MINOAN ECONOMY. AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL

Most scholars have accepted the view of M. Finley that the Minoan palaces
functioned as centers for the redistribution of commodities and services in the absence of a
monetary system !. Finley found that the Linear B tablets reveal a massive redistributive
system, but did not see any evidence for exchange of different types of goods. Ventris and
Chadwick had concluded a year earlier that there was no fixed rate of exchange, whether
in cattle, wheat, metal or money in the Mycenaean economy 2 .

C. Renfrew suggested, on the other hand, in 1975 that the redistribution system,
made necessary by the introduction of the “Mediterranean Triad” and the diversity
brought by these crops to the subsistence system was the reason for the emergence of the
Minoan palaces and the House of the Tiles at Lerna 3. A system of reciprocity would have
been replaced by one of “regularized redistribution which came ultimately under the
control of the palace”. At the same time, reciprocity was not abandoned, according to
Renfrew, but would have continued in the shape of gift exchange between persons of
roughly equal status. The transactions between the rulers of Homeric Greece are
mentioned as a possible parallel for metal trade in the Minoan-Mycenaean world 4. Four
different types of trade are identified: (1) trade and exchange within settlements, (2)
exchange between settlements within the culture, (3) exchange with other cultural areas
inside the Aegean and (4) exchange with regions located outside the Aegean 3.

In 1981 J. Cherry brought forward the theory that the redistribution system was a
way by which the palaces exploited the Cretan countryside, describing the process with
the often quoted phrase “what goes up stays up”. In other words, there would be a flow of
energy from the lower to the upper classes. According to Cherry, the direction of energy
changes in societies which are in the process of state formation and increasingly more
energy is put into the support of the elite. This energy is stored both as a reservoir of
materials and by investment in prestige goods. The prestige goods become the material
expression of an ideology supporting the elite and monumental architecture. More energy
is acquired by warfare and increased trading activity ©.
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