Discuss the Process of Long-Distance Trade in the classical Greek World


Trade in the classical Greek world was a difficult and dangerous process, with minimal certainty of any success. The process of trade involved shipping, buying, and selling goods to and from other city states or neighbouring areas, such as Babylon or Italy. 

Due to the poor position of merchant traders in Greek society, there are few surviving accounts of trade. In addition, any accounts that may have been made could have been written on things such as parchment, which would not survive into the later period. Furthermore, the lower standing of merchants means that there are few unbiased reports of trade, since selling items for the highest profit was looked down upon by many[footnoteRef:1]. As a result, it can be difficult to learn much about trade in Classical Greece.  [1:  Osborne 2000 p.42] 


In the classical Greek world, trade was carried out both between the city-states of Greece, and between them and their neighbours[footnoteRef:2]. The prosperity of many states, such as Athens, and their involvement in trade was only made possible by the Aegean Sea. Trade routes and roads over land were dangerous, and made for difficult travel[footnoteRef:3]. As result, it much easier, safer, and cheaper to ship goods by sea[footnoteRef:4]. One of the most commonly shipped goods was grain[footnoteRef:5]. Due to regional differences in land quality and rainfall, the amount of and type of grain that could be grown varied from area to area, meaning that some city states had a much more stable source of food than others. As a result, the trade of grain became an essential part of ancient Greek trade, and the growth and survival of states[footnoteRef:6]. In addition, metals were in high demand across Greece and beyond, where tin and copper where needed to make bronze, and silver was needed for coin[footnoteRef:7]. This led to a thriving trade in metals. However, shipping anything was a risky business venture[footnoteRef:8]. Merchant ships were vulnerable to storms and pirates, and poor weather conditions meant that goods could only be shipped for around six months of the year, effectively cutting each state off for the winter[footnoteRef:9]. Furthermore, traders typically secured the money needed to ship his wares by taking out a loan from a richer man, however, the high risk associated with shipping meant that loans came with high interest rates, which could be difficult to repay[footnoteRef:10]. However, such loans were also a risk for the man offering them, as they would only be repaid if the ship involved returned[footnoteRef:11]. Additionally, currency variations posed an additional problem. Currency varied in value between each Greek state, and members of a city considered their cities coin more valuable than that of another, typically regardless of the physical worth of the coin[footnoteRef:12]. This meant that the ships would have to be restocked for the return journey with a different cargo that would then be sold at the home port, so that profits would stay in that city’s coin[footnoteRef:13].   [2:  Hopper 1979 p.53]  [3:  Schiedel, Morris and Saller, 2007 p.367]  [4:  Osborne 2000 p.40]  [5:  Hasebroek 1965 p.148]  [6:  Osborne 2000 p.39 ]  [7:  Schiedel, Morris and Saller, 2007 p.365]  [8:  Hasebroek 1965 p.82 ]  [9:  Schiedel, Morris and Saller, 2007 p.367]  [10:  Hasebroek 1965 p.84]  [11:  Osborne 2000 p.43]  [12:  Hasebroek 1965 p.83 ]  [13:  Hasebroek 1965 p.83] 


Overall, the process of long-distance trade in classical Greece was dangerous and risky. Ships were vulnerable, and there was no guarantee of markets for their cargo, and therefore no guarantee of any profits or of being able to repay the loans that made the journey possible. Despite this risk, long-distance trade was essential for the survival and growth of the city states of Greece. 
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