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Origins: When did trade as we know it 
start?
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Origins
¶ Two ships

• Probably sank in the 8th century BC (pottery, algae 
deposits, "factories"), Phoenician 

• 14 meters long, 6 meters wide
• Wide berth – cargo ships, not warships
• Found by sonar
• Wood rotted away long ago – only cargo left

¶ Each carrying 400 amphoras
• 18 liters capacity
• Identical in size
• Direction + location – probably going to Egypt
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Origins: When did trade as we know it 
start?

“The prerequisites for initiating international trade may thus be summarized as 
different relative scarcity, that is, different relative prices of the factors of 
production in the exchanging countries, as well as different proportions 
between the factors of production in different commodities (Heckscher and 
Ohlin, 1991, 48).”

¶ Today: we look at prices /relative scarcity, and examine trade
¶ In the past: from the existence of trade to relative scarcities
¶ What would we expect? How easy should trade have been?

• Risk of seizure in port of destination, or commercial fraud – reputation 
equilibrium? [Maghribi traders, family members and fellow Jews, agents 
do] 

• Transaction costs high [punishments for dishonest scales etc.]
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¶ Cargo
• Wine (residuals of tartaric acid found in the amphoras)
• Phoenician by origin likely (highly regarded in ancient sources)

¶ What do we learn?
• Shipwrecks common in the 13th century BC, then few until the 8th

• Egyptian sources depict cargo ships being unloaded for the earlier 
and later periods, too

• "dark period" after the civilizations of Mykene and Crete disappear, 
many cities in Greece burn to the ground, etc. ["sea people"]

• In the age before coinage [weights found on board], trade based 
on regional differences [in factor endowments? Technology?] 

• Transport by ship cheap enough for relatively "bulky" commodities, 
even in biblical times

• Risks not "too high" 
– We find the ships – danger of shipwreck clearly there, but not a deterrent (few 

ships sail in January and February)
– Sailing close to shore? [latest evidence – no]
– Pirates – few weapons on board – either accompanying warships, low threat 

from pirates, or pirates looking for something else [slaves and ransom money]
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• Extent of division of labor
– Production of ships
– Of amphoras
– Retailing of wine

• Pryor, Origins of the Economy: exchanges vs. 
transfers (reciprocity vs. one-way street)

– Colonies?
– Tribute?
– Balances suggest otherwise
– Exchange likely
– What were the Phoenicians getting out of this? 
– Isaiah (23:2-3) suggests that Egyptian grain harvests were 

exported (traders in Sidon importing)
• Factor scarcity? Wheat and wine embody "land" to 

the same extent, approx. – "technology" (or 
climatic constraints) much more likely
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Trade as an indicator – Temin paper
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