesise, would have created a
trend towards slowly increasing the tax burden on trade. 103 There
were countercurrents too. Occasionally the emperor remitted or
cancelled vectigalia. He also tried to impose some kind of con-
trol on the number of locally exacted dues. However, as already
argued above, these actions were of relatively limited extent and
usually only marginally successful; the emperor could always do
with more money and he also had to placate local allies. The spo-
radic attempts to reduce the burden can therefore best be seen as
precautionary and limited measures intended to counter the risk
of over-burdening and thus of killing off the trade flows. They did
not reverse the general trend, and were not even intended to; rather
it was a question of safeguarding the fiscal interest. 104

At the same time, the imperial system probably benefited from
reduced military costs, though only for a period. Conquering and
incorporating many of its neighbours reduced the incidence of
full-scale war drastically in core areas of the Empire, such as Italy,
southern France, Asia province, and the Mediterranean Sea. This
meant that the effort of the army could be concentrated in the fron-
tier regions, whereas internal policing, as we have seen, was left
very much to the cheaper, irregular "troops" used by local commu-
nities. They were normally sufficient to keep violence at a tolerable

who mentions new tolls as one way forward for a princeps in need of extra money.
One senses a pattern of ever-widening imperial customs exaction This culminated
with Constantine, who laid claim to most local tolls. At around the same time, the
clm'sargynm or collatio lustralis was introduced too, cf. Jones 1964: 431-432 and
871-872. ^ . ..

102 See Schwarz 200[b: 338-406 for a clear demonstration of the continued importance
of customs in city finances.

. °3 Liebenam 1900: 359-360 points in this direction, too. But he had too much confidence
in the ability of the central government to regulate municipal taxation.

I04 As de Laet'1949: 463-467" remarked we know much less about the formal customs
rates in late antiquity than during the Principate. A mysterious octava hovers n the
background, though "it was probably a sales tax rather than a customs duty. Be that as
it may. in general the late Roman state seems to have increased taxation. There is little
reason to think that this did not also affect trade. The introduction of the chrysargyron
confirms this expectation.
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level, that is to prevent it from erupting into full-scale war or open
rebellion where tribute extraction would become endangered. As a
result, Roman conquest probably effected a reduction in the over-
all military burden in the Mediterranean region. Long ago Gibbon
remarked upon the relatively modest size of the imperial army.
Thus the Roman state was able to cash in a peace dividend from
lowered costs of producing protection in the Mediterranean world.
This lasted roughly for the period normally associated with the
heyday of the Pax Romana. By the reign of Marcus Aurelius the
barbarians at the frontiers were beginning to catch up with Roman
military superiority. 105 This made the defence of the Empire more
difficult and military expenditure was again under pressure to rise.
Gradually the peace dividend was eaten up in the coming centuries
by growing costs of the military.

This scenario for the Pax Romana collides head on with tradi-
tional interpretations which have normally focused entirely on the
many benefits of peace accruing to the free movement of goods
around the Empire. But the aim is not to deny that trade would
have benefited from a reduction in the incidence of disruptive wars
in the Mediterranean. The merit of the model, however, is to draw

our attention to the process of how the benefits of empire were
distributed and thus question the automatic, economic textbook
assumption of a straightforward link between peace and grow-
ing interregional trade. Against the benefits of imperial law and
coinage, must also be set the disruptive influences of the activities
of the Roman state and its personnel. As one business representa-
tive observed in a letter to "Athenocloros, the merchant", he could
not send the requested grain unless a new boat was sent down
to him because his boats had been requisitioned by the army and
were not available for commercial transport at that moment/06

The significant point to appear from the model outlined above
is that merchants were far from the first in line to benefit from the

imperial order. Here the imperial states really seem to part company
with early modern capitalism. Competition for "shares of trade"
between the emerging nation states of Europe forced them into a
different process (see Chapter l). They had to continue to invest

105 Whittaker i994a. '06 BGU XVI, 2644 (26 June, AD 4).
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more of their income in steadily improving the basic conditions of
traders by offering them better protection, first through mercantilist
privileges, later through firm support for the "free" movement of
goods in the face of local resistance, and finally by effecting a
gradual pacification of their civil societies from the seventeenth
until the nineteenth centuries. 107 The gains from the Fax Romana,

by contrast, were not invested in steadily improving the conditions
of trade still further after its initial establishment. On the contrary,
the tributary state was content to accept the continued existence
of considerable low-level violence. 108 Indeed, its personnel often
contributed to everyday brutality and abuse, as we have seen in this
chapter. Instead, the central government and landed elites pocketed
the profits from the reduced costs of organising protection and were
probably even able slowly to increase the price the merchants had
to pay for this service. In spite of appearances, the conditions of
trade during the high Empire were not nearly as favourable as they
are often imagined to have been. In the crucial area of protection,
transaction costs, if anything, probably experienced a slow rise
from the consolidation of the Empire under Augustus until the
fourth century AD. '09

The question still remains, however, whether this slow rise in
protection costs ever outweighed the benefits deriving from the ini-
tial reduction in large-scale violence in the Mediterranean brought
about by the consolidation of Roman rule. There is no simple
answer to that; we cannot make useful quantitative estimates of
the different forces and balance them off against each other. Only
broad impressions are possible. The key issue is just how much
of a burden on regular trade were war and the concomitant plun-
dering, often referred to as piracy by the ancient authors, before
the coming of the so-called Roman peace. The size of this burden

107 In general Lane 1966, chapters 22-25; Hont 2005 for European state-building and
commercial competition; Persson 1999 links the creation of national markets under the
banner of laissez-faire with absolutist governments.

108 Strabo's stray remark (i i . 2. 12) about the negligence of Roman governors in comparison
to local chieftains in combating brigandage in the more remote corners of the Black
Sea seems no less relevant for conditions in general under Rome than the ideological
celebration of the fruits of peace.

109 Bang 2007 attempts to develop this argument to model the macro conditions of the
Roman political economy from the Republic until late antiquity.
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in the Hellenistic period is easily exaggerated. Contemporary dis-
cussions of war and large-scale piracy were embroiled in a heavily
ideologised discourse about the true representatives and defend-
ers of civilisation. Military enemies were habitually branded as
pirates and destroyers of civilised order. The Roman conquerors
adopted this symbolic language to set themselves apart from the
alleged unruly chaos of the preceding period of the Hellenistic
monarchies. One should therefore be wary of making the con-
trast too stark. The centuries preceding Augustus saw considerable
commercial developments. Activity in the western Mediterranean
expanded significantly, if we can trust the statistical increase in
the number of shipwrecks which have been discovered, dating to
this period. "0 In the eastern Mediterranean Alexandria, Rhodes,
Delos and the opening up of trade with India all suggest the vital-
ity of commercial activity. Taken together this calls for caution in
estimating the initial improvement in the conditions of trade cre-
ated by the Fax Romana. A revolution in transaction costs would
clearly be much too strong a description of what happened. At
most one can hypothesise moderate improvements which would
then have been subject to gradual erosion by rising tax payments
over the following centuries. In general, the tributary empire only
brought about a moderate reduction in protection costs. It did not
fundamentally alter the basic conditions of the bazaar.

If the Roman "peace" nevertheless did lead to an expansion
in the intercity movement of goods, the explanation, as argued
in Chapter 2, can be found in the area of tribute extraction. The
reduction in the incidence of large-scale violence inside the empire
meant that the process of tribute extraction became less subject to
disruptions. At least for a period, tribute extraction experienced
greater stability and, as a consequence, achieved greater intensity.
The result was an increased demand for the services of the Roman
bazaar. The Empire gave it a greater and, for a long period, more

Parker 1992. The wreck evidence does unmistakably show a rise in activity during
the last two centuries BC. The changes in the following centuries, however, need not
necessarily be taken as evidence of stagnation or decline. Both Egyptian and African
ships sailing the Mediterranean are underrepresented in the material, though trade and
transport from these regions picked up precisely when the material begins to indicate
contraction, cf. Whittaker 1989.
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stable flow of resources to handle. '" Such an interpretation finds
support in developments in north India during the dissolution of
the Mughal Empire in the eighteenth century. In areas where the
surplus extracting apparatus remained intact, or even intensified,
trade continued in spite of the increased level of violence. On
the other hand, in regions where the aristocratic, fiscal system
disintegrated, demand collapsed and trade dwindled away. "2

This chapter has examined one aspect of uncertainty in the world
of the bazaar: protection costs. The problem of security was larger
than that ensuing from the high-profile phenomena of piracy and
banditry; it embraced also the no less important element of fiscally
motivated customs exactions. However, the merchants and traders
of the bazaar were not as defenceless in the face of corrupt and
abusive customs offrcials as they are often portrayed. Rather, a bal-
ance of power existed between merchant and customs collector;
traders were able to establish a modus vivendi, however fragile,
with the authorities. Their ability to circumvent the toughest col-
lection points limited the room for manoeuvre left to the individual
customs official. Too much brutality would undermine his income
in the long term. "3 Mechanisms were in place then that enabled
trade to take place in what to modern sentiments was a"rough'
environment. The next chapter will explore the character of such
mechanisms further.

'" Cf. Wickham 2005. "2 Bayly 1983, chapters 1-4.
113 Cf. Dirlmeier 1987 on the frequent collection points of transit dues along the Rhine in

medieval times. If the many customs collected did not kill off trade, it was because the
collectors were interested in its continuance. But this does not mean, pace the optimistic,
but unfounded assertion of Purcell 2005, that customs did not burden or limit trade.
They did add significantly to the costs and hence limited potential consumption.
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COMMUNITY: CULT, COURTS, CREDIT AND
COLLABORATION IN THE BAZAAR

Poor men of humble birth sail the seas and come to places which they have never
seen before and where they are strangers to the people they meet and where they
do not always have people to vouch for them. Yet they count on being safe only
by putting trust in their Roman citizenship.

Cicero, Second Speech Against Gains Verres, V, [67

Banarasidas and his friend Narrotamdas went to Banaras for business. First they
offered prayers to Parsvanath and took a vow to observe the usual religious
practices. They kept all the fasts, gave up green vegetables, and the company of
prostitutes. In the bright half of Baisakh (April), Samvat 1671 (AD 1614), they
completed the vow and offered worship.

Banarasidas, Ardha-Kathanak (Sharma 1970), p. 107

The first of the epigraphs above is normally cited as proof of the
low social standing of Roman merchants. I am interested in a
slightly different aspect of Cicero's rhetorical figure: the question
of security and uncertainty in the world of the trader, habitually
travelling between different communities. In the preceding chap-
ter the customs collector was used as the ideal-typical example
of how the tributary state did not manage unambiguously to make
conditions of trade secure. A dirigiste state might be expected to
have exercised strong controls on the movement of goods through
all branches of economic life. But that was not primarily the cause
of commercial uncertainty in the agrarian empires. Firm com-
mand of the market sector or the bazaar in its entirety was com-
pletely beyond the means of the imperial state. In fact, it was
unable even to curb its own officials. ' The inability of the state
to control commercial life, therefore, is not to be mistaken for
the existence of a de facto regime of laissez-faire. The tributary

The price edict ot'Diocletian is a telling ifunintentional demonstration of how unrealistic
such control was under Roman conditions; its grand iloquent tone and sheer abundance
of detail are signs of weakness, not strength.
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state simply was not strong enough to provide the level of guar-
anteed security and predictable administration implied by Adam
Smith when he coined his influential advice for optimum economic
performance.

Telling confirmation of this can be found in Pliny's Bithynian
correspondence with Trajan. The city ofJuliopolis in the province
suffered from difficulties with looting and assault on civilians by
passing army contingents. Hence the city had applied to the gov-
ernor to have military personnel stationed to protect it from the
abuses of troops on the march. Apparently Pliny was inclined to
grant the city this favour which was already enjoyed by Byzan-
tium. But Trajan said no on the grounds that it would set a danger-
ous example to the rest of the cities in the province. The guards
in Byzantium were to remain the absolute exception, a carefully
guarded privilege, not a right. If another city was to receive impe-
rial guards, others would soon follow with the same demands.
The result would be an intolerable increase in the administrative
burden of the province. Instead, Trajan preferred to direct his gov-
ernor to do his best to see to it that breaches of military discipline
were punished. This was effectively a decision to leave things
be. Pliny must already have been aware that he could not contain
the military abuses with the normal means available to him. In

practice, benign foresight and care, those much praised qualities
in the emperor, turned out to make little difference to the sub-

jects on the ground. Even Trajan, generally celebrated as optimus
princeps by an admiring posterity, had to allow a certain level of
abuse to continue unchecked.2 Roman peace did not come with
the night watchman demanded by classical economics. The trib-
utary empire lacked both the will and the capacity to fulfil the
role.

The main problem of the bazaar trader was not too much govern-
mental control, but too little. 3 Mixing in a foreign community or

2 Plin. Ep. X, 77-78. Pace Wolff 2003: 203-204 who cites these letters as reflecting a
process of improving imperial security arrangements for the population. But that means
ignoring the negative answer to Pliny's request. In this case, that is ill advised. The letters
were published and circulated as representing a standard worthy of emulation.

3 See Jones 1988, chapter 8 for the relatively low degree of social organisation of the
market sector created by the empires. See further Geertz 1963, chapter 3, modified by
Geertz 1979.
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engaging^with persons of superior status or official rank posed all
sorts of physical as well as financial risks. Merchants and traders.
however, should not be seen as helpless in the face of these chal-
lenges. In the last chapter, their ability to vote with their feet. so to
speak, waj. seen to have worked as a counterbalance against'over~-
taxation. But merchant response was not restricted to individual
acts of smuggling and avoidance. Instead the people of the trad-
i-ng^vorld. set about creatinstheir own social institutions, back-up
mechanisms as it were, to compensate for the relatively weak gua7-
antees provided by the state system. If at all possible most traders
preferred to have "people to vouch for them". 4 Certainly, those
who could do so would not as a general rule have been content to
venture forth into the great unknown only trusting in the protec-
tive powers of their Roman citizenship, as Cicero boasted. Instead.
merchants all over the Roman world.just as in other pre-industrial
societies, attempted to forge personal links and construct social
networks of various kinds which, to some extent, would cush-
ion them against the vicissitudes of commercial life, the process
Geertz referred to as clientelisation. Two key components of the
social fabric of the bazaar were communal associations and the
household. This chapter examines the role of the former in creat-
ing ties of community and trust among traders and of the latter in
providing basic capital and credit to finance commerce.

Communal association - the power of religious conviviality

The copious epigraphic record surviving from the Empire contains
numerous inscriptions revealing the existence of a rich texture of
communal merchant organisations and other professional bodies in
many, cities"5 These/ecorcls' incised in marble and put on display,
mainly inform us about the public life of the professional asso
ciations, or guilds. They bear witness to the religious and social

4 Cic. II Verr. V, 167.
Waltzing 1895-1900 remains unsurpassed and collects most of the evidence for nrn-
Ss!onalassodatons in !he Roman Empire ln VOIS- 3-4, including'thoseofmerchmt^

othercentra:IWOIte arc Mickwiu'936; De Robertis i-97"i':Aus nel"i'982:"De"sZ^
1992; van Nijf 1997. Mommsen 1843-is a seminal contnbution."""""" "'"" "" "'"
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rituals performed by the trader confraternities, collegia in Latin.6
Students familiar with medieval guilds have been struck by the
general absence in their Greco-Roman predecessors of formally
recognised powers to regulate and define the rules of the trade,
such as number of practitioners, prices etc. Compared to medieval
guilds, the professional associations of the ancient world appear
not to have been greatly concerned with economic objectives. Their
focus was on community matters, such as ensuring a proper burial
of deceased "brethren" or providing a setting for convivial gath-
erings or cultic activities. The distinction between socio-religious
clubs and economic guilds, however, can easily be overdrawn.
Absence of a securely established monopoly on economic regu-
lation, and predominance of "cultural" functions, should not, as
is the case for instance in Finley's work, be equated with eco-
nomic impotence per se, let alone lack of an economic function
for these merchant societies in general.7 Once more, comparison
with Mughal India may prove illuminating.

In many respects, discussions of the role of religious caste in
India resemble the arguments of classicists over the exact nature of
professional associations in the ancient economy. Caste has been
portrayed as a religiously ordered division of labour in society.
The clearest expression of this view was offered by the French
ethnographer Louis Dumont in his Homo Hierarchicus (1966).
In his version caste is seen as a rigid, unchanging system which,
since time immemorial, has organised Indian society into a large
number of hereditary, functionally specialised groups, so-called
castes. Each caste would ideally comprise the members of a spe-
cific occupation; the salt-merchants' caste, the barbers' caste etc.
But caste has in fact never been able to hold Indian society in such

6 Patterson 1994 and van Nijf 1997 treat the public, ritual life of Greco-Roman civic
associations.

7 See van Nijf 1997, chapter i for a tentative critique ofFinley's analysis. Rauh 1993 shows
the economic function of the religious aspects of trading guilds at Delos. Finley s analysis
(19853: 81 and 137-138) of the non-econoinic character of Greco-Roman collegia was
based on Waltzing 1895-1900 via Mickwitz 1936. Waltzing, however, was more nuanced
than Finley. He also argued that collegia, though different from medieval guilds, did
fulfil important economic functions: "L'influence et 1'utilite des colleges au point de vue
economique furent-elles done nulles? Certes non... les negociants et les ouvners...
s'associaient afin de mieux defendre leur interets communs" (1895-1900, vol. I: i88-
189).
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an iron grip. Paradoxically, to the extent that the very hardened,
static and stylised version of the caste system has ever had any
social reality, this seems to have been the result of the changes
Indian society went through after the fall of the Mughal Empire
and in particular during British colonial rule. During this period,
organisation along caste lines was intensified. Caste was increas-
ingly employed by different groups as a means to defend, carve
out and assert their position in a struggle over access to resources
and privilege in a rapidly changing social order. As a result divi-
sions between different segments of society became more clearly
defined and caste boundaries hardened. Before this period, during
Mughal rule, caste seems to have been much less dominant, far
more flexible and not nearly as highly articulated as was later to
be the case.

The family history of the seventeenth-century Bania trader and
Jain guru, Banarasidas, provides illustration. Originating from a
clan of so-called Hindu Rajputs, probably peasants, the family
converted to Jainism (a sect bordering on Hinduism) and joined
the caste or sub-caste Srimal. But throughout the history, we find
Banarasidas and members of his family still embracing more
traditional Hindu beliefs and engaging in business partnerships
with members of other creeds and sub-castes. Banarasidas' father

Karagsen, though himself a Jain, collaborated in the jewel trade
with a Siva worshipper and member of the Oswal sub-caste. Unit-
ing these different socio-religious groups was a "vague" notion of
the Bania community. The Banias were a very broad and loosely
defined group of Jain and Hindu commercial people (traders,
bankers etc. ). 9 Add to this the co-existence of other similarly
broad commercial groupings, such as Parsis, the Khattris, par-
ticularly in the central part of the Empire, and powerful Mus-
lim groups of merchants, for instance at the hub of the commer-
cial network radiating from Surat using Banias as assistants, and
the image of a clearly defined caste system begins to fall apart.
The social reality appears much more fluid and far less tidy than
the traditional view allows. In economic terms this means it would

Bayly 1999 is fundamental.
y Banarasidas, Ardha-Kathanak, in Sharma 1970: 52 and 56 and Habib 1990:382-383.
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be wrong to see the different merchant castes as identical in func-
tion with medieval guilds. They were more social and religious in
nature. They did not as a general rule constitute clearly formalised
bodies regulating their trades. Only in cases where a particular
caste came to monopolise a trade locally did it establish control of
commercial practices in ways more closely resembling medieval
guilds. More often castes formed rather loose conglomerates of
numerous locally co-existing sub-castes, usually of an ad hoc
nature, which could also combine to form cross-caste councils of
merchants.

None of this deprived castes of economic significance. Though
not strongly corporate in character, local caste bodies did usually
still influence conditions in the bazaar in many ways and provided
some of the underpinnings and social architecture of commercial
life. The common religious identity produced by local caste gather-
ings could often be mobilised by merchants when needed to defend
their interests. In 1669 the qazi (local law-and-order officer) ini-
tiated the destruction of Hindu temples in Surat, the great trading
port, following an order from the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb.
The Bania community answered by closing their shops and leav-
ing the city en masse. The consequence, as reported by the English
factor, was that "the people of Surat suffered great want ... there
was not any provisions to be got, the tanksall and customs house
shut; no money to be procured; soe much as for home expenses;
much less for trade, which was wholy at a stand. "" Only when
the qau agreed to disregard the imperial order and abandon the
policy of religious persecution did the Banias return and city life
was restored to its former level of activity. Religious power was no
trifling matter in the tributary empires. It was a powerful rallying
point. The shared experience of cultic rituals, meals and festivals
created a sense of community among the participants, which could
be mobilised in social conflicts.

Greco-Roman collegia were not hereditary castes of course.
But they did seek to create a communal identity around common
participation in regular religious and convivial activities. Time

10 Ashin Das Gupta 1979: 14-15 and 74-88.
'' The English Factories, vol. 13: 190-192, cited in Singh 1972: 224. See further Hasail

2004: 4"-43 and 60-65.
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and time again the sources allow us a glimpse of their potential
for social mobilisation. In his speech against the governor Flac-
cus, the Jewish-Alexandrine intellectual Philo describes how the

notorious Isidorus roused the membership of several Alexandrine
confratemities against Flaccus. 12 The potential power of private
associations centred on religious ritual and conviviality should not
be underestimated.

This lesson was not lost on the imperial authorities. Their atti-
tude towards private associations always remained ambiguous.
Though far from identical in their policies, both Mughal and
Roman emperors looked with suspicion on the capacity of various
religiously organised, autonomous groups to turn rebellious, riot
and disrupt the established social order. 13 One of the Great Mughal
Aurangzeb's imperial farmans (edicts), for instance, declares that
"men and women visit shrines of saints on their anniversary days,
Friday nights and nights of the last days of the months. This fact is a
cause of disturbance. It should be arranged that none should crowd
at the tombs. '"4 A few lines above in the samefarman the emperor
makes a similar-sounding complaint about a Hindu festival. In
the Roman law codes under a title concerning private associa-
tions we find the jurist Marcianus opining that religious gatherings
should be tolerated as long as they do not evolve into illegal activi-
ties. 15 This concern is mirrored in Tertullian's late second-century
defence of Christianity directed to the Roman authorities. It is
telling that he chose to argue that the Church should be considered
legitimate by the Empire because it did not present a threat to the
political and social order, in contrast to many other associations.
Furthermore, in strict law professional organisations may quite

12 Philo In Flac. 136-138 and Seland 1996.
13 See Veyne 1979 for the "disciplinary" attitude of the Roman authorities designed to

uphold the moral and social order of society.
14 Mir'at-i Ahmadi, 233.
5 Dig. 47.22. 1. 1 . The suspicion that religiously organised bodies might turn rebellious and

go against the state is a constant of Greco-Roman history, from the Bacchanalian affair
in early second-century BC Roman Italy right down to the imperial juristic writings of
the Antonine and Severan period. Good examples of the suspicious attitude are Philo In
Flaccum 4 and Trajan's comment to Pliny (Ep. X, 34): "whatever name we give them
and for whatever reason, if people assemble for a common purpose they soon turn into
brotherhoods". See Cotter 1996.

'6 Tertullian Apol. 38. 1-3.
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possibly have been required to obtain an imperial authorisation. '7
But that was imperial hyperbole. In practice, many associations of
merchants and other commercial people continued to exist without
imperial blueprint and without interference from the authorities as
long as they did not actually disturb the social order. The govern-
ment had to tolerate their existence, outside the law as it were,

since it had neither the intention nor the ability to take on the
functions performed by these bodies.

In fact, the imperial state and local authorities on occasion actu-
ally needed the cooperation of some of the many associations.
These were of course granted the right to meet. But more than
that, through involvement with state institutions some of these
professional bodies did develop a more consolidated corporate
character of sorts with a formally recognised position in society.
In early imperial Egypt, local groups of merchants bought the
right to administer the state-imposed monopoly in the salt trade in
their areas. 19 The municipal fire brigades formed on the basis of
builders' associations in Italy and some cities in other parts of the
Empire are a prominent example.2" A further instance is the pay-
ment of sales taxes and fulfilment of other officially imposed obli-
gations via the agency of some of the professional associations.21
However, the development of more consolidated coqrorate bodies
was, as far as the sources allow us to judge, slow, uneven and pre-
dominantly, though not exclusively, a feature of the late Empire. It
was the product of the expansion of the administrative apparatus

17 Dig. 47. 22. 3. 1 supported by Dig. 47. 22. 1. pr. This explains the habit of some professional
collegia of announcing in inscriptions that they had permission to meet, e. g. CIL VI,
4416. Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. I: 114-132 is still the best treatment.

18 A clear indication of this is the admission by Marcianus (Dig. 47. 22. l. pr. ) that people
of small means should be allowed to form burial societies without formal authorisation

as long as they do not meet more than once a month. In practice, however, many
more colleges were tolerated. Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. l: 132-140 clearly brings out
the discrepancy between formal law and administrative implementation. De Robertis
l97l, vol. i: 323-395 and de Ligt 2000, argue against Waltzing, but unconvincingly.
They suggest that the right of association granted to the tenuiores should be seen as a
general permission to form collegia for any puqwse they wished, including professional.
Waltzing 1896, vol. 1: 142-153 correctly rejected this theory.

19 P. Midi. V, 245 with van Nijf 1997: 13-14 and Alston 1998: 175.
20 In Sentinum they were referred to as the tria collegia principalia, CIL XI, 5749. Cf.

Royden 1988 and Patterson 1994.
21 P. Land. Inv. 1562 versa (second century) reveals some groups, e. g. the vegetable

sellers, being taxed with a lump sum payable by the "guild" (line 13).
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and the concomitant deepening of its reach. Until quite recently,
there was a tendency to exaggerate the general extent of the pro-
cess, with historians trusting imperial claims ofomnipotence more
than they do at present. But the most pronounced crystallisation
of corporate features happened primarily in connection with col-
leges involved with imperial supply systems, such as the annonae
of Rome, and the armies in the provinces. None of these associa-
tions were ever allowed to take on a strong independent identity.
Their functions were too important to the state. It kept them sub-
dued as its servants and transformed them in the process. The
shippers, corpora naviculariorum, serving the annona of Rome
and Constantinople were, for instance, changed into an associa-
tion of landowners, possessing specifically designated lands which
carried the obligation to supply ships for the annona. Hence the
famous hesitations of St Augustine as to whether to accept the
inheritance of one of those properties on behalf of the Church.22

Thus, even if the tributary empire was never favourable, and
often even inimical, to the formation of strong corporations, it
both had to accept the existence of numerous communal groupings
within the bazaar and at times actually promoted some corporate
features in order to serve its own ends. In the commercial centre of

late Mughal Surat, the need of the state for the active cooperation
of merchants in the administration of local society does seem to
have invested some merchant bodies with more corporate charac-
teristics. 3 Roman professional associations, therefore, were not
necessarily without a measure of bargaining power. Occasionally
the sources allow us a glimpse of commercial groups applying
their collective muscle to some perceived wrong, much in the style
of caste groups and merchant councils in the Mughal Empire. An
inscription records the decision by a high-ranking official, proba-
bly the praefectus annonae, seeking to accommodate the com-
plaint of the five corporations of shippers from Arles serving the

lt Augustine Serm. 355, 5 with Jones 1964: 827-828; De Salvo 1992 treats the corpora
navicutariorum. Collegia reporting commodity prices, as we encountered in chapter 3,
would also have sharpened corporate profiles. In general, see Mickwitz 1936,
chapter 5. See further Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. 2; De Robertis 1971, vol. 2, parts
4-5, and Ruggini 1973.

3 Hasan 2004: 43-49 (should be balanced by the account of trouble and division in Das
Gupta 1979).
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annona, over some unspecified abuse. A local imperial procurator
is ordered to address and correct the injury in order to ensure the
continued operation of state transports. 4 One should not, how-
ever, see this exclusively as a phenomenon restricted to corpora
involved in state service. To be sure, it is the area best attested in

the sources. But that seems largely due to the character of what
has survived from antiquity. The "private" sector has not left us
many detailed records of collective commercial life. Most inscrip-
tions, our main source, are very short, concise and predominantly
informative about "public ritual". On the other hand, the activities
of the semi-official corpora are primarily known from various law
texts, imperial rulings and administrative decisions. It is only to
be expected that such texts would tend to reflect the main areas of
direct state involvement in economic life.

Even so, a few examples do survive in the records of collec-
tive action taken by professional groups not strongly integrated
into the administrative apparatus. A damaged inscription, probably
late second century, found near Magnesia but most probably from
Ephesos, informs us about a conflict with the bakers in the city.
Apparently a deadlock had been reached: "The people are plunged
into disorder and tumults. " As a last resort, a high-ranking impe-
rial official was made to intervene by the city council and bring
"the seditious groups of bakers in the market" to order. 5 A set of
council minutes from Egypt treats of merchants complaining of
and in effect negotiating about the price they are offered for spin-
ning yarn to be used for a consignment of cloth requisitioned by
the imperial government. 2 Other examples include linenworkers
in Tarsus, weavers in Oxyrhynchus and builders in late antique
Sardis.27 Though not amounting to the solid privileges enjoyed
generally by many guilds in medieval Europe, these examples do

24 !LS 6987 (second or early third century) with Hobenreich 1997:97-1l5.
25 CIG 2374, translation cited from Broughton in Frank 1933-40, vol. 4: 847. Finley

(l985a: 226 n. 57) was unduly clismissive of the text. But he was clearly right in arguing
against the vision ot'Rostovtzeff(l957: 178-179) of a capitalist system with an urban
labour class on strike against its capitalist exploiters.

2 P. Oxy. 1414 (late third or early fourth century).
27 Dio Chrysostomus Or. 34. 21-23 (weavers of Tarsus); van Minnen 1986 (Egyptian

weavers); Gamsey l998b, chapter 5 (builders of Sarclis). In general van Nijf 1997:
82-107.
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bespeak the existence of collective organisational power and the
use of communal association by professional groups to defend
their economic interests. This might sometimes even have taken
the form of tacit collective agreements on prices.28 The ambi-
tion to defend and promote their collective interests, however, is
also reflected in the widespread habit of such societies to elect
patrons from among their most prominent members and not least
from various strata of the political elite (local and imperial accord-
ing to circumstances). 29 The relationship of patronage cannot be
reduced to a question merely of finding rich contributors to cult and
convivial activities. Patrons could be asked to intervene in corn-
mercial disputes, offer protection in social conflicts and soften the
attitude of the authorities.30 Likewise colleges might, for example,
be employed in various ways to support their patrons in political
contests and conflicts.3'

A web of ties - building community

It is possible, however, to focus too much on the exterior role
of collective organisations in the bazaar. Their function was not
simply that of defending the members against the outside world.
Their nature was dual. They were at least as important in serving
as centres of community, assisting the formation and reproduction
of social ties. The shared identity constructed around common
participation in cultic commensality created a sense of community
among the membership. It provided a social environment where

28 Thus a small set of imperial rulings, collected in the Codex Justinianus under number
4.59, forbid the collusion of commercial bodies on matters of price. I see little reason
to restrict the possibility of such informal agreements among groups of merchants and
other professionals to late antiquity.

29 CIL XIII, 1688 (an equestrian patron for a guild of shippers); 1900, 1911 and 1916
(municipal councillors as patrons of collegia); 1954 (a wine merchant, sevir and patron
of the equites Romani as well as his collegium); ILS 7490 (an equestrian oil trader from
Baetica and wine merchant from Lugdunum and patron of the latter coqioration). In
general, see Clemente 1972 and De Salvo 1992: 265-287.

30 Van Nijf 1997: 82-iir. The material from Ostia, treated best by Meiggs 1973,
chapter 14, is particularly good. C1L XIV, 4144 (second century); CIL VI, 1759 (AD
389) and 1872 (AD 206) all show patrons actively defending the interests of their
collegia.

31 As in Pompeii, Mouritsen 1988: 65-68 and 175; Jongman 1988, chapter 7.
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business could take place. Here traders would forge contacts and
find "people to vouch for them". Nothing illustrates this better
than the habit of merchants, trading in foreign cities, of forming
and using communal associations, frequently structured around
their native identities, in their host societies. These not only pro-
vided shelter in a foreign environment, but also furnished traders
with social connections.32 Banarasidas, the Mughal Jain merchant
mentioned above, settled in several different cities to do business

during his career. But it is characteristic that most of the time
he was moving within a network of relatively closely connected
sub-castes of the wider Bania community. It was, for instance, in
this social setting that he found his frequently changing business
associates.33

The networks of traders between as well as within cities cannot

be mapped with nearly the same precision in the Roman as in
the Mughal Empire. The epigraphic record, our main source, is
simply too fragmented and contains too many gaps. Alexandrian
merchants might certainly be expected to figure prominently in the
corpus of extant inscriptions. Several literary sources confirm their
commercial significance. Yet they hardly appear at all. 34 Nonethe-
less, there is sufficient material to allow us occasionally to follow
the community-building strategies pursued by Roman merchants
in some detail. Rome and its harbour city Ostia, the greatest mar-
ket in the Empire, has produced some illuminating evidence, most
importantly in the famous Piazzale delle Corporazioni in Ostia of
the early to high Empire. There, a number of different "ethnic"
groups of merchants and shippers each possessed a small section
of a large portico surrounding a temple. The surviving pavement
mosaics give the names of some of these associations: The Ship-
pers and Merchants ofKarales; Station of the Sabratensians" and so
on. Thus we see merchants from distant places "building" a social

32 Per. Mar. Eryth. 16, first century AD, provides a clear demonstration of the principle.
Merchants from Muza in Arabia maintained trade links with East Africa by employing
other Arab captains who had acquired a base in the foreign community.

33 See Habib 1990: 382-383 on Banarasidas. Markovits 2000 studies one such caste
network from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries.

34 It is tempting to see many of them lurking among the worshippers of the Egyptian
cults (e. g. Isis) which spread across the Empire. See Noy 2000: 245-251, though too
cautious, for a discussion regarding the city of Rome.
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Fig. 5. 1 Piazzale delle Corporazioni
(a), top, view of Piazzale delle Corporazioni from the theatre in Ostia
(b), bottom, plan of the complex (from CIL XIV, suppl. Ostiense: 662)
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towards the Persian Gulf and India. In addition, Palmyrene com-
munities did at some point exist in, among other places, Seleucia,
Babylon and Dura Europos, Coptos and Denderah in Egypt as well
as in Rome (Fig. 5. 2). 41 The vitality of this network was supported
by a rich communal life centred on the religious and civic insti-
tutions of the "mother" city. Temples of their native gods were
established by the Palmyrenes when temporarily or permanently
resident away from home in the foreign cities. 42 Even as far away
as Coptos an inscription records the existence of what appears to
be a religious community building belonging to the Palmyrene
merchants plying the waters of the Red Sea.43 The impressive
catch of inscriptions recovered at Palmyra offers illuminating evi-
dence of the workings of a moral economy inside this widespread
merchant network. Several inscriptions found in the desert city's
grandiose temple of Bel honour euergetists for their benefactions
towards or on behalf of Palmyrenes living in the diaspora. One
Aqqia was commemorated for erecting a temple in Vologesias.
Another inscription shows the Palmyrene and Greek merchants in
Seleucia setting up a statue to their leader, who had made bene-
factions to the temple of Bel. Civic and religious ritual, securely
anchored in the institutions of the "home" city, was used as a
medium for maintaining and expressing social relationships inside
the merchant community even across different localities.44

The practices of Indian merchants of the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries may help further to elucidate the significance
of such activities. Cultic and social ritual did not just offer a

focal point for establishing contacts and bringing people together.

41 Young 2001: 140 and R. Drexhage 1988, chapter 4. See Noy 2000: 234-245 for the
Palmyrene presence in Rome.

42 Dirven 1999 has studied this phenomenon for Dura. 43 Young 2001: 8o-8l.
44 Inv. Palm. IX, 6a (Palmyrene and Greek merchants in Seleucia); CIS 11, 3, 3917 (the

tribe of Gadiboli honour Aqqia for a temple erected in Vologesias). See also CIS II,
3, 39'6 and Inv. Palm. IX, ll. The practice should not be dismissed as a Palmyrene
exception. Another example of such communal ties inside diasporas is provided by an
inscription from Puteoli (OG/S 595, AD 174). It records the attempt by the Tyrians
in Puteoli to exploit their connections with Tyre on the Phoenician coast to receive
financial support from its city council. Normally the Puteolan station of the Tyrians had
been subsidised by the branch of the diaspora residing in Rome. But this had come
to an end. The Tyrian city council, however, refused the request and decided that an
appeal should be directed to the Roman community to resume support of their Puteolan
brothers.
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Fig. 5. 2 (cont.)
(b), top, view of the central cella (to the right) and the courtyard of the

enormous temple of Bel in Palmyra
(c), bottom, section of the Bel temple's portico
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Figure 5. 2 (cont.)
(d), close-up of one of the statue bases with bilingual inscription

Its effect was much more profound and penetrating. It allowed
the commercial household a means of asserting or improving its
position within the business community. For the ambitious mer-
chant this "meant", to cite C. A. Bayly, "above all, playing an
active and steady part in the temple as well as the bazaar. "45 Life
around "the temple" provided a context for merchants to express,
(re)shape and cement social hierarchies within the world of the
bazaar. It was important in stabilising relations and adding sym-
bolic form to an otherwise fluent and opportunistic trading environ-
ment. The universe of the temple offered a vision of hierarchy in the
world of the bazaar. It was, so to speak, a re-enactment and state-
ment in socio-religious terms of the shape of life in the business
community.

Such a model seems to capture well the epigraphic habit of
the Palmyrene traders. In the inscriptions of the Bel-temple, the
colonnaded streets and the agora, a very clear sense of hierarchy

45 Bayly 1983: 373.
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among the traders emerges. 46 At the bottom, groups of merchants,
most commonly the members of the caravans, pose as grateful
honorants, thanking benefactors for services rendered. Towards
the other end of the spectrum a select group of commercial leaders
stand out as patrons of the smaller merchants. They receive pub-
lie honour for assisting the caravans "in every way possible". 47
Thereby their commercial primacy received a symbolic recogni-
tion, on occasion even supported by declarations of the local senate.
They were not merely wealthy men in the market. They were cast
in the mould of community leaders, pillars of merchant society.
This is a role they seem readily to have accepted and reinforced.
The grandees of Palmyra's long-distance trade even undertook to
organise military expeditions to combat intrusive bedouins, who
harassed the caravans. Thus they conformed to patterns commonly
linked with Greco-Roman euergetism. Office holding in the city,
for instance, does not seem to have been beyond the reach of the
top-ranking merchants. Not only did they command local militias,
they also held other civic magistracies in the city. In addition we

46 How to interpret the hierarchy in the inscriptional record has been a concern of several
scholars during the last century. Rostovtzeff 19326 saw it as evidence of a group of
"merchant princes" in Palmyra. For Will 1957 the merchant princes were not really
merchants. They were more like desert sheikhs using their finances and their control of
vast pastures to supply the merchants travelling in caravans with funding and transport
animals. Though free from the modernising connotations of Rostovtzeff's analysis, the
distinction seems very artificial. The merchant princes of the Italian Renaissance, it
should be remembered, also combined capitalist activities with aspects of the world of
the knights, as the viewer of Donatello's famous, first statue of St George in Florence
will know. Young 2001: 149-157 is a rather confusing and at times muddled critique.
But he rightly insists that the material does not warrant a clear separation of traders
and patron sheikhs. His own interpretation, however, almost eliminating the group
of "patrons" and making the caravan leader the most central commercial figure, is
unconvincing. It is also improbable on comparative grounds. It was normal in "rich'
trades that the leading, financing merchants would be sedentary while their apprentices,
smaller merchants and people on the rise would be travelling (van Leur 1955: 62-71;
Goitein 1967: 156-160; and Das Gupta 1991: 355-356). This is the arrangement we
encounter in Palmyra. Inv. Palm. X, 107 shows Akgar, son of the prominent merchant
Marcus Ulpius Yarhai, conducting a caravan while his father provides assistance from his
base in Palmyra. The role of caravan leader seems a sort of junior leadership position:
the culmination of a career for some; for others a stepping stone on the way to the
very top. The merchant princes, as re-emphasised by Yon 2002, must be placed in the
context of a complex interrelationship between steppe and city - they had a foot in each
camp.

47 Inv. Palm. X, 44, 107, III.
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have already seen how they paid for temples or for the performance
of sacrifices.4

No other, or perhaps almost no other, group of merchants within
the orbit of Greco-Roman civilisation ever managed to achieve
such a prominent position, including complete integration in city
government. That was a function of the uniquely important role of
the rich Oriental luxury trade in Palmyra's economy. However, on a
more modest scale similar claims to social leadership in the trading
world were made by the wealthier merchants across the Empire.
The inscriptions present them acting as benefactors and patrons of
professional associations, and in particular as seviriAugustales, of
thepolis at large. We see them investing in munificence, paying for
temples, festivals and dinners to the greater good of the bazaar.49
In that way, as has recently been remarked, commercial groups and
especially their leaders were able to claim a publicly recognised
role within the social hierarchy of Roman cities. 50 This motive
was even more prominent in the status-seeking strategies of Indian
merchants in the Mughal and especially early colonial era. But the
comparison also invites us to look for the economic significance
of such behaviour. In the world of Indian merchants the financial

credit and the social prestige enjoyed by a commercial household
were not easily separable. Failure in "the temple" could easily lead
to serious damage in the bazaar. 51

Such an experience would probably not have been foreign to
merchants in the Roman world. The Latin word for credit was

fides. Fides, however, was also a function of the trust and authority
one was able to command in the sphere of personal relations. The
word was one of the key concepts used to describe the relationship
between patron and client. 52 It was a social, as well as economic,

4 A prominent example is the commercial and civic leader Soadu; R. Drexhage 1988,
nos. 15 and 16 with pp. 101-102. See also CIS II, 3, 3942.

49 Seviri Augustales: CIL XIII, 1960, 1966, 1972; C/LXIV, 3l8 and 397; patrons, benefac-
tions and handouts: C1L XIII, 1954; CIL XIV, 4142, 4620-4622; payment for temples
and other public structures CIL VI, 814, 1035 (with Andreau 1987:122-123)and XIV,
2793; Rauh 1993: 289-338.

50 Van Nijf 1997, chapters 4-6. 5I Bayly 1983: chapter 10.
52 Skydsgaard 1976 on fides in relation to the conduct of business and credit. A crisis of

fides might therefore be a "financial" crisis, the collapse or narrowing of credit, Caes.
BC 3. 1.2; Cic. De Imp. Cn. Pomp. 19. See further Bang I997b and Verboven 2002:
170-182, 287-330 and 349-35I.
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measure of the pulling power and attractiveness of the household
in interpersonal engagements of all sorts. In their epitaphs Roman
merchants can therefore be found describing themselves asfidelis-
simi. Some emphasise how they had always been open to help
friends in need and generous in extending hospitality. Complaints
about the failure of friends to honour their moral obligations are
also voiced. It is in the same context that one should understand
claims that merchants had led blameless, spotless (sine maculd),
frugal (frugi) or "pure" (castus) lives or that they had lived together
with their wives sine ulla animi laesione, "without damage to the
soul". This was a way of indicating that the household had been
a healthy and well-administered "enterprise"; its members would
make for reliable business associates. 53 Honour was integral to the
conduct of trade.54

Investment in social standing cannot, therefore, be dismissed as
wasteful conspicuous consumption. It was sound business. Main-
taining a prominent position in the ritual and social life of the
business community served to safeguard or improve the fides, the
credit and honour, of the merchant household. From this perspec-
tive, as remarked by C. A. Bayly, "the distinction between bad
moral and bad economic conduct disappears".55 The communal
activities of the merchants take on importance as a means of pro-
viding the bazaar with all the trappings of a social system proper.
It was not merely a market. It became a social universe foster-
ing a sense of hierarchy and promoting norms of proper conduct
between individual traders.56 The principle can be seen at work
very clearly in the autobiography, referred to earlier, of the Mughal
Jain trader Banarasidas. In the quotation at the start of this chapter,
he tells how he initiated a new business venture together with a

53 See ILS 7480, 7518, 7519, 7530, 7531, 7542 for a selection of expressions used by
merchants to describe the moral worth of their households. The link between moral
worth, social status and sound management of the household is a central theme in
Greco-Roman moralising, Cicero Off. 2, 52-64 and 86-87; Plutarch Comparison of
Ansteides and Cato, Horace Senn. I, 2; 2, 3, l66-l8l and Ep. I, 6, 15-42.

54 Plant. Mere. 418-424 and Tab. Vindol. II, 343 connect failure to honour an agreement
with loss of fides and shame. In the Vindolanda letter the gloss erubescam (I will blush)
is used.

55 Bayly 1983: 385.
56 See P. Midi. 243. As emphasised by Hasan 2004: 62, collective organisations combined

economic and social roles.
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partner by performing sacrifices and beginning to observe his reli-
gious duties more strictly. Conduct of business and ritual acts are
overlapping. Thus, he succeeds in depicting himself and his part-
ner as sound, responsible people who could be trusted not to waste
others' money on enjoyments (prostitutes and the like) instead of
making profitable investments.

The world of Roman traders also knew such edifying tales. The
cult of Hercules was popular among traders. A short story about the
Roman merchant Marcus Octavius Herrenus and his relationship
to the cult of Hercules has been preserved for us in late antique
commentaries. Macrobius relates how Herrenus, after having had
success in trade, failed to deliver on his promise of paying a tithe
of his profits to the temple of Hercules. During a voyage Herrenus
encounters a violent storm but escapes miraculously. Afterwards
Hercules reveals to him in a dream that it is he who saved Herrenus

and conquered the storm. Hence Herrenus dedicates a temple in
Rome to Hercules with the epithet "victorious".57 Long-term suc-
cess in business required proper conduct in the world of religious
and civic ritual. The popularity of the cult of the goddess Fides (Pis-
tis among Greeks) within Greco-Roman bazaars is another very
visible demonstration of this.58 The collective life of traders in the
empire performed an important function in serving as a vehicle for
the dissemination of norms and the reproduction of social order
and discipline among the participants. This can also be seen from
the fact that professional associations were normally organised as
miniature replicas of a city state with popular assembly and magis-
trates. It was common that members of such societies would refer

to each other as "friends" or occasionally even as "brothers".59

57 Macrob. Sat. 3. 6. 11. For discussions, see Rauh 1993: II6-I20 and Coarelli 1988: 185-
204. The catch of inscriptions and altars found at Colijnsplaat at the mouth of the
Rhine in the modern-day Netherlands is a good illustration of such activities. These
were dedications by Roman merchants and sailors to the goddess Nehalenia in the
second/third century AD thanking her for safe passage and return; see Stuart and
Bogaers 2001 for a catalogue.

58 Rauh 1993: I [ [-112.
51j Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. 1: 322-333. Kloppenborg and Wilson 1996 passim. The

organisation of professional associations along city state lines should therefore not
be seen entirely in terms of adherence to the city state, as van Nijf 1997: 68-69 and
chapters 4-6 does. It was also a matter of creating a parallel society.
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Members who failed to live up to the societal ideals of the clubs
risked being fined or in the worst case faced expulsion.

Courts, arbitration and witnesses

The ancient professional associations, in other words, constituted
small parallel societies. In that respect they shared many of the
functions of Indian castes. Both helped to give shape to commer-
cial society and create social institutions. One important task was
the administration of justice. Castes served as judicial bodies of the
first instance. They would normally seek to regulate legal disputes
internally. Only when caste groups failed to re-establish social con-
sensus and mediate between litigants was the local Mughal court
approached.61 Any judiciary role of Greco-Roman collegia was
never formally recognised to quite the same extent. The corporate
character of the city state was far more clearly articulated in Greco-
Roman society than in India. Every polis had its own local court and
guarded its political rights within the imperial framework. Only
rarely, such as in the case of Jewish diaspora communities, were
resident subgroups officially granted the privilege of using their
own internal courts, though only grudgingly. 62 Even so, the city
state and the imperial government left much room for semi-private
administration and implementation of justice, indeed, depended
upon it. Both state institutions had fairly weak instruments of
enforcement available for the resolution of private disputes. In
most cases it was left to the winning side of an argument to bring
a favourable verdict into effect. Self-help was always a crucial
element in ancient justice. This made involvement of the "closest'
community in most legal disputes inevitable. Its support was all but
indispensable to the litigants and a key factor in making solutions
last.63 The expectation of Plato in The Laws that an attempt would

60 P. Mich. 243 and Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. I: 378. See Alston 2002: 207-212 for an
excellent analysis of the intertwined social, cultural, religious and economic functions
performed by urban "guilds" in the cities of Roman Egypt.

61 Hasan 2004: chapter 6; Bayly 1983, chapter 10.
62 Josephus Ant. Jud. XIV, 185-267 and XVI, 160-178 with Cotter 1996: 86.
63 Finley 1983: 1-49 and 118-121. Gelzer 1912 is still unsurpassed on this, and is no less

relevant for the Empire than the Republic (Wallace-Hadrill 1989). See further Lintott
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be made to settle commercial disagreements through mediation
by neighbours or arbiters before approaching the official courts,
remained relevant for all of antiquity (and beyond). 4

As social hierarchies grew steeper and internal coherence within
the numerous poleis weakened during Roman rule, one may
legitimately surmise that the need for private legal arbitration
increased. 5 But very little is known of these practices. Our evi-
dence tends to overemphasise the role of the state because its
activities produced a significant body of legalwri tings andjuridical
documents. The bishops of early Christianity, it is clear, attempted,
as part of the care of their congregations, to play the role of medi-
ator and arbiter among quarrelling members of their flock. The
very few ordinances of professional associations surviving from
Roman antiquity, however, leave us very much in the dark about
their part in conflict resolution, and any judgement must remain
conjectural. 7 But there are some strong indications that profes-
sional associations played a far more active role in the private adju-
dication of conflicts than is usually thought. If "guild" ordinances
were not normally very detailed, it is still clear that the general
assembly did, at least occasionally, hear and decide on complaints
raised by the membership. One ordinance, for instance, prescribed
that members must not raise grievances about one another dur-
ing communal dinners. Festive occasions were to be kept free of
internal skirmishes. Those should be reserved for treatment by
the monthly assemblies. 68 The regulations of an unknown asso-
ciation from the village of Tebtunis in Roman Egypt, dating to
the reign of Tiberius, add more flesh to the bones. There a fine
is imposed on one who takes legal action against any co-member

1968; Gamsey 1970; Gagos and van Minnen 1994; and Nippel 1995. See Galanter
1981 for an analysis pointing out the critical importance of arbitration, even for the
functioning of modem judiciary systems. With fewer tools of state enforcement, the
relevance can only have been greater in antiquity.

64 Plato Leg. 92oc-d.
65 Cf. Ziegler 1971: 161-163; Garnsey 1970 is fundamental.
f>6 See Harries 1999, chapter 10 for how this role continued to shape the character of

episcopal justice even after it had been granted some official recognition during the
fourth century.

67 See Waltzing 1895-1900, vol. i: 368-378 for a basic discussion of the general assem-
blies of these associations where members would consider "toutes les affaires".

68 fLS 7212: "si quis quid queri aut referre volet, in conventu referat".
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of the confraternity.69 The collegium tried to ensure that conflicts
would be settled internally within the collective rather than in a
court setting outside its immediate control.

The aim of such measures was to contain conflicts and prevent
them from escalating to a level where they threatened the social
order among the membership; the prohibition of prosecuting co-
members is mentioned together with a ban on defaming, intriguing
against or corrupting the households of other members. To judge
from Indian examples, such internally organised maintenance of
the social consensus normally reinforced the established order of
things. Lower-ranking members and people on the fringes of the
community found it difficult to stand up against more prominent
merchants.70 The episode set in the marketplace, which Petronius
included in his novel, the Satyricon, suggests that this experience
was not foreign to the ancient world. The three travelling fictional
heroes get embroiled in a commercial dispute with a peasant and
his wife involving a fine gown and an old rag. As things get heated
the wider bazaar community interferes in the conflict. A prominent
member takes command of the situation. He takes custody of the
disputed objects until a judge can rule in the case, knowing well
that the three foreigners, lacking support in local society, would
probably not risk showing up at the trial. In that way, he hopes to
keep the objects for himself. This is slapstick comedy of course.
But the comedy does not arise out of a deliberate misrepresentation
of the social mechanisms involved. Indeed, Petronius depends on
exploiting these to produce the constant and incredible reversals of
fortune which underpin the burlesque humour of the scene. Just as
the main characters of the novel believe that the old tunic, hiding a
valuable treasure only they know about, is again within their grasp,
chaos erupts. The unsuspecting peasant couple suddenly realise
that the gown put on sale by the three (anti)heroes has been stolen
from the wife in the first place. Immediately they start shouting

(") P. Mich. 243, lines 7-8 with the editor's commentary. P. Mich. 245, the ordinances of
a guild of salt merchants, also indicates internal regulation of disputes.

70 Pearson 1976: 147-149 and Hasan 2004:95-99.
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that they have found the thieves and put the three outsiders in a
rather awkward position. 71

Lifting a conflict out of the immediate community and bringing
it to a magisterial court carried risks of its own, not necessarily to
be taken lightly. However unfair and hierarchically skewed medi-
ation within the bazaar might occasionally become, it was still
often preferable to the courts. Mediation allowed greater scope for
negotiation and the adoption of flexible solutions to conflicts. By
comparison a formal trial was a blunter instrument. With few tools
of enforcement available, an official judge might well handle the
conflict roughly.

Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? Thus, when you go with your
accuser before a magistrate, on the way make an effort to settle the case, or you
may be dragged before the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, and
the officer throw you in prison. I tell you, you will never get out until you have
paid the very last penny.

So the faithful are admonished in the Gospel of Luke.7 Pri-
vate settlement, as it aimed to restore social consensus, though far
from "fair", normally offered a more lenient solution; the prospect
of reaching a successful conclusion improved significantly if an
agreement, at least in some sense, acceptable to all parties could
be found. Court trials, on the contrary, were the result of failure or
breakdown in the conflict-solving mechanisms of the social net-
works in which the combatants were enmeshed. They represented
an escalation of strife. Harsher means were required to restore
peace in the community. 73

The stakes and the risks were higher in a court trial. But on
average the chances of successfully challenging the reigning dis-
tribution of power in a community probably did not increase cor-
respondingly. Local courts, staffed by judges and juries drawn

71 Petr. Sat. 12-15, 7. See also P. Oxy. 3814 on the importance of local power to assert
one's rights within the community.

7 Luke 12:57-59 cited from Gagos and van Minnen 1994: 44; further pp. 30-48. Their
analysis, though about late antiquity, is equally valid for the Principate.

73 As rulings usually still required the active collaboration of the community to remain in
force, the judge would often tend to reinforce the already dominant party but now more
harshly in order to ensure his continued predominance. See Hinton 1966, chapters 3-4
for a comparative demonstration of this principle.
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from the ruling groups of a city, could more often than not be
supposed to reflect prevailing patterns of influence. The courts of
governors and other imperial administrators were less entangled
in local intrigue, but also more distant and with an interest, gen-
erally, in maintaining amiable relations with local ruling groups
since imperial administration depended on the active collabora-
tion of these. Add to this that the ancient notion of justice required
courts in reaching their decisions to take into account the general
status, standing and character of litigants and the witnesses appear-
ing for or against them. Lawyers were even expected to play on
matters of hierarchy and influence in presenting a case. 74 From an
individualist perspective, this may seem harsh and unjust, but in
a society where the enforcement of rulings usually required the
active collaboration of communities, finding in favour of estab-
lished relations of power nevertheless represents a form of justice:
societal justice. 75

The last point deserves emphasis. Even if courts generally
tended to favour and reinforce existing relations of power, they
still did so within the context of a discussion of right and wrong.
There was thus a chance that occasionally a David might defeat a
Goliath. Greco-Roman justice was not simply a "done deal". 76 Not
all contestants, moreover, would have been unevenly matched. So
courts were used, and sometimes to a surprising extent.77 Private
administration of justice with its inclination towards the status quo
was vulnerable to silent obstruction and the forces of inertia. In

such cases, an indication of the willingness of one of the parties
to up the stakes and take the conflict to another level might be
just the thing required to break a deadlock. Courts, therefore, need

74 See Saller 1982, chapters 2 and 5 for patronage; Crook 1995 for the importance of
rhetoric in the practice of Greco-Roman law; Jongman 1988, chapter 6 for an attempt,
perhaps overly schematic, to argue that witnesses to documents were normally listed
according to rank and status.

75 Geertz 2000, 175-195 for an example and discussion of similar phenomena.
7 Harries 1999: 181-184 makes this point even for the more hierarchical late antique

world.

77 Some papyri indicate a remarkable number of grievances being presented to governors.
Often, however, decisions of higher courts consisted in little more than returning the

case to a local forum. This kind of litigiousness, as Harries 1999: 184 observes, needs
to be understood in the context of the complex strategies pursued by local networks of
power in a system ofcommunally administered justice.
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not merely be seen as an alternative to private adjuclication. Fre-
quently, they seem to have been used to reinforce it. Indeed, the
filing of lawsuits often served to scare an opponent into accepting
private arbitration. 78 Among the Murecine wax tablets are some
documents pertaining to a business dispute between the banker
Caius Sulpicius Cinnamus and his sometime companion Caius
Julius Prudens. The case was brought in front of a judge in Febru-
ary AD 55. A document shows the parties agreeing to transfer
the case to private arbitration. Next in the dossier comes a num-
ber of pronouncements of their chosen arbiter Marcus Barbatius
Epaphroditus, setting time, date and location for hearing the case.
Arbitration could be a rather prolonged affair. The dispute had not
yet been finally settled by March 56. But communications clearly
had not broken down completely. The process of mediation prob-
ably enabled slow negotiations to go on in order to explore the
ground for reaching a compromise. 79

These documents remind us that when we think of mediation

administered by the merchants themselves we need not necessarily
and certainly not primarily focus on the more formal aspects of life
inside the business community such as the assemblies of collegia.
The writings of the Roman jurists discuss the arbiter in relation
to the concept of a vir bonus, a "good man". It was standard to
agree on a person of some standing and moral authority within
the community to act as mediator.80 To judge from the onomastic
features of Barbatius' cognomen, he belonged to the same liber-
tine business circles in which the bank of the Sulpicii operated.
The formal structure of the social and religious associations of the
bazaar would most probably not have played any direct role in the
actual proceedings. Collegia and other communal bodies should
rather be seen as providing an environment that enabled "good

7 Hasan 2004: 106 shows this for Mughal Surat. Harries 1999, chapter 9 makes this point
forcefully for the late Roman world. But her argument applies equally well to the
Principate.

79 TPSulp. 25, 34-39 and 48 with Camodeca's (1999) editorial comments. Another illus-
(ration of this strategy can be found in the dossier of documents compiled over a number
of years by the Jewish woman Babatha in the conflict regarding her son's inheritance.
Petitions for a court hearing are drafted to cajole the unwilling guardians to enter into
negotiations, cf. P. Yacliii 13-15 with Cotton 1993.
Dig. 17.2.6 and 17.2. 76.
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men" to stand out and be identifiable. The same considerations

are equally applicable to witnesses. Witnesses who enjoyed a high
reputation in the bazaar would have been an important asset in
judicial disputes. Their word carried greater weight and people of
low standing in the community would have found it more diffi-
cult to get such persons to support their case. Symbolic capital
which arose out of life in the communal associations of the bazaar

played an important part in the organisation and maintenance of
the commercial order and hierarchy.

The structure of credit in the community

In their provision of contacts, symbolic capital, trust and credit,
social hierarchy, rules of behaviour, arbitration and witnesses, the
communal associations of the bazaar made a significant contribu-
tion towards the production of "services" necessary to the activities
of merchants. These would also have included prospective part-
ners in business and a network for the provision of extra capital.
Communal organisation enabled the merchant to access a larger
pool of resources, social as well as economic, than was under his
immediate command. But ties of community were far from alone
in creating the social foundations of business; they overlapped and
intersected with other forms of institutions. The most important of
these was the family and (extended) household. The oikos was the
basis of merchant operations.

While social and religious clubs provided an outer shell, so to
speak, for business activities, family and household constituted
the core. Banarasidas, our Mughal ideal-typical merchant, turned
repeatedly to family and relatives to raise his trading capital. 3
Banks and money lenders were certainly present in the bazaars

See Bayly 1983: 375 on how merchants with a low standing found it difficult to get
access to arbitration; Hasan 2004, chapter 6 in general for the social bias of courts of
the Mughal qwi. Gamsey 1970 has treated this for the Roman Empire.
Such activities are, for instance, envisaged by the provisions of the SC de Bcicchanalihus
(S. Riccobono et at. (eds. ) 1941, Fontes luris Romani Antejustiniani, vol. I, Florence,
pp. 240-241), cf. the perceptive analysis of lines 10-14 by Rauh 1993:254. See further
his chapter 6 and Gabrielsen 2001.

83 Banarasidas, Ardha-Kathanak, in Sharma 1970: 67-68 and 72-73.
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of India. 84 But their capital was normally of modest proportions,
confined as they were to household organisation, just as with the
merchants. Deposit banking was far from unknown. The small
scale of the overall enterprise, however, imposed strict limits on
the capacity of the banks to turn such deposits into working capi-
tal. They were always vulnerable to insolvency. Most loans from
banks, though far from unimportant, were therefore short-term.
They can perhaps better be described as financial services together
with money assaying and changing, giro transfers and bills of
exchange, which constituted the core operations of Indian banks
and money lenders in relation to the trading world. Such services
were not at all peripheral. They eased the workings of commer-
cial life considerably, for instance by facilitating money transfers
between localities. But they did not constitute the foundation of
trading capital. That came from the more or less extended house-
hold. 8-5

One common procedure, also practised by Banarasidas and his
father, was to devolve a portion of the household fortune onto
a young member of the family or poorer business relation in a
sort of partnership. With few means of his own, the contribution
of the junior partner consisted of his work. He was expected to
increase the capital outlay by conducting business, frequently on
long trading voyages. The profits were then to be shared in some
way specified by custom and personal agreement. Such asymmet-
rical business partnerships were well suited to the uncertainties
and irregularities of the bazaar world. By parcelling out the cap-
ital, the household spread its risks. It also acquired a convenient
and above all fairly reliable means of setting up branches of the
family business in different cities. By employing persons who
would regularly be dependent on the family, and furthermore, by
giving them a stake in the financial outcome, the household tried
to ensure that its representative would remain loyal to its interests.
This avenue also opened an outlet for surplus capital otherwise

4 Indian banking is the most complex example of a pre-modern banking system. It is
therefore a useful benchmark for Roman banking. See Jain l929;Habib 1972; Goldsmith
1987; Goody 1996: 72-74 and 94; and Haider 1997, chapter 4.

85 Goitein 1967: 161-185 and 229-266, though dealing with the medieval Jewish trading
community in Cairo, provides a useful description of the structure of credit in the bazaar.
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stored in the bountiful coffers of the Mughal elite. Members of
the imperial aristocracy sometimes invested or speculated in trade
through merchants connected with their great households. But
it is important not to exaggerate the significance of this. Aris-
tocratic involvement never amounted to commercial dominance.

One can probably better describe it as a process whereby tenta-
cles spreading outwards from the larger households occasionally
penetrated the world of the bazaar without ever taking it over. 6
Instead a picture emerges of a market sphere with many small
individual units, comprising poorer and junior members - often
travelling - of the merchant community. A considerable portion
of these would have been connected with larger, more established
households consisting of senior merchants, richer financiers and
the odd aristocrat. 7

A different but equally asymmetrical form of credit extended
by the financing segment of the trading world was the bottomry
loan, used to finance trading voyages. In return the borrower had
to put up the cargo or sometimes the ship as security. If the ship
was lost at sea the money was lost too. Thus the main risk was
borne by the lender who received very high interest payments on a
successfully completed journey. Rates of 15, 20 or 30% cover the
normal range. Often such loans would be accompanied by quite
detailed instructions for the trip regarding destination, route and
duration. It was also common for the lender to send a representative
to accompany the borrower and keep an eye on the investment.
In effect the bottomry loan was another way of expanding the
business of the household without actually having to increase the
size of the firm. Instead, the financier relied on semi-independent
agent households. Merchants of more equal means also regularly,
when need arose, pooled their resources in partnerships where
risk and profit were shared more equally. Though sometimes of
long duration, most of these were only short-term and frequently
changing engagements. They never really effected a separation of
the trading capital and the individual households. 88

86 Blake 1991: 109-110 and 117-118, modified by Chatterjee 1996: 66.
87 Das Gupta 1991 and Raychaudhuri [99[.
88 Banarasidas, Ardha-Kathanak, in Sharma 1970: 71, 107-110, illustrates the transient

nature of partnerships.
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The pattern of credit outlined above is sometimes loosely
referred to, with a phrase borrowed from the Italian Middle Ages,
as a "commenda"-system.s9 Commenda was the term used to des-
ignate a particular form of partnership where one entrant provided
the capital and the other the work while profits were shared on
a three-quarter to one-quarter basis. In a common variation of
the arrangement, funds were contributed two-thirds to one-third,
with the junior partner providing the work and receiving half the
profits. 90 Ever since Weber devoted a now classic study to this
phenomenon, commenda has been closely linked to an evolution-
ary story about the rise of capitalism in northern Italy. In Weber's
analysis commenda was treated as a first step towards achieving a
separation of household funds and business capital. The legal form
given to commenda contributed to a development which eventually
enabled jurists to conceptualise the trading capital of merchants
as a fund distinct from and independent of the household, in other
words as a firm in the modem understanding of the word. 91

One needs to make a distinction here. Weber was interested

in how the various specific legal formulas, which developed in
the Italian city states, were gradually manipulated and shaped by
jurists to form the modem concept of the trading firm. In that sense
commenda may have become part of a process that eventually saw
the first institutional shoots of capitalism appear in Italy. But in
itself there was nothing intrinsically modern or "developed" about
the commercial practice of commenda, as Weber was the first to
admit. 92 The researches of Udovitch and Goitein in the 1960$
identified varieties of commenda in Jewish, Byzantine and espe-
cially Islamic law that pre-dated the Italian practices.93 Used as
a convenient shorthand for the flexible, and frequently asymmet-
rical forms of finance described above for India, commenda-style
financing seems to be a common and very old expression of the
household-based economy of the bazaar. Our steadily expanding
database on ancient Mesopotamian trade leaves little doubt that

89 VanLeur 1955: 62-73. See further Goitein 1967: 170-183.
c)" Lopez and Raymond 1955: 174-184 for a convenient list of illustrative examples of

medieval Italian cornmenda contracts in translation.

91 Weber 19240. 92 Weber 19240:335-339.
93 Udovitch 1962 and further Udovitch [970 and Goitein 1967.
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the familiar medieval repertoire of partnerships, bottomry loans
and commenda had strong roots in remote Middle Eastern history.
These forms of finance were not in themselves the first step in a
development away from the oikos, but rather reflected its needs
for spreading risks and flexible adaptation to a shitting environ-
ment. 94 The Roman world seems to offer confirmation of this; and

the story ot'Greco-Roman commercial credit needs to be fitted into
this broader picture. The structure of Roman commercial capital
provides a fairly accurate reproduction of the main features of the
pattern outlined above based on the bazaars of Mughal India.95

Commercial loans were generally short-term, rarely extended
for more than the duration of a single operation. The archive
belonging to a group of Sulpicii freedmen bankers resident in
Puteoli, serving as a harbour for Rome under the Julio-Claudians,
offers a glimpse of the situation in what must have been one of the
busiest markets in the Empire. 96 Two grain traders, Caius Novius
Eunus and Lucius Marius lucundus, are attested raising money
on the security of a couple of medium-sized shipments of mainly
Alexandrian wheat. Eunus secured a loan of some 13,000 sesterces
to be repaid immediately on the request of the lender, but only by
handing over control of goods at least 3-4 times the value. lucun-
dus obtained 20,000 sesterces for a two-month period by giving
a consignment of goods probably worth twice or three times as
much into the custody of the lender. 97 Short timespan and high
securities are two of the features which are already familiar from
the foregoing discussion of the character of credit in early modem
India. They are a reflection of the close interrelationship between

94 Van Leur 1955: 73; Trolle Larsen 1967 and 1976; Goody 1996: 64-69 (in spite of the
modernist emphasis); Renger 2003.

95 Cf. the reflections offered by Andreau [ 999: 151. What follows runs counter to Temin
and Kessler 2007, but they mistake the societates publicanorum, the companies of
tax-farmers, for merchant companies and ignore the fact that these societates were
exceptional and to a large extent phased out with the advent of monarchy; they cannot
do service as a Roman version of the chartered joint stock companies of early modem
capitalism.

9 See Camodeca 1999 and 2003 for an edition and analysis of the archive. Though
descriptive and mainly derivative of Camodeca's work, Jones 2006 provides a useful
introduction and survey of the evidence.

97 TPSulp. 45 and 5 1-52 (Eunus), 46; 53 + 79 (lucunclus).
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the need for a flexible and opportunistic approach to business
and the concern to reduce the risks so characteristic of bazaar
households.

Another common feature is the high number of actors and the
relatively circumscribed nature of individual commercial capitals.
A good illustration is provided by a second-century letter sent
from the Alexandrian banker Marcus Claudius Sabinus to two
merchants from Askalon. 98 The document records the payment of
a loan of 7 talents 5, 160 dr. on behalf of two Roman citizens to
the two merchants together with their two further companions and
joint shipowners. The sum total is far from negligible, about half
the minimum census for a city councillor in a wealthy community
and enough to procure some 150 tonnes of wheat - an above-
average grain cargo, but somewhat less than the capacity of the
large Alexandrian grain freighters plying the route to Rome. The
merchants presumably had more valuable goods in mind since their
ship was a relatively small merchantman. Whatever the precise
nature of the trading venture, it is highly revealing that the funding
of such a mid-range operation still saw two lenders sharing the risk
and required four merchants to combine their resources to carry
the burden.

Family and extended household partake as important elements
in all of the above examples from Roman business life. The Sulpicii
bank of Puteoli was based on a succession of freedmen relation-

ships. Caius Novius Eunus, the freedman trader, maintained rela-
tions to his old master, Caius Novius Cypaerus, who ran a ware-
house where his former slave stored his goods." Of the four mer-
chants from Askalon, two were brothers. The painted inscriptions
on Spanish oil amphorae recovered from Monte Testaccio in Rome
offer some of the best evidence on the household dynamics ofmer-
chant enterprises in the Roman Mediterranean. 100 Frequently one

98 See Casson 1986 for an edition, translation, commentary and analysis. See further the
discussion by Rathbone 2003: 217-2 [9.

l» TPSulp. 45.
'°° It matters little whether the state was ultimately behind these imports. Private personnel

conducted the actual transports of oil, at least until the third century. The material is
published in CIL XV and updated in Rodriguez-Almeida 1984: 222-233. De Salvo
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encounters partnerships based on a shared connection to the same
household, such as "Corneliorum" or "Fadiorum". '01

Occasionally it is possible to follow the operation of such "busi-
ness families" in greater detail. Take for example the "DD. Caecil-
iorum". '02 In AD 149 potsherds document D. Caecilius Matemus
operating on his own. D. Caecilius Hospitalis is also on record
trading individually. But in AD 154 the two appear in partner-
ship. At this point it is necessary to introduce a feature particularly
prominent in Roman society - slavery. One might speculate that
both or perhaps one of the two were former slaves. In that case,
we seem to be faced with a situation where the one or both as

slaves were provided with capital to set up individual branches of
the household. As they proved their worth, they were eventually
set free. But it is clear that they still kept close contacts with the
mother household, as evidenced by their business collaboration.

However, both the cognomina, Maternus and Hospitalis, were only
rarely used of slaves. Maternus in particular seems to have been
common in the Spanish provinces, while the chance of Hospitalis
being used to designate a slave is marginally bigger. 103 Another
possibility, therefore, is that we are looking at the collaboration
of two freebom male members of the same family, or a mixture
of statuses. At any rate, freeborn or libertine, the combination of
members working individually with occasional collaboration in
partnerships between branches of the extended household is char-
acteristic of the flexible patterns produced by a commenda-type.
system. The presence of slavery modifies, but does not fundamen-
tally alter the basic principle. Sometimes, of course, such collabo-
ration also included business contacts from outside the household.

1992: 183-225 and 255-256 shows the fluidity of partnerships in the Monte Testaccio
material. See further Liou and Tchernia 1994.

. 0' C/L XV, 3844, 3874.
102 CIL XV, 3764-3795 for the DD. Caeciliorum. Hospitalis in 3764, Matemus in 3765-

3766 and jointly in 3768-3781.
103 De Salvo 1992: 219-222 and 251 thinks of traders like Hospitalis and Matemus as

belonging to the Spanish municipal aristocracy. Liou and Tchemia 1994 puncture
much of the prosopographical guesswork which has attempted to identify the traders
appearing on Dressel 20 amphorae with members of the landed elite in Baetica. The
names Matemus and Hospitalis are discussed by Kajanto 1965: 79-80.
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Another inscription sports a business partnership of "DD. Caecil-
iorum et Aelii Optati". '04

The provisions of Roman law add confirmation of the validity of
the impression gained from the Spanish oil amphorae. They recog-
nise several varieties of the asymmetrical and parcellised form of
capital provision characteristic of commenda and related commer-
cial instruments. °5 First, there is the business partnership proper,
the societas. This was conceived as a very flexible instrument by
the Roman jurists. '06 The partnership might be comprehensive or
merely cover a single business venture. It was not generally treated
as giving rise to an independent economic entity, except in excep-
tional circumstances, but was seen mainly as regulating relations
between partners rather than with the "outside" world. Therefore it
was consensual. If consent was withdrawn, the partnership ceased
to exist. By the same token, the death of a partner saw the disso-
lution of the partnership. From a modem perspective, this kind of
partnership looks like a fleeting and transient entity. But from a
bazaar perspective, what meets the eye is the adaptability of the
instrument which allowed economic actors to adjust quickly to the
hazards and opportunities offered by a shifting market. One year it
might prove expedient to be on your own, while in the next, greater
advantages were to be had from pooling resources with one of your
business connections, as we saw the Caecilii do above. This kind

of partnership also facilitated diversification of risks. One might
explore opportunities in one line of trade or market together with
one partner, while perhaps employing another part of the house-
hold capital in a completely different range of products with other
partners or on your own.

4 CIL XV, 3795; further 3951-3952 and 3973. Another example of business household
and branches is given by Curtin 1991: 90-96 and 167-169 in his discussion of the
Pompeian producer and merchant of fish sauce, Umbricius Scaurus.

105 Verboven 2002, part 3 is an excellent attempt to understand the institutions of Roman
"business law" as reflecting the honour and trust-based personal relationships of the
household, rather than the needs of proto-modem commercial firms. Crook 1967,
chapters 6-7, is still useful on commercial life and the institutions of law.

106 Gaius Inst. 3. 148-154 and Dig. 17.2. For some modern discussions of Roman societas
see Johnston 1999: 106-107; Zimmerman 1990, chapter 15. Arangio-Ruiz 1950 is a
classic.
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The Roman societas, in other words, corresponds quite well
with the flexible patterns we have come to expect from our com-
parisons and shares many of the formal properties characteristic
of partnership in other commenda-type systems. It also spans a
wide spectrum of social relations ranging from complete equality
to stark hierarchy. Among the many possible varieties, it should
by now be unsurprising that the jurists recognised something akin
to a clear example of commenda. It is stated that a partnership can
exist between people where one brings the capital and the other
the work. Additionally, profits may be shared by agreement while
loss is wholly borne by the capital investor. '07 In other words, the
arrangement described by the jurists is a commenda in all but name.
The only thing missing is that the contract has not been severed
from the general law of partnership and treated under a separate
heading. But that is a matter of legal formalism, not commercial
practice. 108

Roman law elaborated in greater detail a number of other legal
instruments which, like the unequal partnership, enabled the mas-
ter to diversify his interests and devolve part of his capital onto
junior members or associates of the household. Most important
of these were the regulations concerning agency or business man-
agers and the so-called peculium}09 Thepeculium denoted a share
of the household resources given over as a personal fund to people
in the power of the head of the household, for instance sons and
daughters or slaves. This could be used much like a commenda

107 Dig. 17. 2. 29. pr. -l; 17. 2. 5. 1; 17. 2. 30 and Gaius 3. 149. Santucci 1997 has recently
emphasised the importance of this institution. Reinhardt 1968: 24-68 presents a dis-
cussion of how Roman law came to recognise unequal partnerships. He portrays it in
gradual evolutionary terms from Republic to high Empire. This seems to me mistaken.
The principle is clearly attested already from the late Republic. If jurists continue
to discuss it, this is due precisely to the unequal social relationship underlying the
practice. The more powerful partner would inevitably be tempted in some cases to
challenge the equality of his junior partner. Similar conflicts appear in discussions
of commenda by Muslim jurists, cf. Udovitch 1962: 205 and more extensively 1970,
chapters 3-6.

Ios Cf. Andreau 1999: 151.
109 Gaius Inst. 4.69-74 remains an exemplary introduction to these instruments. The

relevant text in the Digest are: Book 14 for agency and business managers. Dig. 14.1
(actio exercitoria); 14. 3 (actio institoria); 14. 5; Book 15 deals with the regulations
concerning thepeculium. Some modem surveys and discussions: Kirschenbaum 1987;
Aubert 1994, chapter 2; Wacke 1994; Johnston 1999: 99-108. The relevant chapters
of Buckland 1908 are still useful.
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arrangement. In Plautus' comedy The Merchant, the father invests
his son with a peculium for a trading voyage. On his return the
son is to render accounts, pay back the principal and a share of
the profits. The remainder is for him to keep. 110 Many of the basic
characteristics of commenda are clearly present here.

Nevertheless, the peculium is more frequently discussed as a
way of achieving the limited liability of modem companies and
separating the business from the household. By making his depen-
dants do business on the basis of a peculium the master would not
be responsible for more than the size of this fund, it is claimed/"
That is not quite what was envisaged by the Roman jurists. They
distinguished clearly between cases where the pater familias had
either ordered his dependants to conduct a particular business
transaction or put them in charge as managers of a shop or busi-
ness enterprise, and cases where their dependants acted on their
own. Only in these latter cases would the liability of the household
be restricted to the size of the peculium, otherwise liability was for
the full amount, in solidum. As Gaius explained in his introduc-
tion to Roman law, if a person had entered into a transaction with
a dependent person authorised by his master, he could certainly
always sue him on thepeculium. "But no one would be that stupid",
he went on, because the master was liable for the full amount irre-

spective of the current holdings of the peculium. "2 A ruling by
the emperor Alexander Severus upheld this view. Even if a person
was liable up to the amount of a peculium, the emperor observed,
he would still be liable for any enrichment he had drawn from the
transaction or for the full amount if he had put his dependant in
charge of the business. 113

Plaut. Mere. 80-97. At least this interpretation seems the most economical. Plautus
describes the arrangement in terms of the father equipping the expedition and counting
out money to the son and giving him instructions about the minimum sale price. The
excess profit is described as a gain to the son's peculium. But the original capital
should undoubtedly be seen as having entered his peculium as a debt to the father. It
was through the peculium that a son in potestate was enabled to participate in business,
cf. Johnston 1999: 99-101.

'" E.g. Johnston 1999: 101-105; Zwalve 2002.
"2 Gaius Inst. 4.74, cf. Dig. (Gaius) 14. 5. 1.
"3 Codex Justinianus IV, 25. 2. Cf. Dig. (Ulpian) 14. 1. 1. 22. A slave forming part of the

peculium of a son in power, still renders the pater -familias liable in full if the latter had
authorised the business management of the slave. Business pursued with apeculium, in
other words, did not per se limit the liability of the master to the extent of its contents.
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The logic of the relationship between the head of the household
and his agents appears with particular clarity from a case discussed
by the jurist Paul. A slave had been put in charge of lending out
money against security by his master. On his own volition the same
slave had also begun to offer his services to grain merchants. He
would take over their payment obligations towards their suppli-
ers. Only now, the slave had run away and one of the suppliers
demanded payment from his master as liable for the conduct of
his business manager. The master denied responsibility since he
had not authorised the line of business giving rise to the dispute.
During the trial, however, it emerged that the master had under-
written the activities of his slave in a range of other areas. The
prefect of the Roman grain supply, therefore, decided in favour of
the claimant. On the appeal, however, the legal councillors were
inclined to find in favour of the defendant pater familias since he
had not given a mandate for this particular line of business. But in
the end, the emperor decided to uphold the sentence because the
master had seemed "in everything to have regarded the slave as
acting in his name". "4 There is no question here of regarding the
conduct of business through slave agents in general as based on a
legally sanctioned form of limited liability. 115

The limited liability ofthepeculium must be placed in a different
context. It was an attempt to protect the master from receiving harm
from his slaves. One of the advantages ofcommencla proper is that
it gives the agent a stake in a positive outcome of the business.
As shown by the Plautine example a similar result could also be
achieved directly through the primary activities connected with
the peculium. A complementary method was to allow the slave,
next to his main operation, to do a little business on the side that
would enable him to earn money with which eventually to obtain
his freedom. This seems to be the phenomenon underlying the

"4 Dig. (Paul) 14. 5. 8.
"5 The inadequacy of the focus on limited liability also emerges from Andreau's work.

On several occasions he has discussed the cause celebre involving the future pope
Calistus. According to Hippolytus (Ref. Omn. Haes. 9. 12. l-l 2) the imperial freedman
Carpophorus had set up his slave Calistus in banking. When Calistus defaulted and
fled, his creditors came to the master Carpophorus. In 1999: 67-68 Andreau took this
as a case of the limited liability of the peculium. But now (2006: 205-208) he has
changed his mind and takes it as a case of full liability for the business manager.
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Pauline case. But when the slave was acting on his own initiative,
it was important to protect the master from people trying to exploit
the situation and thereby inflicting a loss on him. 116 That is how the
limited liability of the peculium fits into economic practice, not as
a generalised means of investment with limited liability. This is not
to say, of course, that during conflicts masters would not sometimes
manipulate the rules to their advantage and try to claim limited
liability. Inevitably they would, as is clear from the claims which
sparked the two imperial rulings just treated. But such claims had
no secure backing in law, nor in business practice, it would seem.
That is the very clear impression conveyed by the documents in
the archive belonging to the Sulpicii bankers. They provide some
of our richest information on the employment of slave agents
and managers in business. A recurrent feature is the specification
that a particular activity takes place at the master's command or
authorisation. "7 The rules governing the use of business agents
and the peculium reflected the need of households for a flexible
set of instruments through which to delegate the management of

' Dig. (Gaius) 50. 17. 133 states the general principle that masters should benefit from
their slaves, not receive harm. The jurists had little sympathy for those who inflicted
loss on other people by exploiting, colluding with or taking advantage of their slaves.
Instead they emphasise the duty to act responsibly and with circumspection in dealing
with other people's slaves active in business, cf. Dig. 14. 1. 1. pr; 14. 1. 7; 14. 1. 9. Slaves
acting on a peculiuin, therefore, could not give give away presents or stand surety
unless it was clearly in the interests of their master, cf. Dig. (Ulpian) 15. 1. 3. 5-9. For
an analysis, see Kirschenbaum 1987: 27-28 and Buckland 1908: 213-216.
E.g. TPSulp. 45, 46, 48, 51. ?8. Cf. the discussion in Jones 2006: 138-142; the
evidence for authorisation is much clearer and more copious than the vague tit-bits
he can assemble for independent action with liability limited to the peculium. The
last practice can only be hypothesisecl (not more than that) in a few instances, often
of doubtful interpretation. Thus TPSulp. 25 contains the record of a hearing in front
of a Puteolan judge between the Sulpicii and one of their business associates Gaius
Julius Prudens concerning an unpaid debt. In the record Sulpicius asks Prudens to
confirm that he is the owner of two named slaves. Some years before, Prudens had
mandated the Sulpicii to transact with these slaves in his own name (TPSulp. 48). Now
from his reply has been stricken the addition that the said slaves were in his power
"suaque im [sic] potestate". This was to avoid a "noxal action", that is a criminal trial,
Jones explains, with the commentary provided by the editor of the tablets, Camodeca,
and ensure that the case was treated as a civil suit, e.g. an ordinary action on the
peculium. The actio de peculio, however, is not the sole alternative, some of the other
middleman institutions could equally well be implied. But here Jones strangely ignores
Camodeca's commentary: "Sempre nello stesso ordine di idee di progressi rapporti
commerciali fra Ie parti si e pero preferito piuttosto pensare all' actio qiiod iussu o
all' actio institoria" (1999: 86). Avoiding the noxal action might equally well lead to
Pmdens being sued for the full amount, in solidum.
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its different economic activities/branches to junior members and
dependants (children, slaves and freedmen). In that respect, they
served some of the same functions as a commenda arrangement
proper. 118

Finally, the bottomry loan was a well-established practice in
Roman commerce, too; and the form it took fits well the argument
advanced here about a generalised asymmetrical, commenda-sty\e
pattern of finance for the bazaar."9 It was common practice for
the lender to have a representative accompany the borrower on
the trading voyage, thus reducing the latter almost to the level of
a junior partner. One case discussed in the Digest by Scaevola,
an advisor to Marcus Aurelius, saw a slave representative situated
in Berytus advancing a maritime loan to a merchant for a trip to
Brundisium and back again. A slave, Eros, was sent to accompany
and supervise the borrower on the journey to make sure he abided
by the terms of the agreement. If for some reason, the merchant was
unable to start his return trip before the end of the sailing season,
the loan was to be repaid immediately. Eros, the accompanying
slave, would then bring the money to Rome where, presumably,
the master of the two slaves was living. Behind this operation stood
a financier sufficiently rich to maintain a branch of his household
in a foreign harbour. 120

It is worthwhile emphasising the flexibility and adaptability of
these instruments. Bottomry loans were employed to finance com-
mercial ventures of very varying scale. The 47, 160 dr. advanced
to the four merchants from Askalon was given as a bottomry loan.
In that case, the lenders do not seem to have had representatives

118 The suggestion by Johnston [999: l02-lo8 that masters essentially left the initiative
to their slaves as to how to invest the household resources, in order to enjoy limited
liability from a position of passivity, is implausible. Roman morality prescribed that
the pater familias did not neglect his household and kept a firm hold on the activities
of his subordinates (e.g. Cato Agr. II and IV). A master unable to control his slaves
and freeclmen was an object of condemnation and of ridicule (e.g. Sen. Apocolocyn-
tosis); he was one of the stock characters of Roman comedy. Roman jurispmdents
expected masters to take care when setting up slaves in business. Thus UIpian (Dig.
I4.3-1 [-4) insisted that responsibility remained with the master if an institor/agent had
intentionally damaged the owner in conducting business with an unsuspecting third
party.

9 Plutarch Cato Maior 21, 6 and the so-called Muziris Papyrus (Casson 1990; Rathbone
2001).

120 Dig. 45. 1. 122. 1. Two recent discussions, Sirks 2002; Rathbone 2003: 2(6.
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to monitor the movements of the borrowers. Credit on an entirely
different scale is attested by a papyrus detailing the specific con-
ditions of another bottomry loan; it was extended to a merchant,
probably in Alexandria, for a round-trip to Muziris in India to
procure highly prized Oriental luxuries. The value of the cargo
which served as security for the loan amounted to some 7 million
sesterces, 6-7 times the minimum census requirement of a Roman
senator. To safeguard the investment, the lender had agents sta-
tioned at several nodal points along the route in Egypt. The terms
specify that the borrower place the goods under the seal of either
the lender or his agents at the warehouse in Coptos while awaiting
shipment down the Nile and again on arrival in Alexandria. In the
preceding damaged section of the papyrus, there may be mention
of further representatives located in the Red Sea harbour where
the cargo would arrive from India and of a camel driver to take the
goods through the desert. With that sort of economic and organ-
isational muscle, it should have been possible for the lender to
conduct the trade on his own account. However, by financing the
venture of another, he gained one important advantage: he ensured
that the man actually travelling to a foreign and far distant location
had a significant interest in a successful outcome. The travelling
merchant, on the other hand, gained the advantage of having some-
one with stronger shoulders carry the ruinous and very real risks
of losing the capital outlay on the way, to pirates, bad weather or
some other accident. 12'

Thus, allowing for small culture-specific variations, the stmc-
ture of Roman commercial capital can be seen as an example of a
general bazaar pattern which the path-breaking historian of trade
in the Indian Ocean, J. C. van Leur, described for the Indian Ocean

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and saw stretching back

121 Some basic analyses (with varying emphasis) and text: Casson 1990 and Rathbone
2001. Further Rathbone 2003: 220-221; Young 2001: 54-58 and De Romanis 1996,
chapter 4. The suggestion by Rathbone that the papyrus describing the terms of the
loan is a general master contract, a generic document which would then serve as basis
for drawing up loan agreements for specific trading voyages, is no more than a possible
hypothesis. The fact that an account of the specific cargo was written up on the versa
after the completion of the journey, seems to me to speak against the inteqiretation of
the recto as a "generic" rather than a specific document.
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at least to Hellenistic times. I22 It was a pattern characterised by the
predominance of household organisation, fragmentation of capi-
tal in various commenda-like arrangements and transient partner-
ships, but also by the presence of some very substantial and wealthy
financiers. I23 This, of course, also opened an avenue for occasional
aristocratic involvement at the financing level, as in India. There
has been much debate about the precise extent of such activities. '24
Many contributions have been ill guided. Considerable aristocratic
involvement in commerce has been claimed by the critics ofFinley
as a sign of the economic modernity of the Roman world. 125 But
no plausible level of aristocratic interests in trade could possibly
call into question his main point, the predominance of agricultural

Rathbone 2003: 214-215 and 225-227, on the contrary, postulates a decisive break
with Hellenistic practices, in spite of the institutional continuities, and prefers to place
the Roman phenomena in a context comparable to the joint stock companies of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. That seems excessive and based on an argument
from exceptions. The anecdote told by Plutarch of Cato the Elder (Cato Maim 21 .6)
who is alleged to have grouped fifty merchant borrowers together in a partnership
before lending them money, should not be seen as the norm. Quite the reverse. The
number fifty is a round number, chosen for effect rather than verisimilitude, and is used
by Plutarch to illustrate Cato's excessive and extraordinary zeal in moneymaking. The
other piece of key evidence adduced, a ruling preserved in the Digest on a bottomry loan
(22.2.6), is misunderstood by Rathbone. The attempt by the lender to claim security
in goods financed by other lenders on other ships does not reflect the existence of a
partnership (and no partners are mentioned). The point is that the borrowing merchant
had spread his risks by sending his goods on different ships financed by different
lenders. Now, the present lender had claimed what remained after repayment of these
other loans as an additional security. When the cargo offered as primary security to
him was lost, he tried to reclaim his money by arguing that the loss of the cargo,
in effect, only amounted to a diminution of its value and that the borrower therefore
had to make up the shortfall from the other pledged securities. This, however, was
rejected by the jurisprudents since the cargo had been lost under the terms of the sea
loan and the risk accordingly rested wholly with the lender. Neither of the bottomry
loans attested in the papyri, incidentally, support Rathbone's view. That involving the
partnership of four merchants only represented a very modest concentration of capital,
while the enormous, and exceptional, wealth implied by the document concerning
the commercial trip to India only involved one lender and one borrower. It is not an
important distinction that some Roman financiers ofbottomry loans had representatives
travelling with the lenders; that practice remained common also in the Middle Ages
and in the Indian Ocean trade before the joint stock companies.

' The last point merits emphasis since it is often wrongly claimed that van Leur denied
the structural importance of big financier merchants (cf. his analysis 1955: 191-227).
See Colin 2000 for a discussion of sedentary and travelling merchants in the Roman
world.

See Gamsey 1976; see Wallace-Hadrill 1991 for some of the best contributions. See
further D'Arms 1981; Picket 1983 and 1984; and Schleich 1983 and
D'Arms 1981.
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wealth in the composition of elite incomes. In fact, the dominant
trend within Indian studies has been going in the exact opposite
direction. Here most scholars have been keen to downplay the
extent of involvement by the vast households of the political elite
in commercial activities. They prefer to portray it as a marginal
phenomenon precisely in order to assert the vitality, strength and
potential modernity of the traders of pre-colonial India. '26 That
is a curious contrast in the strategies of argumentation. The same
phenomenon is ascribed the opposite meaning within each field
of scholarship in order to make similar claims about the relative
modernity of commercial life. The contrast cannot be explained
merely as a reflection of a real difference between the worlds of
the Roman and Mughal lords. In neither empire does the evidence
permit a sufficiently solid and detailed reconstruction of the phe-
nomenon to enable such precise comparison. The contrast, in short,
is a product of different historiographical traditions.

This is an indication that the terms of the discussion are
wrong. Occasional aristocratic commercial investments. the extent

of which must in any case be supposed to have varied signif-
icantly with the opportunities offered by widely different local
circumstances, do not represent a departure from the general
shape of the bazaar. '27 Indeed, the great concentration of eco-
nomic resources in the hands of the aristocracies in each empire
makes some level of involvement almost inevitable. Wealth on a

scale implied by the cargo from Muziris could be mustered by
only few men within the Roman Empire; and of those, the over-
whelming majority will have belonged to the political elite. In
the archive of the Sulpicii freedmen bankers, one can actually
observe a trickle-down of wealth from the imperial household into
the business community of the harbour city of Puteoli. '28 On the
other hand, the Indian comparison may serve as a warning against
exaggerating the level of aristocratic dominance within the com-
mercial life of the Empire. The Muziris cargo, after all, cannot

I2(' Chatterjee 1996, chapter 3 contra Blake 1991: 117-118.
27 See Bayly 1983: 391-393 for the ability of the bazaar to absorb the involvement of the

political elite.
128 E.g. TPSulp. 49, 6^, 69; Camodeca 2003. See Rathbone 2003: 219-223 for the almost

certain elite context of the Muziris cargo.
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easily be taken as representative of trade in general. The sheer
concentration of monetary value represented by this transaction
necessarily implies that there would have been very few of these
in any given year. Even so, some very wealthy merchants, rather
than landed aristocrats, are likely to have existed in the centres
for the richest and busiest trades. One thinks of the small group
of merchant princes known from Palmyra. Below these heights
there would have been many more operating at a relative distance
from the households of the political elite. I29 The same banker's
archive which shows money finding its way into business from the
emperor's patrimony, also indicates the existence of a commercial
community by no means generally dominated by aristocratic mas-
ters. 130 The most likely scenario, therefore, would see aristocratic
investments going into commercial activities next to those con-

dueled by various more independent groups consisting of richer
merchants and financiers - the majority of whom would have been
of middling wealth. '3' Such involvement, in fact, blends in rather
well with the commercial patterns of uncertainty and opportunistic
distortions by local monopoly groups established in Chapter 3. 132
Merchants and commercial ventures of the great Roman house-
holds would have been able to exploit the political muscle of the
supporting aristocrat to gain special advantages. They might, for
instance, have been more difficult to tax than their competitors
who lacked the support of a grandee; or they might have found it
easier momentarily to corner a specific line of trade by mobilising

129 Some inscriptional examples of very rich and merely wealthy merchants: CIL VI,
29722; X, 1872; XIII, 1942, 1954, '96o, 2448; XIV, 4142, 4620-4622 (possibly);
A£ 1973, 646. D'Arms 1981, 140-148 recognised that for a large number among
the wealthiest freedmen, the so-called seviri Augustales, it was not possible to claim
aristocratic backing, Abramenko 1993 takes this too far; it is inconceivable that hardly
any freedmen Augustales would have owed their privileged position to their connec-
tion with an aristocratic household. These households were the major slave owners,
therefore also the main manumitters in Roman society and potentially provided slaves
with better opportunities for enrichment.

130 E. g. TPSulp. 13-14, 53, 78, 8o. See the balanced treatment of Camodeca 2003 (the
Sulpicii, for instance, may have had some distant connections to one of the great aristo-
cratic families, but as we meet them, they seem to have been operating independently).

131 See also Andreau 1999, chapter 6 for a discussion of such intermeciiary groups of
independent entrepreneurs and financiers.

132 See Prakash 1985: 29-34 and 232-234 and Ali 1997, chapter 6 for Mughal nobles
using their political muscle to .gain from trade.
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the great political and financial power of the noble household to
achieve their end. 133

Thus far the basic structure of trading capital in the Roman world
appears to correspond with our image of the househo\d-commenda
pattern of the bazaar with many individual actors, fragmentation
of capital and a restricted layer of richer financiers. In terms of
financial services, however, the Roman system does not appear to
have developed quite the same array of instruments as existed in
the bazaars of Mughal India. The availability of forms of insur-
ance was greater in India. But in particular the Indian merchant
had access as a matter of routine to an institutionalised system
of bills of exchange and cheques known as hundis. These were
negotiable, in principle. In practice many obstacles reduced the
extent to which this was the case. The most important function
of the hundi was to enable cash-free paper transfers of money
between localities. 134 Along the most frequented trading routes the
hundi-system operated quite well. Roman bankers and money
lenders never established so routinely institutionalised a system
as this. I35

Nonetheless, the contrast can be exaggerated. Our sources for
Roman banking operations leave many gaps. Much is simply
unknown about the detailed activities of Roman bankers. But

from more recent research it is becoming increasingly clear that
bankers may have been of greater service to traders than is often
thought. 13 For instance, payment not infrequently happened via
a bank account. Thus traders were able, though absent, to receive
and effect payment through their bank representative. Giro trans-
fers are also a possibility one should not dismiss out of hand.
Many banks seem to have been local, but some bankers had cor-
respondents or branches outside their home base which enabled
them to conduct credit and money transactions across geographical
locations without necessarily having physically to move coin. 137

. 33 C. 77i. XIII. I, 5, 7, 15, 2i. Whittaker 1993. chapter 12.
134 Haider 1997: 185-189; Habib 1972.
35 De Ligt 2002, though he much exaggerates the capacity of the Mughal system, cf.

Richards 1981.
13 Contra Biirge 1987 and Finley 198511: 141. Andreau 1987 is fundamental.
137 The insistence by Rathbone 2003 and Harris 2006 on the importance of various kinds

of non-cash transfers in the Roman economy is surely correct. But their observations
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Finally the evidence from Roman Egypt, recently treated by Hider-
ato, deserves mentioning. A fair number of papyri document the
use of a sort of non-negotiable bill of exchange or cheque, a so-
called epitheke, to create short-term credit and effect paper trans-
fers of money between different locations in the province. 138 It
would be rash to elevate this into a widely used system of bills
of exchange. However, it does remind us that we risk underesti-
mating the intercity transfer of money by credit instruments in the
Roman world. Though clearly unable to match the Indian hundi,
the Roman financial instruments do not belong on an entirely dif-
ferent planet. Perhaps they are better viewed as an earlier example
of a system which gradually reached maturity and became more
institutionalised during the Middle Ages and early modem period
across Eurasia. '39

Compartmentalised networks of trade

This chapter has focused on the social relationships of Roman
traders, in particular those shaped by the household and commu-
nal associations. The aim has been to demonstrate how the com-

mercial order depended on the ability of its members to form ties
of community. These, both inside or outside the household, were
of crucial importance to the success of the individual merchant.
Wherever he went, the merchant would try to use his personal net-
work in order to safeguard and promote his interests. A business
letter, dating to second- or third-century Roman Egypt, illustrates
the point:

Ammon to Dionysius his brother, greetings... Provided you know that we could
find a letter of credit at your place in order to pay the money there, I am willing
to come to you to pay the wool. I think the other dyers, too, will go there for
this purpose. When they come, please deal with them on my behalf and write
(and tell me) which one you want me to remit the money to. Many salutations
from your mother Plousias and your sister Hermione and Amoitas your father

COMMUNITY

and Pathermuthis your brother and Pallas. Salutations to the father from myself
and the aforesaid. We pray for the health of yourself and all your household all
your life long. '40

A dyer, Ammon, contacts his business partner living in a differ-
ent location about possibly travelling to the latter's place to buy
wool. However, to do so, he needs to know whether he would

be able to obtain an epitheke, the Egyptian letter of credit, with
which to make payment. Furthermore, Ammon requires his partner
Dionysius to handle his dealings with other dyers coming to the
market and inform him to whom he needs to transfer money. Thus
we see Ammon mobilising his personal connections to forward
his business venture in another place. Without such connections,
he would not be able to conduct business there, or only at much
greater risk. Note, therefore, how the relations with the partner are
invested with greater and more enduring meaning by the use of
affectionate metaphors to create a sense of family, even though the
two were not "brothers", strictly speaking.

Personal contacts, or clientelisation as Geertz called it, were
all-important in the world of the bazaar. They helped to shelter the
merchant in an uncertain and risky market environment. But such
contacts worked through exclusion as well as inclusion. Traders
outside the social network of personal contacts were at a disad-
vantage or even excluded. In economic terms, the various personal
and communal networks served to lower the transaction costs of

insiders while creating higher barriers to entry in the market by
outsiders. Thus communal ties and clientelisation operated to turn
the uncertainties and risks of the bazaar to the advantage of the
traders by reinforcing the fragmentation of business. The result
was a tendency towards the compartmentalisation of commerce.
Trade would often have been conducted within relatively closed
circles and goods would regularly move in separate or parallel
channels. 14

need to be balanced by the evidence which suggests a more limited role, cf. de Ligt
2002. For some cautious observations, see Andreau 1987, chapter 18; Andreau 1999:
42-44; Bogaert 2000; Camodeca 2003.

138 Hiderato 1999-2000 developing Preisigke 1910.
139 Van Leur 1955: 71-73; Abu-Lughod 1989; and Goody 1996, chapters 2 and 3.
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140 P. Oxy. Hels. 48 (trans. the editors). Hiderato 1999-2000: 94-95 treats the letter in
relation to epitheke.

141 Greif 1993. Cf. Geertz 1979.
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This is a phenomenon which can sometimes be documented to
a surprising extent from the archaeological record. *42 Italian terra
sigillata, that is mould-made and stamped red-slip pottery from
the late Republic and early Empire, may serve as illustration. Sur-
viving in substantial quantities, enjoying a wide distribution and
with finds having recently been collected in a database of more
than 35, 000 entries, the distribution patterns of this type of pottery
can be examined in unusual detail and enable us to go beyond the
merely impressionistic. 143 The evidence points to the importance
of different networks for the distribution of the products of differ-
ent potters and production centres. A good example is provided by
two of the larger manufacturers of Italian terra sigillata, P. Cor-
nelius and L. Gellius. Both enjoyed a roughly equal distribution in
Italy. The products of Cornelius, however, were exported in much
greater quantities to Spain and Morocco, whereas Gellius figures
far more prominently in north Italy and along the Danube. I44 Like-
wise, the products bearing the stamp of MURRIUS, a potter ten-
tatively located in Pisa, are found particularly in Narbonese Gaiil,
Hispania Tarraconensis and Africa Proconsularis. By contrast, the
contemporary Pisan products ofCn. Ateius Euhodus also find their
way in substantial numbers to the provinces of Germania Inferior
and Superior. 14-5 Euhodus was one of a number of Ateii potters,
most of them Pisa-based. Together they make up one of the most
prolific groups of producers. Yet their products are not particu-
larly prominent on Italian sites whereas they seem to have been
exported in large quantities, not least to the Gennanic provinces.
This points to a more general difference between productions in
Pisa and Arezzo further inland. The former seem to have been

part of a commercial network focused on the north-west Meditcr-
ranean littoral, the Gauls and the Gennanies. Arretine products, on
the other hand, dominated the Italian scene, but were also exported,

142 See Reynolds 1995: 139 and Lund 1999 for some examples of the cellular movemeiit
of goods. Bounegru 2006: 86-88 indicates different domains for different Roman
commercial groups in the Danubian and Pontic area.

143 Kenrick 2000. 144 Kenrick 2000:46-49.
145 See Kenrick 2000 for statistics for potter 292 (Ateius Euhodus) and 1202 (Murriii.s).

However, even with [43 and 122 attested finds respectively, the level of statistical
uncertainty in the analysis of individual potters is still quite high. A single big fi nil
could influence the overall shape of distribution patterns significantly.

288

COMMUNITY

presumably via different channels, to a large number of provincial
locations. '46

In the case of the Pisan productions, the legions stationed on
the northern frontier will have been an important market. Simi-
larly closed and separate circuits of supply have been suggested in
relation to deliveries made of Spanish olive oil to the Rhine army
and as a model more generally for how military units procured
their supplies. 147 In the analysis presented here, such activities
need not necessarily be taken as anomalous, state-induced devia-
tions from proper markets. As strategies they were not exclusive
to the state. '48 Rather, they blend well into the broad weave of
personalised ties and social networks which have been described
as crucial for the functioning of trade in general. In a bazaar envi-
ronment, lacking the institutional supports developed by capital-
ism, the use of such strategies was an expression of how markets
worked.

146 The difference, therefore, cannot simply be explained in terms of geography and the
easier transport afforded by the location of Pi.sa much closer to the sea. Arretine
products also travelled widely. Geography and social networks interacted to pro-
duce specific patterns. That phenomenon has also been documented for the distri-
button of the various provincial productions of sigillata in the Gauls and Germa-
nies of the second and third centuries AD, see Rapsaet 1987 and Rapsaet-CharIier
1988.

147 Remesal-Rodn'guez 1997 (though the evidential base is weak; the numbers are too
small to make the statistical analysis certain) and Whittaker l994a: 104-113.

148 Cf. Lo Cascio 2006 insisting that the state was not simply standing outside "the
market . As the biggest landowner, it would have engaged in markets as one, albeit
very powerful, seller of agricultural produce among others.
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A French missionary who had viewed these palaces found "it incredible how
rich this sovereign [i. e. the Chinese emperor] is in curiosities and magnificent
objects of all kinds from the Occident". Yet the foreign treasures were only part
of an assemblage that aimed to make the imperial retreats complete with every
imaginable creation of nature as well as humanity. As Granet says, even things
that no collector could find nevertheless figured there, sculpted or drawn: it was
a universal collection of "evocative singularities". Such diversity was directly
linked to the ruler's power.

Marshall Sahlins, Cosmologies of Capitalism, p. 432

Here is brought from every land and sea all the crops of the seasons and the
produce of each land, river, lake, as well as of the arts of the Hellenes and

barbarians, so that if someone should wish to view all these things, he must either
see them by travelling over the whole world or be in this city [Rome]. It cannot
be otherwise than that there always be here an abundance of all that grows and is
manufactured among each people. .. Whatever one does not see here neither did
nor does exist.

Aelius Aristeides, To Rome, Or. XXVI, 11-13'

The blatant flattery and undisguised hyperbole of the second-
century Greek orator, Aelius Aristeides' eulogy to Rome and
her Empire jar with modem sentiments. Students of the Roman
world are now increasingly convinced that Aristeides could not
in earnest have subscribed to his rosy image of empire. They
have started searching for chinks in the rhetorical armour of the
Greek master: anything to suggest the resistance of a cultured
Hellene to his Roman oppressors. 2 Nonetheless, to generations of
Roman historians the image conveyed by Aristeides' speech has
come to embody their view of the second-century Empire. 3 The

Translation adopted from Charles Behr (Aristeides, The Complete Works, vol. II, 1981)
and J. H. Oliver (1953).

2 See Swain 1996: chapter 8 for a balanced discussion of Aristeides.
3 Schiavone 2000, chapters I and 2 draws attention to the central place of Aristeides'

speech in Roman historiography.
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Aristeidean paradigm, so to speak, reached its fullest fruition in
the work of Rostovtzeff, for whom it was the story of the creation
of a liberal, enlightened monarchy that unified the Mediterranean
into one vast economic space - a world market and cosmopoli-
tan bourgeois, capitalist society. Rostovtzeff's construction was
a fragile one. Even in his own analysis the bourgeois order was
constantly threatened by collapse into oppressive and destructive
despotism. Our notion of empire has been caught up in this duality.
A 'primitivist' conception focuses on the exploitative and preda-
tory character of empire. 4 'Modernists', on the other hand, have
conjured up a sort of ideal Smithian market economy.5

Both dimensions in our image of empire are, in fact, present in
Aristeides' speech. If the Roman Empire appears as an agent of
economic integration, it is not exactly in the liberal, laissez-faire
sense, which Rostovtzeff envisaged. It is rather as the omnipotent
commander of the world's resources. The city of Rome is pre-
sented as an irresistible magnet gathering all the globe's variety in
the imperial centre. If it is not to be found there, it does not exist,
as Aristeides hyperbolically claims. This is Rome as ruler of the
oecumene, a universal empire commanding, collecting and con-
suming the world's diversity. Such is the Empire's resourcefulness
and strength that whole regions are laid bare by its demands. In
one ot'Aristeides' oratorical flourishes, the Arabs are depicted as
having to travel to Rome and beg for incense should they wish to
enjoy a share of that luxurious product of their own country. 6 In the
universe of the Greek orator market trade becomes an expression
of imperial submission and tributary obligations. The character of
Roman trade is Janus-faced. Both aspects of the imperial experi-
ence, greater flow of resources and exploitative command, must
be accommodated within the same framework in order to achieve

a satisfactory understanding of markets, trade and the economy of
the Roman Empire.

4 See Finley 198511: 182-183 for instance emphasising pure exploitation in response to
Keith Hopkins' taxes-and-trade model.

5 See Persson 1988, chapter 5 for an interesting example of an economist suggesting
parallels between Rome and the later integration of the European economy.

6 A different variation of this ideological theme is developed in Pliny's Panegyric to Trajan
29-32. There it appears in the claim that even Egypt has come to depend on Rome for
its grain. The flow of economic resources is perceived within a context of tribute.
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It has been the aim of this study to construct such a framework -
not, however, in the form of a simple middling compromise. A
portrait of the Roman world as either a "tailed" version of moder-
nity or an agrarian economy approaching modernisation would
be entirely unsatisfactory. Either of these unconvincing alterna-
tives would leave us with an unattractive conglomerate, neither
this nor that, and would fail to bring us past the current dead-
lock in the debate about the Roman economy in general and trade
in particular. We need to rid our discussions of the implicit and
sometimes explicit modernisation narrative undergirding much of
the current disagreement. To escape our conceptual impasse we
need to turn to comparative history, and what is more, a kind of
comparative history which has never before been attempted. We
need to identify different analytical contexts which resemble the
Roman situation more closely than the early modem European
world that is normally used as point of reference (cf. Chapter i).
Mughal India is one such possibility. Other pre-industrial empires
would lend themselves to the same exercise. But the historiog-
raphy of the Indo-Muslim empire is particularly well suited to
our purposes. The image of the Great Mughals presiding over a
vast and expanding empire based on the floodplains of India has
many features in common with the way Roman hegemony has
been understood. However, whereas the liberal, benevolent con-

ception of Rome has been slow to die, Mughal studies have had to
struggle with an equally persistent hardcore vision of an exploita-
tive, Oriental despotism. The notion of a possible modernity has
only rarely possessed the same plausibility to Mughal historians
as it has enjoyed with students of Rome. Their task has there-
fore been slightly different. It has been a question of finding an
appropriate characterisation for a society in which a considerable
transfer of economic resources between regions takes place within
an assuredly, or at least more assuredly, non-modem context. This
has produced an understanding of trade and markets that is of use
to us.

In Chapters 2 to 5 I have attempted to use examples from
the Mughal Empire, occasionally with the inclusion of additional
material from other places, to suggest ideal-types or models for the
shape and character of markets and particularly intercity trade in
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the Roman Empire. Rather than observing Rome in the traditional
perspective of later European developments, I have been looking
at the Empire through a Mughal-Indian lens. Perhaps in the pro-
cess Rome has come to look more like seventeenth-century India
and seventeenth-century India more like Rome than was actually
the case. This may well provoke some classicists and historians
of India alike. It is a widespread misperception that the individual
characteristics of a particular culture are always to be considered
paramount. But cross-cultural similarities should not a priori be
seen as any less real than differences. Differences and similarities
must be handled pragmatically. Whether to emphasise one or the
other depends on our questions and the problems we examine.
The first chapter argued that, in spite of the obvious cultural con-
trasts, the political economy of the Roman and Mughal as well as a
number of other tributary empires differed in the same fundamen-
tal way from the developing world/state system of early modern
Europe.

This shared difference in the political economy of the two
empires has been made the basis of the analysis. Comparisons
with Mughal India have enabled the identification of a number of
key processes, developments and characteristics which similarly
shaped the economy of the Roman Empire in important ways. This
is not to deny that there were important differences between the
Indo-Muslim and Greco-Roman worlds. There obviously were.
But it suggests that in relation to the fundamental economic pro-
cesses examined here, such differences are better treated as fac-

tors creating variations in the common pattern rather than as the
foundations of entirely different social systems. Greco-Roman as
well as Indo-Muslim civilisation have, in other words, not been

individually reified as absolute, all defining entities, but rather
treated as similar kinds of imperial high culture which developed
in response to a shared condition - a social technology designed
or employed to handle related problems arising out of the need to
mobilise the surplus of the peasant masses.7

In Chapter 2, the Mughal parallel suggested that the economic
impact of the Roman Empire should be seen both in terms of elite

7 See Gellner l988b for such an approach, using the term agro-literate society.
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building and taxation. When that is done, it becomes clear that
the economic integration created by the formation of empire in
the Mediterranean happened as a consequence of tribute extrac-
tion. It was not a market-driven process, Ricardo- style, based on a
steadily deepening interregional division of labour. A hypothetical
quantitative model helped to demonstrate that there could hardly
have been room for such a development. The existence of a world
empire, to borrow Wallerstein's term, did not so much prevent
economic integration per se as create a different interregional flow
of the limited agricultural surplus. The function of the market
was here rather that of serving as a transformer of the politically
extracted agricultural surplus. In that role market trade greatly
facilitated the capacity of the political elite to consume the surplus
outside its production area.

The second part of the study, "Imperial Bazaar", examined how
this different function ofMughal and Roman traders alike affected
the shape of the market world in institutional terms. A key con-
cept was the organisational capacity of merchants. Neither Mughal
nor Roman traders acquired as solid and influential a position in
the political order of their respective societies as early modem
European traders did. The consequences of this were brought out
in Chapter 3 by an analysis of the clash of European and Indian
trading institutions that occurred within the Mughal Empire. The
more limited social power of Indian merchants made for a lesser
ability, on average, to integrate markets. Individual markets in the
Mughal Empire were therefore more prone to violent short-term
fluctuations and were characterised by considerable fragmenta-
tion. It was a less predictable trading environment than gradually
began to emerge in the Dutch and later British-led European world-
system. This model was tested, to the extent that was possible, with
positive results on Roman material, including price series from the
province of Egypt. From here the parallel with Mughal India was
expanded to include consideration of the ability of the imperial
apparatus to homogenise coinage, laws and measures. Often the
Roman Empire has been seen as creating an institutionally uni-
fiecl economic space in the lands surrounding the Mediterranean.
The Mughal comparison helped bring out the clear limits to what
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was achieved by the tributary empires on that account. Though a
homogenising influence, the trading world of the Roman Empire
remained steeped in local and regional practices.

The many local variations and irregularities, however, must not
be mistaken for complete chaos and fragmentation. Instead Mughal
India suggests that the merchants developed a market form with a
particular shape of its own. It is normally referred to as the bazaar.
But it is not the "castrated" phenomenon, sidelined by modem
developments, of petty retailers we meet as tourists in poor Mid-
die Eastern countries today. These are only the sad remains of a
formerly vibrant commercial universe. The larger bazaars of the
agrarianate world included long-distance trade, wholesalers, bro-
kers, auctions and specialised money lenders. However, if modem
capitalist markets have been characterised by a drive to integrate
separate markets, stabilise and homogenise trading conditions,
increase security and reduce irregularities of trade, the bazaar oper-
ated at a more modest level of ambition. Its ability to transform the
commercial environment and provide more generally stable condi-
tions was much less. But, as argued by Clifford Geertz, the bazaar
merchant was not reduced thereby to the level of a powerless vic-
tim of irregularity. Instead he developed strategies to manage or
possibly even take advantage of the situation. The bazaar was a
world of many impenetrable, tightly knit groups seeking to profit
from local, most often short-term, monopolies. The much dis-
cussed famine in Antioch during the visit of the emperor Julian
presents us with precisely this form of commercial speculation.
The chapter therefore concluded by suggesting the bazaar as a
general model for the workings of Roman commercial life.

The mechanisms and strategies developed by the bazaar mer-
chants in the face of irregularity were explored further in the two
following chapters. Chapter 4 examined the relationship between
bazaar and state through the process of customs collection. On
the basis of the Mughal comparison it was portrayed as a balance
of power. In spite of the customs collector's proverbial abusive-
ness, the ability of merchants to go elsewhere did impose some
limits on his exactions. Though far from satisfying modem notions
of security this balance of power did provide a fragile order that
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enabled trade to take place. If the imperial state did not provide the
level of guarantees offered by the bourgeois state, the merchants of
the bazaar compensated by developing private forms of order and
organisation. This was treated in Chapter 5, which explored com-
munity building and social networks among the merchants in the
bazaar. The focus was on communal structures and the household.
By comparing Indian caste with Roman collegia it was suggested
that a significant economic role underlay the often-noticed pre-
dominantly socio-religious character of Roman professional asso-
ciations. Those associations were important in creating or support-
ing structures of community among the merchants; social norms
were disseminated, private judicial arbitration and credit possibly
made available. The household, too, was an important source of
social support. It provided the basis of commercial capital and fitted
into a hierarchical pattern of commenda-style financing. However,
by fostering clientelisation, to use Geertz' expression, both sets of
institutions reinforced the fragmented shape of the bazaar. They
benefited insiders while making it very difficult for outsiders to
penetrate markets. This would have created a tendency for goods
to be channelled into compartmentalised and separate circuits of
distribution.

This study has aimed to provide a different context for our under-
standing of market trade in the Roman Empire. The prolonged
battle of the modernists and primitivists has tended to descend
into a quarrel over quantities: much or little, important or unim-
portant? This is beside the point. Clearly large quantities of goods
did move about in the Roman Mediterranean and markets served

an important function in the empire. But the aristocratic and trib-
utary order had very different needs from capitalism. Those needs
fashioned the shape of the world of market trade in a particular
way and promoted distinct commercial patterns which differed
from the evolving capitalism of early modem Europe in signifi-
cant ways. Roman trade was not bourgeois or capitalist. It took the
form of market exchange characteristic of the civilised societies
of the agrarian world: the bazaar.

The bazaar, however, does not only represent a particular way of
organising trade. Institutions have been the focus of this study. But
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the concept of the bazaar is far from exhausted by that approach. It
can be developed in other directions, too. In the popular perception
the bazaar is primarily a world of a bewildering variety of exotic
rarities and enticing luxuries, a universe speaking to and stimulat-
ing the senses through fine, expensive cloths, delicate handcraft
and aromatic, colourful spices. That reputation is well earned and
is closely connected with sumptuous forms of imperial expendi-
ture. The dominance in societies such as the Roman and Mughal
of consumption by the patrimonial households of the landed elite
and the emperor had more than institutional effects on the imperial
bazaar. It also shaped the world of goods in fundamental ways.

It is often stated that only with the advent of capitalism did
trade across longer distances in ordinary commodities, staple
goods that is, become important;8 in the preceding aristocratic
world, trade was only a question of luxuries. Outside the Euro-
pean Middle Ages, though even here there are grounds for hes-
itation, this view is in need of substantial revision. Both the

Roman Empire and Mughal India knew large flows of staple
goods - not, however, of the generalised production and market-
ing of goods aimed at the expanding mass-market of the middle
classes that came to fruition during the seventeenth and particu-
lariy eighteenth centuries in, for example, Holland and England.9
But the consumption of elite income and imperial tribute did
intensify patterns of urbanisation and increase demand for sta-
pie goods. The Mughal and Roman emperor or grandee were in
public view, their power constantly displayed in lavish expendi-
ture on pageantry, public buildings (temples, markets etc. ), private
"palaces" and large numbers of servants and retainers to provide

Israel 1989 attempts to counter the exclusive focus on staple goods in many descriptions
of Dutch capitalism.

9 Described by McKendrick, Brewer and Plumb 1982. See KIoft 1996 and Morley 2007:
39-4& for a discussion of ancient forms of consumption. Yet, while it is important not to
write ancient luxury consumption off as a trivial economic phenomenon, we still need
concepts to distinguish different cultures of consumption, instead of simply elevating
modern middle-class consumption to the universal model. Pomeranz 2000, chapter 3, for
instance, finds greater similarity between early modern Chinese and European patterns of
consumption, with India having a much steeper hierarchy of consumers. However, with
the consolidation of the Ch'in dynasty, the Chinese pattern becomes more "imperial",
less egalitarian and "bourgeois".
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a suitable backdrop for the grand spectacle of aristocratic life. 10 If
the vision of empire claimed command of the world's diversity that,
too, included the availability of men and women in abundance -
as servants, craftsmen, entertainers, producers or just audience.
All this increased the size of urban populations. The top end of the
urban hierarchy, in particular, saw the creation of some very big
conurbations swelled by the enormous expenditure of the emperor
and leading aristocrats. The luxury of imperial culture necessitated
the mobilisation of large urban populations to serve its needs and
hence created a demand for substantial staple imports to the impe-
rial capitals and some other cities that had outgrown the production
capacity of their hinterlands. ' '

The ideal of universal empire was acted out in the lifestyle of the
emperor, closely emulated by the different strata of the landed elites
to the best of their varying financial capacities. Around the imperial
court and the great households of the leading nobles an extremely
elaborate culture of luxurious consumption evolved. It was based
on abundance and artistic refinement in art, handicrafts and haute

cuisine, not to mention love-making and eroticism as well as philo-
sophical reasoning. Of course there were differences in emphasis
between the two courtly cultures. Not every register was played to
the same extent or in the same way. The art of calligraphy, as any
visitor to the Taj Mahal will testify, was far more important to the
Muslim Mughals than to Roman emperors who on the other hand
promoted human sculpture to a much larger extent, to the benefit
of later European museums. But both cultures set great store by the
availability of the most valuable, prized and exotic luxuries such
as precious stones and metals, expensive colours, rare materials,

See Blake 1991 on Mughal courtly consumption. Friedlander 1921-3 passim pio-
neered the study of Roman styles of consumption, e. g. vol. I: 33-35; vol. 2, chap. xi,
and attempted to sever it from the realm of moralistic condemnation and fantasy. An
important point of his was that modern capitalist consumption had exceeded Roman.
Veyne l976b is the classic treatment of public munificence in the Hellenistic and Roman
worlds. For modem analyses, see Gamsey 1994, chapters 8-9 (food); Toner 1995
(leisure); Edwards and Woolf 2003 (the various aspects of imperial Rome). Weeber
2003; 2006 is a useful, but mainly descriptive, survey of Roman luxury consumption.

'' See Habib & Raychaudhuri [982: 170-171 and Richards 19930: 28 on the main Mughal
cities and strongholds. On Mughal urban hierarchies and revenue flows: Moosvi 1987,
chapters 12-13; Blake [987; Richards 1987 (contributions of Blake and Richards); on
Roman: Woolf 1997.
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animals and spices frequently imported from afar and even beyond
the confines of the empires. '2 Palmyrene grave goods provide
ample documentation for the import of Chinese silks into the
Roman Empire via India. Spices and incense were other products
which the Romans imported from the East. 13

The notion of the marvellous and the singular was central to this
kind of consumption. Monarchs and aristocrats delighted in the
presentation of wonderful and sensational specimens of animals
and objects. Scattered across the memoirs of the Mughal emperor
Jahangir are many expressions of satisfaction prompted by the
reception of such objects:

This day Dilawar Khan's son came from Patan. . . and paid homage, presenting a
Kachhi horse. It was extremely well formed and easy to ride. No horse this good
had been presented since I came to Gujarat... On this day my son Shahjahan
showed me a pomegranate and a quince he had been brought from Farahabad.
Until now nothing this big had ever been seen. '4

Ostentatious expenditure by the aristocrat was meant to impress
and to dazzle not only the common folk but also, and more impor-
tantly, his peers. Roman and Mughal nobles joined in competi-
tion over who could stage the most impressive, surprising and
extraordinary displays. The fashions of luxury were driven by the
agonistic impulse of the political elite. Occasionally one would
see attempts to curb this competitive urge to consume. Sumptu-
ary laws and moralising discourse, harping on the corruption of
manners or the frenzy of fashion and teaching personal restraint,
served intermittently to reinforce cohesion among the aristocra-
cies and to protect their members from committing financial sui-
cide in a kind of gigantic imperial potlatch. True nobility, that
was the message, depended on more than the mere ability to
spend. '5

Dalby 2000: I aptly notes that "a geography of luxury runs though the literature of
imperial Rome". Unfortunately his book is mainly descriptive rather than analytical, a
catalogue of ancient literary references.

13 Schmidt-Colinet, Stauffer and AI-As'ad 2000.

14 The Jahangirnama, trans. Wheeler M. Thackston, Oxford, 1999, p. 251. Phlegon's
Book of Man'els (conveniently translated by William Hansen, Exeter, 1996) is a good
example of Greco-Roman fascination with the strange and extraordinary.

15 On these aspects of elite consumption, see Edwards 1993, in particular chapter 5.
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Since Sombart wrote his now classic work on Luxury and Cap-
italism, it has become customary to see modem middle-class con-
sumption as emerging out of the tension between the democratic
force of fashion and the rearguard actions of aristocratic groups
trying to limit competition by making key status markers their
legal preserve. As the Middle Ages gave way to the early modem
era in Europe, old styles of aristocratic living became obsolete.
Where feudal nobles had gloried in the size of their retinues, early
modem elites placed a growing emphasis on refinement in hous-
ing, dining and courtship. At the end of this process, aristocratic
privilege gave way to bourgeois spending. Consumption became
increasingly shaped by the middle classes and access to the mar-
ket. 16 In theoretical terms, this represented a shift in the culture of
consumption from a coupon- to a fashion-regulated system. Access
to prestige goods was not reserved to groups with particular privi-
leges and entitlements (coupons). Instead the ability to follow the
changing dictates of fashion came to define high status. 17

However, there is a danger of imposing too teleological a view
on these developments. While the rule of fashion may in some
contexts serve to break down established hierarchies and widen

participation to include broader groups, there is nothing inevitable
or automatic about this outcome, not even in the European context.
The possession of vast retinues remained central to the Roman and
Mughal nobles as they diversified their habits of consumption.
The dichotomy of stable coupon and dynamic fashion systems
seems too crude to do justice to the Roman and Mughal experi-
ence. Both imperial societies were far too complex and dynamic
to rely primarily on law and established convention to regulate

This view of the history of European consumption was anticipated by Ferguson in his
Essay on the History of Civil Society of 1767, part sixth, section III (1995: 238-241).

17 Cf. Appadurai 1986: 32. But as his own discussion, pp. 23-41, indicates, the operation
of fashion does not necessarily undermine aristocratic dominance. The polar distinction
between coupon and fashion may usefully capture the difference between many simple
societies known from anthropology and modem consumption; it is less well suited to
understand differences between complex agrarian, or as I prefer to call them, agrarianate,
societies.

18 Horace, Serm. 1, 100-130, by literary conceit, considered himself fortunate that he was
sufficiently unimportant to be able to travel without a huge retinue. Yet, Horace, the
'simple-Iiving' poet of high equestrian substance, still took his modest meal served
by three(!) slaves. See Blake 1991, chapters 2-4 on the importance of the great noble
households in the Mughal Empire.

300

EPILEGOMENA: TAKING STOCK - THE WORLD OF GOODS

aristocratic entitlement to prestige goods, though they did that too.
Their aristocracies mobilised markets successfully to obtain access
to a widened range of luxuries to adorn their dwellings and grace
their ambience. The elaboration of the culture of consumption did
not, in their cases, lead to any notable middle-class challenges
to their hegemony. It is true that Roman satirists never seem to
tire of lampooning the unworthy upstart. Pride of place is taken
by Petronius' famous literary portrait of the stupendously wealthy
freedman Trimalchio who, in spite of his riches, fails miserably
to win respect in the eyes of the aristocratic readership; his social
pretensions are held up to ridicule and terminate in farce. But, as
Paul Veyne argued long ago, the fleeting class of freedmen could
hardly represent a serious social challenge to the Roman elite. 9 It
did, however, provide a convenient target of scorn against which to
reaffirm elite identity. There is nothing intrinsically "democratic"
about fashion-driven consumerism. The Roman and Mughal ver-
sion served, rather, to consolidate the position of the imperial aris-
tocracies and increase the hierarchical gradient in society. Adam
Ferguson, one of the Scottish Enlightenment philosophers, under-
stood clearly that the emerging commercial society of his own day
was something different from the Roman past. "The manners of
the imperial court, and the conduct of succeeding Emperors will
scarcely gain credit with those who estimate probabilities from the
standard of modem times", he commented of Rome.

Here again the bazaar, with its emphasis on the irregular, seems
a useful prism through which to observe the imperial styles of
consumption rather than treating them in an analytical framework
derived from the emerging middle-class consumer revolution of
the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One aspect
of the repertoire of goods in the bazaar is the relatively low degree
of standardisation. But merchants could also turn this characteris-

tie into a virtue by stressing the unique properties and particular
quality of their products. That enabled them to respond to and

19 Veyne 1961. Cf. Nicolet 1980 on the lack of a middle-class "challenge" to the Roman
aristocracy.

20 See Qaisar 1967 for the steep economic hierarchy of the Mughal Empire. Gamsey
1970 remains fundamental on the intensification of social hierarchies under the Roman
imperial monarchy.

21 Ferguson 1799, vol. 5: 404 (with Pocock 2003: 410-411).
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cultivate the demand of the imperial courts and aristocracies. The
ideological principle underlying this form of consumption is neatly
captured by C. A. Bayly:

Whereas modern complexity demands the uniformity of Levis and trainers, the
archaic simplicity of everyday life demanded that great men prized difference
in goods .. . and sought to capture their qualities. Modem "positional" goods are
selt-referential to themselves and to the markets that create demand for them; the
charismatic goods of archaic globalization were embedded in ideologies which

transcended them. In one sense archaic lords and rural leaders were collectors

rather than consumers. What they did, however, was more than merely to collect
because people, objects, foods, garments and styles of deportment thus assembled
changed the substance of the collector... [the archaic lord aimed] strategically
to consume diversity. 22

The collection and consumption of exotic rarities and novel
products was, like Pliny's Historia Naturalis, a cultural manifes-
tation of the wide reach of imperial might. 23 As such this activity
formed an important part of the self-fashioning of Roman and
Mughal nobles as gentlemen and as men of power who were
free of ordinary constraints and could realise the full potential
of human life in all its aspects. 24 "Clothes maketh the man", as
the expression goes. Luxury goods were thus imbued with cer-
tain charismatic, mystical or even magical properties; they were
culturally invested with transformative capacity. Expensive spices
and other rare natural substances were regularly used in medicine,
much of it based on humoral theories of balancing bodily elements.
Equally, precious goods were used extensively in religious ritual.
The burning of incense, and other fragrant substances, was a staple
of solemn ceremony. 25

While such esoteric goods - "evocative singularities" as
Marshall Sahlins called them in the epigraph to these epilegomena

22 Bayly 2002:52-53.
23 See Beard and Henderson 2001:96-105 and chapter 4 for some observations on power

and the art of collecting in ancient Rome.

24 See Finley 1985(1, chapter 2 for the relevance of the gentlemanly ideal for ancient
economic history; Blake 1991, chapter 5 and Richards 1984 on gentlemanly aristocratic
culture in the Mughal Empire.

25 As Miller 1969, chapters 1-2, made clear, much of our evidence for the ancient spice
trade is derived from medical treatises, e. g. Galen's De Antidosis. For the central position
of humoral theories of the body to the consumption of food, drink and medication, see
further Galen, On the Properties of Foodstuff's and On the Natural Faculties II, 8.
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- facilitated the creation of public authority and the cultivation
of elevated character, they also served as a test of nobility. These
rare, often foreign and always ruinously expensive products were
surrounded by a dangerous aura; they were difficult to manage and
control. Only the truly noble character knew how to master them,
that was the claim. This belief was preached among the elites to
bolster their confidence and preserve their sense of exclusivity.
Therefore the use of prestige goods was enveloped in complex
rituals and civilisational codes. Intricate and many of them tacit,
the rules of decorum were all important: "Let no one rashly claim
as his the art of dining. "26 These words Horace, the protege of
the arbiter of taste at the Augustan court, Maecenas, with double-
edged irony put into the mouth of one of his satirical characters
who is exposed as having failed himself to grasp the true content
of what he was admonishing. Money was only a prerequisite to
participation in polite society. Exterior possession of knowledge of
the proper manners and rituals of consumption was a "give-away"
and socially inhibiting in higher circles. Horatian satire merci-
lessly exhibits the failings of the trite big spender who, for all his
display of luxuries, falls far short of the civilisational idiom and
therefore comes across as vulgar and embarrassing. A host who
bores his guests with long lectures on the splendours of the dinner
he is serving them, instead of trusting their refinement and abil-
ity to appreciate the delicacies on their own, is trying too hard to
impress.27 The secret to social success was the effortless mastery
of the art of consumption which came from an internalisation of
the proper manners, acquired through long exposure. The great
man was no mere commoner who had become rich. He was a con-

noisseur surrounding himself with all the trappings of high culture
and knowing how to put them to their proper and balanced use, the
true embodiment of their spirit. 28

HOT. Serm II, 4, 35: "nec sibi cenarum quivis temere arroget artem" (trans. Frances
Muecke, Warminster, 1993). Decorum is a key concept in Cicero's De Officiis, a manual
on the proper gentlemanly conduct. An example of a Mughal gentleman's manual is
provided by Husain 1913 (with the analysis of Blake 1991: 130-132).

27 Hor. Serm. II, 8.
28 As Veblen remarked in his Theory of the Leisure Class (1899: 47): "the gentleman must

consume freely", "of the right kind" and "in a seemly manner".
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The patterns of consumption developed by the aristocratic lead-
ers were emulated by local elites across the empires and in some
areas trickled even further down the social hierarchy. Trade in fine
food grains and fruits, Kashmir! shawls, Bengali muslins, silks

from Gujarat and other prestige goods catered to the demand of
the households of Mughal noblemen, wmindars, rural leaders and
service gentry of the small towns.29 In the Roman Empire, the
ruins of Pompeii document how the "high" styles of decoration
were emulated by middling urban households, though of course in
a modified version. 3 In the Gaulic provinces Roman-style goods,
in a limited range, also made their way to the more prominent
peasants such as village leaders.3' The dissemination, portrayed
by Paul Zanker, of imagery and styles related to the imperial court
across Roman provincial societies was perhaps, rather than the
result of propaganda, an expression of the wish by local grandees
to participate in this culture of consumption, acquire the substance
of universal hegemony. 32 As courts and aristocracies set new stan-
dards for prestige objects, the range and diversity of material cul-
ture expanded, as archaeologists will testify, in both empires.

Thus, the imperial bazaar does not only offer a different insti-
tutional context for our understanding of markets, it also opens a
window to a different world of goods, a distinct culture of con-
sumption. Under the Romans, this is what unites the marketing
of large quantities of the mould-made terracotta tableware known
as terra sigillata, one of the most common artefacts of Roman
archaeology, and the imports of spices, cloths and ivory from the
greater region of the Indian Ocean described in the Periplus Maris
Erythraei.33 As a concept, the bazaar is broad enough to accom-
modate both the peddling of small batches of ornamented, red-slip
tablewares by traders travelling with a few pack animals between
the rural fairs and numerous villages of the Roman countryside,

29 Bayly 1983, introduction and chapter l; l986b: 297-302.
30 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, chapter 7. 3I See Woolf 2001 for this suggestion.
3 See Zanker 1988 on dissemination of styles; Morley 2007: 46-49 on the importance of

imitation.

33 As a concept the bazaar allows us to steer clear of some of the modernising connotations
implied by using the modern notion of globalisation - as does Hingley 2005 - to
understand the Roman Empire. There were some significant differences between the
two processes. See Casson 1989 for the modem standard edition of the Periplus.
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and the considerably fewer merchants traversing the Middle East
and Indian Ocean to bring back each year a fairly limited num-
ber of more valuable cargoes. 34 In the latter case, the increased
demand created by the development of imperial styles ofconsump-
tion marks a conjuncture in the history of old-world long-distance
trade. It is in the Roman period that the pattern familiar from later
ages of precious metals flowing eastwards in return for Oriental
spices, incense and cloth really takes shape and matures. From
India as well as other foreign locations, these goods and many
more arrived in the Roman world, particularly through Egypt and
Syria, with Alexandria and the caravan city of Palmyra as impor-
tant commercial hubs. 35

This basic system was to endure for centuries, though the for-
tunes of individual centres fluctuated. By the sixteenth century,
Palmyra had long since slipped back into obscurity and stopped
playing any role in long-distance trade. That function was now
served by Aleppo while Cairo had eclipsed Alexandria as the
main market in Egypt. Since Roman times, this trade had gone
through several ups and downs. But underneath the movement of
ebb and flow, the system had continued to develop and expand,
not least under the aegis of the creation of a vast Muslim ecumene
stretching from North Africa into Central Asia and India.3 With
the consolidation of the strong imperial monarchies of the Ming
dynasty in China, the Ottomans in the Mediterranean, the Safavids
in Persia and the Mughals in India, the pace and size of old-world
long-distance trade received new stimulus from increased demand
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It was to tap into the
wealth of this trade in general and to cut into the profits earned
by the Venetians in their capacity as the leading middlemen in
the Levantine trade in particular that Europeans, spearheaded by

34 The enormous values concentrated in relatively small quantities of Eastern prestige
goods are best documented by the so-called Muziris Papyrus which records a single
cargo worth almost HS 7 million (7 times the minimum fortune requirement for a Roman
senator). For edition and translation see Casson 1990 and Rathbone 2001.

35 Raschke 1978 surveys much of the evidence and provides a sceptical antidote to the
most optimistic speculations and wildest guesses hazarded about this emerging trade.
See Tchemia 1992 and 1995; De Romanis 1996; Yong 2001 for a selection of more
recent work on Rome's Oriental trade.

3 Chaudhuri 1985 and 1990; Abu-Lughod 1989; Curtin 1984.
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the Portuguese, circumnavigated Africa and stumbled on America.
Neither of these events, as used to be thought, brought down the
old system which, after some initial disruption, continued to func-
tion. 37 But the establishment of commercial empires in the Indian
Ocean, notably by the Portuguese, the Dutch and the English,
combined with the arrival of American silver, did begin to modify
the contours of the pre-existing pattern. From the late seventeenth
century, this process intensified and European traders began to
subject and transform the old system more deeply. 38 That spelled
the end of the "imperial bazaar". The Mughal Empire thus stands
at the end of a historical conjuncture which, irrespective of some
earlier preliminaries, came into its own for the first time under the
Romans. This adds historical depth to our comparison. For these
were two tributary empires whose trade and markets followed
similar patterns; they shared the world of the imperial bazaar.

37 Das Gupta and Pearson 1987; Prakash 1997, introduction. See Periin 1993 for some
further, if perhaps occasionally too grand, observations on this world.

3 Bayly 2004, chapters 1-2 are now fundamental. Steensgaard l973a remains the best
structural analysis, and further 1987. This also expanded the quantities involved enor-
mously. In Zosimus' account of Alaric's first siege of Rome (V, 41, 4), a ransom was
agreed involving the payment of 3,000 pounds of pepper. By implication this was sup-
posed to represent a very substantial consignment of the spice in late antiquity. By the
end of the seventeenth century, the combined annual imports to Europe of the Dutch
and English East India Companies amounted to some 7 million pounds, see Steensgaard
l99oa: 120. Obviously, these figures are not directly comparable. But there is no way
to estimate total annual Roman pepper imports, so we are left with impressions. They
suggest a change in the orders of magnitude; the Roman ransom would not have made
a huge impression in the eighteenth century. As Gibbon concluded (1993, vol. 3: 277
and chapter 31): "the improvement of trade and navigation has multiplied the quantity
and reduced the price [of pepper]".
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