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State And Trade
In The Middle Byzantine Period
{From the Seventh to the End of the Eleventh Century A.D.)

Abstract

This study attempts to investigate the attitude of the state towards trade in the
middle Byzantine period i.e., during the time span of slightly less than five
centuries between the advent of the seventh and the end of the eleventh
centuries. There is every reason to believe that there was no sudden sharp
breach of economic continuity in the seventh century, a century which did
bring with it a sudden sharp political and cuitural break. Despite the Arab naval
offensive in the East Mediterranean and the Aegean seas, the Byzantine
merchant marine's activity persisted and did not seem to have paralysed. in
so far as there was a diminution of Mediterranean maritime trade in the middle
Byzantine period, this was due, not to Arab conquest, but to restrictions
imposed on the business activities of Byzantine traders by their own govern-
ment. This paper reveals that the Imperial Government was uneconomic —
minded and its primary concern with manufactures and with trade was not to
promote them, but to control them, and it did control them at the cost of
restricting them. The Book of the Eparch, a collection of government regula-
tions for the control of trade and industry, gives considerable information
about the economic life, and particularly the guilds, of Constantinople. The
government control of its subjects foreign trade is evident, and its channelling
of this trade through a limited number of points on the frontiers in order to
facilitate the control of it, produced large local customs receipts. Though the
private sector of industry and trade had expanded in volume and had re-
mained tax free, it was unable to absorb all the private capital that was seeking
investment.

The Byzantines preferred to stay at home and to leave it to the foreigners who
wanted to do business with them to take the trouble to do the travelling. The
foreigners, however, who did come to do business at Constantinople were
hampered there by vexatious regulations and were kept under police control.
This deliberate policy was short-sighted. It fiattered the Byzantine pride, and
on short term, it gave the Byzantines the advantage in making their bargains
and enabled them to use trade-control as a political weapon. But in the end it
proved to be disastrous. It enabled the North Italians to capture the domestic
as well as the foreign trade of the Byzantine Empire in the last quarter of the
eleventh century.
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