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Abstract. This paper deals with those aspects of Byzantine intellectual heritage, which belong to the
Bessarion’s thought and writing. Bessarion, Cardinal of the Roman-Catholic Church, proposed specific, systematic
and analytical measures for a re-organization and recovery of the Despotate of Mistra, while, as it is known, he lived
there from the end of 1431 until the end of 1436. Then Вessarion, in his capacity as cardinal, showed his continual
and undiminished interest to the advancement of Greek nation, as proven by three famous memoranda of scholar.
These are appeals to Constantine Palaiologos, Despot of Mistra, as well as to the doge of Venice. Dated July 13,
1453 the letter to the doge informed him on the Fall of Constantinople and the sufferings of Greek nation! Especially
noteworthy is the third (and only surviving) letter of Вessarion, addressed to his friend, Despot Constantine
Palaiologos in the spring of 1444. Here Вessarion proposes a specific, specialized program for the economic
restructure, social reorganization and military strengthening of the Despotate. The intellectual associates education
with economy. Sharing the economic philosophy of ancient Greeks on self-sufficiency and utilization of local
means, Вessarion became a forerunner of mercantilism, while also acknowledging the productive contribution of
education. The proposal of Вessarion for the transfer of the Despotate’s capital closer to the Isthmus was of great
geopolitical importance since, when the guarding of the Hexamilion Wall would be reconstructed and constant and
properly updated. These proposals, having been so important for the evolution of Byzantine economic thought,
took an appropriate place in its development.

Key words: Bessarion, Despotate of Mistra, Palaeologean Renaissance, Byzantine Economic Thought,
economics and education, Isthmus of Corinth.
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ВИССАРИОН ОБ ЭКОНОМИКЕ И ГЕОПОЛИТИКЕ 1

Христос П. Балоглу
Греческая телекоммуникационная организация, Амаруссион Аттикис, Греция

Аннотация. Настоящая статья имеет прямое отношение к тем аспектам византийского интеллектуаль-
ного наследия, которые неотъемлемо принадлежат творческой мысли и трудам Виссариона. Виссарион,
кардинал Римско-католической церкви, предлагал специфичные, систематические и аналитические меры
для реорганизации и восстановления Деспотата Мистры в тот период, когда, как известно, он жил там с конца
1431 г. до конца 1436 года. Тогда Виссарион, в его полномочии кардинала, выказал постоянный и неуменьша-
ющийся интерес к прогрессу греческой нации, как доказывают три известных меморандума ученого. Они
обращены к Константину Палеологу, деспоту Мистры, а также к дожу Венеции. Датированное 13 июля 1453 г.
послание дожу информировало его о падении Константинополя и страданиях греческой нации! Особенно
заслуживает внимания третье (и единственно сохранившееся) послание Виссариона, направленное к его
другу, деспоту Константину Палеологу, весной 1444 года. Здесь Виссарион предлагает специфичную, специ-
альную программу экономической реконструкции, социальной реорганизации и военного усиления деспо-
тата. Интеллектуал соединяет образование с экономикой. Разделяя экономическую философию древних гре-
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ков о самодостаточности и использовании местных ресурсов, Виссарион становится предвозвестником мер-
кантилизма, одновременно признавая роль образования для производства. Предложение Виссариона о пе-
реносе столицы деспотата ближе к Истмийскому (Коринфскому) перешейку обладало великой геополити-
ческой значимостью с того времени, когда оборонительная стена Гексамилия была бы восстановлена и
постоянно надлежащим образом обновлялась. Эти предложения, столь важные с точки зрения эволюции
византийской экономической мысли, заняли надлежащее место в ее развитии.

Ключевые слова: Виссарион, Морейский деспотат (Мистра), Палеологовский Ренессанс, византийс-
кая экономическая мысль, экономика и образование, Коринфский перешеек (Истм).
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дарственного университета. Серия 4, История. Регионоведение. Международные отношения. – 2021. – Т. 26,
№ 6. – С. 171–180. – (На англ. яз.). – DOI: https://doi.org/10.15688/jvolsu4.2021.6.15

Introduction.  Вessarion (Trebizond,
2.I.1403 – Ravenna 18.XI.1472) was undoubtedly
a distinguished personality that left its mark on its
time. He had an excellent education, both secular
and ecclesiastical, but distinguished himself mainly
as author of philosophical works. Вessarion
descended from a pious family with fifteen
children of which, however, he was the only one
to survive. His secular name was Basileios and
he was raised in a manner according to his family’s
social class. Вessarion studied in his place of birth,
for which he later wrote a special encomium. In
it Вessarion praised the progressive attitude of
the inhabitants and prominent geographical
location of Trebizond that contributed to its wealth.
Subsequently, Вessarion continued his studies in
Constantinople, eventually settling in Mistra, in
southern Peloponnese, among the circle of George
Gemistos Plethon (Constantinople 1355? – Mistras
24.VI.1452). Being a friend of Constantine
Palaiologos (with whom he was approximately
the same age), Вessarion joined the circle of
scholars active in the period of the emperors
Manuel II and John VIII. Byzantine intellectual
became a monk under the name Bessarion and
reinforced the clergy as deacon and later priest.
He was eventually arised to status of Bishop of
Nicaea (1437) on the eve of the Council of
Ferrara-Florence. Confronted with the crucial
issue of his time, that is, how to avert the danger
from the East, Вessarion followed the pattern of
Demetrios Kydones. He sided with the unionist
party and became its unquestionable leader during
the Council of Ferrara-Florence (1438–1439).
After the return to the Queen of Cities (1440)
and the division in the ranks of both clergy and
laymen, Вessarion was forced to return to Italy
where he was ordained cardinal. His flight and
settlement to Italy may be explained by certain

facts. Hellenic education continued to be alive in
some Italian cities and, mainly, in the Greek
monasteries of Apulia and Calabria throughout the
Middle Ages. Greeks were a dynamic element of
population in the Italian Peninsula, preserving their
language, morals and customs. Also, prominent
Byzantine scholars, visited Italy, had acquainted
with its history. They were fascinated with the
history and glory of ancient Rome. It was not by
chance that Byzantine scholars tried to associate
ancient Rome with the Byzantine Empire.
Bessarion’s theological works are excessively
verbose and full of repetitions. Having a certain
aim in mind, Вessarion would often distort the
truth. There is no denying of his efforts to unite
Christian powers against the imminent Ottoman
danger. However, he was confronted with papal
tepidity. The indifference towards behalf of rulers
was involved in their own conflicting interests and
petty ambitions. In conclusion there are
insurmountable difficulties in finding the necessary
financial means. Вessarion believed that money
could be collected by the petition for an anti-
Christian measure applied by Venice in
consequence of behalf of the Pope in 1463. It
means the selling of indulgentia, a phenomenon that
subsequently became a stepping stone for the
Reformation started by Luther and his following.

Since modern economics is generally
considered to have begun with the publication of
Adam Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations in 1776, a survey
and investigation of the pre-Smithian economic
thought requires some justification. Such an effort
must offer both historical and methodological
support of its contribution to the study of the
history of modern economics.

Most of the histories of economics that give
attention to the pre-Smithian background ignore
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the economic thought of Hellenistic and Byzantine
Times, as well as Islamic economic ideas, although
the Mediterranean crucible was the parent of the
Renaissance while Muslim learning in the
Spanish universities was a major source of light
for  non-Mediterranean Europe.  Another
motivation, and a bit more fundamental, has to
do with the “gap” in the evolution of economic
thought alleged by J.A. Schumpeter (1883–1950)
in his classic, History of Economic Analysis:
“The Eastern Empire survived the Western for
another thousand years, kept going by the most
interesting and most successful bureaucracy the
world has ever seen. Many of the men who
shaped policies in the offices of the Byzantine
emperors were of the intellectual cream of their
times. They dealt with a host of legal, monetary,
commercial, agrarian and fiscal problems. We
cannot help feeling that  they must have
philosophized about them. If they did, however,
the results have been lost. No piece of reasoning
that would have to be mentioned hare has been
preserved. So far as our subject is concerned
we may safely leap over 500 years to the epoch
of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), whose
Summa Theologica is in the history of thought
what the southwestern spire of the Cathedral of
Chartres is in the history of architecture” [46,
pp. 73–74]. J.A. Schumpeter classified several
pre-Latin European scholastic centuries as
“blank”, suggesting that nothing in relevance to
economics, or for that matter to any other
intellectual endeavor, was said or written
anywhere else. Such a claim of “discontinuity”
is patently untenable. A substantial body of
contemporary social thought,  including
economics, is traceable to Hellenistic, Arab-
Islamic and Byzantine “giants”.

Our purpose in this article is to explore and
present the economic philosophy of a distinguished
scholar of the post-Byzantine Period, Bessarion
of Trapezous (Trebizond 2.1.1403 – Ravenna
18.11.1472) 2. Following upon this general
introduction, the essay deals with the “Great Gap”
Thesis (Section 1) and in the subsequent section
and sub-sections there will be discussed
Bessarion’s economic philosophy, his proposals
for the social and economic recovery of the
Despotate and his proposal in the field of
geopolitics. The Conclusions summarize the
results of the present research.

The “Great Gap” Thesis. The History
of Economic Analysis  upon which
J.A. Schumpeter worked during the last nine years
of his life (1941–1950) [46, p. XL] and which he
had not quite finished, makes up a real
achievement and is a product of a long preparation
and tiring and systematic research. The work is
even today impressive in its bibliographic
completeness and its detailed range of description.
He writes a History of Economic Analysis and
not a History of Economic Doctrines or Social
and Economic Theories. Despite of this fact he
refers to the Ancient Egyptians, Babylonians and
Assyrians and to the Chinese political thinkers [46,
p. 52]. J.A. Schumpeter recalls the distinction
between “Еconomic Thought” and “Economic
Analysis” and emphasizes that the “history of
economic analysis begins with the Greeks” [46,
p. 52]. He does not refer to the Hellenistic Times
and he does not refer to the Hellenistic Times
and he does not mention the Byzantine and Islamic
ideas. The fact that he does not make any
reference to the Byzantine and Islamic economic
ideas is the result, as Frank Knight (7.11.1885–
15.4.1972) had assumed, that Schumpeter’s
History of Economic Analysis was limited to
Western economic thinking [27]. This view
justifies the fact that J. A. Schumpeter did make
a brief reference to the contribution of the
Byzantine world. One author identifies him as a
pragmatist in his economic philosophy, an
“objective scientific investigator with no particular
axe to grind” [41, p. 746]. His History of
Economic Analysis, edited after his death by his
wife and published in 1950, is a monument to his
gigantic achievements and it remains the locus
classicus of almost all works in this area.

In Chapter two of Part II, J.A. Schumpeter
begins with a discussion of the “Great Gap”.
The implication here is that for over five hundred
years prior to the writings to the Scholastics,
nothing of any significance to economics
particularly said or written anywhere else, as the
though the period of Europe’s Dark Ages was a
universal phenomenon and there was a complete
lacuna over intellectual evolution throughout the
rest of the world [22; 6, p. 399].

However, the critical question is this: if
economic analysis began with the Latin
Scholastics, how were they able to develop and
assimilate such a voluminous body of thought on
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economic issues (not to speak of other matters of
human intellectual evolution) during the thirteenth,
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries? George
O’ Brien, writing on medieval economics in the
1920s, quotes a contemporary French scholar
named Jourdain as saying:

“That he carefully examined the work of Alcuin,
Rabanas Mauras, Scotus Erigenus, Hincmar, Gerbert,
St. Anselm, and Abelard-the greatest lights of theology
and philosophy in the early Middle Ages-without
finding a single passage to suggest any of these authors
suspected that the pursuit of riches, which they
despised, occupied a sufficiently large place in national
as individual life to offer the philosopher a subject
fruitful in reflections and in results” [40, p. 14].

That is, these pre-Aquinas Latin Scholastics
had nothing to say on economic matters so they
can be eliminated as sources of influence on
Thomistic economic thought.

Such “irrelevance” of economics in early
Christian thought is clearly acknowledged even
by J.A. Schumpeter. Lamenting on this situation,
J.A. Schumpeter says: “Whatever our sociological
diagnosis of the mundance aspects of early
Christianity may be it is clear that the Christian
church did not aim at social reform in any sense
other than that of moral reform of individual
behavior... The How and Why of economic
mechanisms were then of no interest either to its
leaders or to its writers” [46, p. 72].

However, J.A. Schumpeter argues that the
thirteenth century is distinguished from the
previous era due to the theological-philosophical
revolution, which was caused by the resurrection
of “Aristotelian thought”. But he dismisses
Aristotelian influence as the chief cause of
Aquinas’s “towering achievement”. He insists,
“I do not assign to the recovery of Aristotle’s
writings he role of chief cause of thirteenth century
developments. Such developments are never
induced by an influence from outside” [46, p. 88].

Now, what was true in J.A. Schumpeter’s
time, and what has since become even more so is
something amply manifested through research in
Medieval History. In other words, Scholasticism
was ecclesiasticism made up of Patristic,
Aristotelian, Neoplatonist, and Arab-Islamic
thought. Schumpeter acknowledges all except the
last as the major sources of influence. He seems
aware of such an influence, as evident from his

brief statement and a footnote concerning “Semite
mediation” through Avicenna (Ibn Sina, 980–1033),
Averroes (Ibn Rushd, 1126–1198) and the Hebrew
Maimonides (Ibn Maimon, 1141–1204) [46, p. 87].

Beyond, this, however, Schumpeter chose
not to explore. In Bernadelli’s words, who,
incidentally, points out a similar, but historically
minor “mishap” in Schumpeter’s History, such
an attitude is “all the more disappointing”, as
Schumpeter “must have been well aware of the
fascinating process of cultural diffusion” between
the Arab world and the West; and by restricting
himself to Europe, J.A. Schumpeter “grossly
underestimated the richness in analytical content
of the Mesopotamian contributions” [15, p. 320].

Whatever might have been Schumpeter’s
motivation for disregarding the influence of
Byzantine scholars, the results have been most
unfortunate for the history of economic thought.
Even when one’s focus is on the history of
Western economic thought, surely the influence
of Byzantine contribution is very much part of
the western tradition. The fact that this book
became a classic, helped to perpetuate the “blind
spot” in economics. Any attempt at extracting the
economic thought of Thomas Aquinas, as
J.A. Schumpeter did, must lead one to consult his
Opera Omnia, Summa Theologica, and Summa
contra Gentiles, and one cannot do so without
seeing some references to Byzantine scholars.

While encounters with Medieval economic
thought and Byzantine thought are unavoidable
when consulting the works of Latin Scholastics
and exploring the writings of early European
scholars, invariably such encounters failed to
arouse scholarly curiosity on the par t of
J.A. Schumpeter and others who preceded and
succeeded him – especially in reference to
medieval economic thought. There is a list of
significance textbooks, written by prominent
scholars, who are influenced by Schumpeter’s
“Gap” and who ignore the Byzantine economic
thought (for an extensive analysis, see: [6,
pp. 402–410]).

The occupation of the Intellectuals and
Scholars of the Post-Byzantine Period with
economic and social matters. The Byzantine
Thought and Literature has not shown a tradition
of economic thought, similar to that of the West,
and specific contributions which would make up a
creative renovation or a systematic elaboration of
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the economic ideas and doctrines of the authors
and intellectuals of the Classical Antiquity. From
this point of view, a Gap seems to be present in the
historical evolution of the economic doctrines and
theories, which cannot be covered only by the
economic ideas of the Fathers or by the estimation
of the Byzantine authors and scholars which are
rather rare to find according the nature or the causes
of specific economic developments [24, pp. 15–50;
35, pp. 43–73]. Moreover, these ideas are
functioning as empirical observations of the
economic phenomena or as dutiful suggestions of
intervention in the function of the economic process.

From this point of view, it is interesting to
explore how the scholars of the Palaiologean
period focused to solving the economic and social
problems.

The period of the two or three last centuries
of the Byzantine Empire, which is directly
connected with the name of Palaiologoi, is justified
by the fact of the simultaneous appearance of a
politically, economically and socially shrunk and
weakened state on the one hand and of a
significant cultural production which had its
influence on and left indelibly its spiritual presence
in the Western renaissance on the other hand.
This period, known as Post-Byzantine Period or
the “Last Byzantine Renaissance”, as
St. Runciman (7.VII.1903–1.XI.2000) called it
[45], begins from the capture of Constantinople
by the Greeks (15.VIII.1261) and ends to the
capture of the “Basileusa”, as it called by the
Ottomans (29.V.1453), and is characterized by
several economic and political events 3.

In strange contrast with the political and
economic decline, the intellectual life of Byzantium
never shone so brilliantly as in those two sad
centuries. It was an age of eager and erudite
philosophers, culminating in its later years in the
most origin al of all Byzantine thinkers, George
Gemistos – Plethon. At no other epoch was
Byzantine society so highly educated and so
deeply interested in things of the intellect and the
spirit [45, pp. 1–2].

Another phenomenon of this period, which
we have to mention, is the influence on the West.
In those two centuries the connection with the
Latin West grew closer: not only did Byzantine
art influence the early painters of Italy, but
Byzantine scholarship also began to move to the
West and kindle the fire of the Italian Renaissance

[14, p. 49]. From the 14th century onward the
Byzantine scholars were carrying their books and
their scholarship to Italy. An example of this
influence was the establishment of the Platonic
Academy of Florence by Cosimo de Medici, who
was inspired by Plethon, who visited Italy and was
honored there 4. Without the Greek educator and
diplomat Manuel Chrysoloras coming to teach
Greek in Florence in 1397, the history of the
Renaissance would have been very different.
Without Chrysoloras, Florence would not have
claimed the unequivocal leadership in humanist
studies at the start of the 15th century as in fact
she did. Several generations later, the arrival of
John Argyropoulos at the University of Florence,
in 1457, restored Florentine leadership in Greek
studies and prepared the way for the Platonic
Academy [38]. An additional element that
characterized the scholars of the period under
discussion was the return to the classical patterns,
especially to Ancient Sparta and Ancient Athens;
they derived their arguments from Classical
Greece for a provision of their ideas [43, pp. 130–
138]. They often used the term Hellene to describe
themselves. The use of this term was not an
originality of this period, but from the 14th century
onward, a general use of this term was
observed [18, pp. 273–299].

The intellectuals and scholars of these two
centuries did know the problems of the State and
tried to provide consistent and systematic
solutions. They were influenced by the Classical
Patterns, but also by the texts of the Early Christian
Fathers. It  is evident by Cabasilas’s and
Magister’s proposals, who do refer to Solon, Plato
and the Cappadocians [10; 7, pp. 61–68].

Thomas Magister (1275?–1350/51), Alexios
Makrembolites (1310/1312?–1360) 5 and
Constantine the Philosopher of Nicaea
(12th century) [42] accused the riches and
especially they develop the idea for a better
division of wealth between the citizens. Magister
suggested that extra taxation without a specific
reason should not be imposed because it revolted
citizens and perpetuated social injustice [52,
col. 480 A]. For this reason, he pleaded to the
Emperor to rearrange the system of tax collection
and not to sell them [52, col. 480 C]. As a
consequence of a good and right tax policy there
came the correct handling of public money.
The Emperor himself should show interest and
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improve the situation. Under these circumstances
the State will be able to get armed regularly and
be ready in case of war. “These who practice
arts and crafts”, wrote Magister, “should be of
good repute on other grounds also [as well as on
the ground of their skill]”. They should not be half-
servants of the State: their citizenship should not
be limited to the works of peace; “they should
also have in their minds a spirit of gallantry and
readiness for war” [53, col. 545 D]. Magister’s
main concern was that all alike – the working
class of artisans as well as the rich and leisured –
should have access to a liberal education which
would be a training of character as well as of
intelligence and would enable all to fulfill “the
whole duty of a Christian man” [53, col. 548 B].

Georgios Gemistos – Plethon as a
“theoretical philosopher of Neoplatonism” [34,
p. 87] and hellenocentric and progressive
philosopher [13, pp. 30–31]. Нis creative doctrine
was the main factor of the Neoplatonism in the
West [12, p. 104]. Plethon analyzed and delivered
specific proposals for the recovery of the
Despotate in two treatises. The first one is entitled
Advice to the Despot Theodore concerning the
Affairs of Peloponnese, presented in 1416 [20;
33, pp. 113–135]. The second treatise is entitled
Georgios Gemistos to Manuel Palaeologus
concerned the Affairs of the Peloponnes ,
presented in 1428 [21; 32, pp. 246–265].
These treatises belong to a long tradition of the
“mirror for princes” [16, pp. 30–59; 9, pp. 110–
114; 54]. Both of these treatises or memoranda
contain a specific program, which would reform
the socioeconomic and military structure of
Peloponnese [44; 48]. The proposals aim at the
best confronting of the Ottoman threat, which
ultimately was to sweep away the Byzantine
Empire in the decade after Plethon’s death.
The central theme of these reforms is the
mobilization of all socio-economic and political
factors in order to create a centralized, self-
sufficient and defensibly territory.

Plethon considered monarchy to be the
best – suited system of government. He claimed
that monarchy is the “the safest and most
beneficial” [33, p. 199]. For Plethon, the monarch
would be surrounded by a council: the number of
advisors must certainly be restricted, yet it must
be sufficient, the members being of moderate
financial status and having an excellent education

[33, pp. 118–199]. However, Plethon was well
aware of the various human weaknesses of the
statesman and of his civil advisors. Plethon
stressed that the selection of civil servants and
advisors must be based mainly upon their special
knowledge and their non-self-interested behaviour.
So, Plethon suggested, that the “best” citizens
should be chosen for civil servants by using objective
criteria, namely that of meritocracy [33, p. 119].
And their corruption, as T. Nikolaou emphasizes,
following to claims of Plethon, must be severely
punished (see: [39, pp. 20–52]).

The successful application of the division of
labour,  which will contribute both to the
improvement of the politeia and the achievement
of happiness [33, p. 132.7–12], the tripartite
division of population [33, pp. 119.23–120.5], the
abolishment of the many taxes and the
establishment of a unique tax [33, p. 122.18].
Besides, according to Plethon, the reformed tax
system must be based upon the four principles of
taxation. And by considering agricultural income
as the basis of taxation, Plethon proposed the
property reform [32, p. 260.1–18], the control of
imports and exports [32, pp. 263.3–264.12; 33,
p. 264.11–16], constitute the main content of
Gemistos’s proposals 6. Thus, Plethon became an
ideological predecessor of the main principles of
taxation, developed later in the 18 th century
literature, primarily by Adam Smith (1723–1790)
and a forerunner of the relevant Physiocratic
theory [48, pp. 122–123; 11, pp. 120–134].

According Plethon’s proposals,  the
agriculture and the security forces (the army) are
of paramount importance and interdependent. It is
very interesting, this is an idea that imbues
Xenophon’s Oeconomicus and reappears in
Byzantine texts, such as the Taktika of Leo the
Wise. Plethon’s economic recommendations were
based on the presupposition that the Peloponnese,
a rich producer of raw materials, could be
rendered economically self-sufficient. Plethon
argued that the main function of government is
the protection of individuals’ property rights and
peoples’ freedom. Thus, it seems that he regarded
sovereignty as a kind of “social contract” – a
theory more fully explicated during the
17th century by Thomas Hobbes and John Locke
[49, p. 691].

Bessarion’s place in the Byzantine
economic thought.  Striding the boundary
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between East and West, Greek and Latin, the
Cardinal Bessarion was a major figure in the
transmission of Greek learning to the Latin West.
Living up 1440, after the end of Ferrara-Florence
Council, in Italy, as Cardinal of the Roman-Catholic
Church, Bessarion is interested in the problems
in the East, and he is looking for the best solutions
to save the State.

One of Manuel’s sons, Constantine XI
(rd. 6.I.1449–29.V.1453), was the last ruler of
Byzantium. When he was only the Despot of
the Peloponnese, his panegyrists compared him
to that other Constantine who had founded the
capital of the Empire. From this identity of
names the panegyrists drew most favorable
inferences as to the future of Constantinople in
whose defense Constantine XI was to fall in 1453
(Joh. Dokeianos, Laudatio of Constantine
Palaeologus [31, p. 225.4–7]).

In 1444, these future prospects were spelled
out in some detail by Constantine’s friend
Bessarion. It is worth that he sent to Constantine
three epistles. These letters prove Bessarion’s
interest in the themes and problems of the
Despotate, but only the third letter has been
survived [33, pp. 32–45], and it confirms, that
Bessarion was connected with Constantine by
friendly relation 7. Once the Despot had carried
out the reforms advocated by Bessarion of the
Peloponnese, that is ancient Sparta: the Despot
would be able to reconquer the European part of
the Empire; next he would cross over to Asia at
the head of his regenerated Spartans; thus this
new Agesilaus would restore the whole Empire
to its ancient greatness [33, p. 36.25–30].
Bessarion expressed the wish that the Greek nation
might rule over the whole of mankind [33,
p. 44.29–30].

For the achievement of these targets
Bessarion proposed a specific reform program:

a. A discretion of the population of the
Despotate in taxpayers and soldiers, and in non-
tax-payers and soldiers [33, p. 35.9–12]. This is
the establishment of the division of labour.

b. The reorganization of army [33,
p. 36.10–12].

c. The recognition of the bad effects of the
wealth and especially of the conspicuous
consumption of the inhabitants [33, p. 38.24–30].

d. The control of imports and exports
through selective duties. No import duties should

be charged on necessary goods, but both the export
of goods needed for domestic consumption and
the import of luxuries should be hindered by heavy
tariffs [33, p. 41.22–29].

e. The culture of the Byzantines, so high in
the past, had sunk so low that there were
considered ignorant by foreigners. The wisdom
and the technological knowhow of the Byzantines
had disappeared, but it survived to a great extent
among the Latins. In order to raise the level of
culture, education and technology in Peloponnese,
Constantine should invite Latin specialists there
and send a small group of Greek students in Italy
[33, p. 42.22–32]. (Cf. [47, p. 177; 55, p. 293]).
These half dozen students, as Bessarion specifies
four to eight [33, p. 44.7–10], should not be too
young, nor should they be too old, for otherwise it
would be difficult for them to learn a foreign
language. Their program of study should be
technological: metallurgy, mechanics, armaments,
shipbuilding [33, p. 44.1–4]. The manufacture of
that, we would today call consumer goods, might
be looked into also, but this was less important
[33, p. 44.10–14].

f. The establishment of the capital town of
the Despotate in the Isthmus of Corinth. It would
better, for geopolitical reasons, the capital town
would be in Isthmus.

All of Bessarion’s proposals have sounded
strange to some members of the Byzantine upper
class. When they were young, they had to
memorize the elegant periods of Aelius Aristeides
and Libanius, not a manual on shipbuilding, in order
to qualify for important positions [47, p. 177].
Therefore, Bessarion had to temper his advice.
He explained that no loss of face was involved in
learning from the Latins. First of all, the Byzantines
would only be receiving back what they had given
to the West in the Antiquity. Secondly, it was silly
to be ashamed for acquiring wisdom. If the Latins
had ashamed of receiving culture from the
Byzantines long before, they would never have
reached the cultural eminence, which they were
now enjoying [33, p. 42.29–34].

Bessarion’s proposals have been influenced
by Georgios Gemistos’s program and by the
ancient Greek tradition, especially the Spartan
legacy. Bessarion’s program had more a practical
spirit, than the proposals delivered by Gemistos.
It is also to worth noting, that Bessarion connected
the technical education with the economic
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improvement. He recognized the economic
significance of education, and in a matter of fact,
he could be seen as a forerunner of the economics
of education.

Some of Bessarion’s proposals seem to
have a great relation and similarity to the
corresponding of the mercantilists, like the
improvement of the technical education and the
improvement of manufacture. Bessarion lived
in Italy, when he wrote the letter: it is probably
in April 1444, before the battle of Varna
(10.XI.1444). And Bessarion did know all the
improvements and the technical progress of the
Italian cities during the Renaissance. He urged
that his reforms be adopted, if the Byzantines
were to escape final ruin [33, p. 38.23].

Conclusions. It is obvious that Byzantium
had many and difficult problems, both economic
and social, financial and religious, existed in the
last  two centuries of Byzantine history.
The scholars did know these serious problems and
provided consistent and systematic solutions for
the economic recovery of the State.

The scholars of the Despotate of Mistra,
especially Gemistos and Bessarion, provided a
radical program for recovery. A feature of their
programs and analytical proposals is the effective
intervention of the State, and especially the
Despot. The successful application of the
proposed measures depends on his intervention.

Bessarion recognizes the geopolitical
significance of Peloponnese for the recovery of
the State. And the proposal of scholar to establish
the capital in Isthmus, near Corinth, leads to a
new perspective. The relation between technical
education and economic progress is quite original.
This contribution of Bessarion gives him an
appropriate place in the evolution of Byzantine
economic thought as well as in the history of
economic ideas.

NOTES

1 The scientific editing of the article is realized
by Yury Vin.

2 For the standard scholarly biographies
mention [56; 37; 30, pp. 686–696]. For the Bessarion’s
life of up to 1458, the work is superior [36, pp. 11–215].
For recent biographies, see: [17; 8]. For a re-
examination of Bessarion’s birthdate, see: [26, pp. 641–
658]. For a brief outline of his life [57, pp. 1–19].

3 For an extensive analysis, see: [3, pp. 406–413]
and the mentioned there literature.

4 For the causes and consequences of this
cultural phenomenon, see: [23; 28, pp. 50–68, 225–226,
252–257; 29, pp. 101–114, 270; 19, pp. 315–372]. For
the existence of the phenomenon see the standard
work, composed by I. Medvedev [1].

5 For the economic thought and analysis on
economic matters of Alexios Makrembolites the basic
reference work is remained the article of I. Sevčenko
[47] and dissertation, written by C. Polatof [44].

6 For an evaluation of Gemistos’s economic ideas
and their evolution in the history of economic thought,
see: [50, pp. 393–416; 51, pp. 279–297; 48; 5; 4, pp. 12–
19; 25; 2].

7 As we conclude from the beginning of the
Bessarion’s third letter to the Despot Constantine;
cf. [33, p. 32.1].
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