Diocletian's Price Edict 

The emperors Diocletian..., Maximian..., Constantius... and Galerius... decree: Now that the status of the world is tranquil and placed in the lap of the deepest repose, the public respectability and the dignity and majesty of Rome demand that the good fortune of our commonwealth, which along with the immortal gods may be thanked in recollection of the wars that we have fought successfully, should also be dutifully arranged and fittingly adorned with the benefits of the peace that has been striven after with plentiful sweating, in order that we, who through the good will of the gods have curbed the plundering of the barbarous races that had been raging for some time by slaughtering those very nations, should establish peace for ever and fence it in with the monuments that justice deserves. For if the causes by which crazed greed blazes on with no end set before it and in disregard of the human race hastens after its own increase and augmentation not only by the year or month or day but virtually by the hour and second were being reined in by some method of self-restraint or if the fortunes of everyone were able to endure with equanimity this capricious marauding by which they are being miserably torn apart in this manner day by day, it would perhaps seem that some place were left for pretending that it is not so and for keeping quiet, since the common mental endurance would restrain the loathsome savagery in this wretched situation. 

But because the only desire of this uncontrolled insanity is to have no esteem for the common necessity and it is thought that it is necessity rather than intention that stops this form of greed, which swells up and roils with swift passions and is considered by the wicked and shameless to be a religious obligation, from tearing apart everyone's fortunes, and since those brought by the extremes of poverty to perceive their most wretched condition can no longer acquiesce, it is appropriate for us, as the parents of the human race, to take thought for the future, and for justice to intervene in this matter, so that what could not be granted by humanity itself, though much hoped for, should be bestowed for the common relief of everyone through the remedies provided by our foresight. And as the common knowledge of everyone recognizes and the truth of the situation proclaims, our provision in this matter is almost too late since we have been preparing plans or restraining the remedies we have found in the hope that as was to be expected by natural right, humanity would correct itself when detected in very serious misdeeds. For we considered that it was far better for the stigmas concering insufferable theft to be removed from the common judgments by the voluntary decision of the very people who, in plunging headlong into a worse situation every day and tending toward public sin through a sort of mental blindness, had been turned in as defendants accused of being enemies of one and all on the serious charge of most cruel inhumanity. 

We are, therefore, rushing forward to implement the remedies long since desired by the necessity of the situation, disregarding, to be sure, of complaints, so that not even the wicked, who, though they perceived how our silence had, over the course of so many years, been urging moderation, nonetheless refused to heed it, may consider the intervention of our cure too trivial or too contemptible on the grounds of being inappropriate or superfluous. 

For who is so dim-witted and banished from the sentiment of humanity that he can be unaware, or rather that he has not perceived that in connection with goods for sale that are either treated as merchandise or handled in the daily interactions in cities capriciousness in pricing has reached the point that the unbridled lust to steal is mitigated by neither an abundance in goods nor the riches of the seasons? Consequently, there is certainly no doubt that the kind of men who are engaged in these jobs are even in suspense about the motions of the stars and watch for the very winds and storms, and because of their iniquity they cannot tolerate the fruitful fields to be washed over by rains from above in expectation of future crops, since they consider it as a loss to themselves for an abundance to come forth in the market through the moderation of heaven. And the common consideration of humanity urges, our provincial subjects, that a limit should be placed on the greed of those whose pursuit it is to turn even the gifts of the gods to profit, and to restrain the affluence of public fruitfulness and in turn during sterile years to practice their marketing through the losses of the harvest and the functions of the wholesalers, people who each abound in vast wealth that could even have easily satisfied entire nations and who look after their own pockets and pursue their baneful percentage points. 

But now we also ought to explain the reasons that have finally by necessity compelled our much prolonged endurance to take action, so that however difficult it may be for a greed that rages thoughout the whole world to be uncovered by a particular proof or rather deed, the establishment of our remedy may nonetheless be considered more just when the most immoderate people are forced to recognize the uncontrolled lusts of their minds through certain descriptions and stigmas. Who then could be unaware that wherever the common well being of everyone dictates that our armies be lead, the audacity that lies in ambush for the public utility arrives with its spirit of profiteering, not only in villages or towns but even on every journey, that it jacks up the prices for goods not simply four or eight times, but to such an extent that the system of human speech cannot invent names for ascribing a value to the act, that in short the soldiery is deprived of its donative and pay through the retail price of a single item, and that the expenses paid by the entire world to support the armies fall victim to the loathsome profits of thieves, with the result that our soldiers seem to spend the reward for the laborious military service they have performed to those who profiteer to eveyone's loss? The result is that those who plunder the very commonwealth steal day after day more than they know how to possess. 

Justly and deservedly moved by the facts recounted above, since it now seemed that humanity itself was seeking relief, we have decided not that prices should be fixed, considering such an action to be unjust since at times very many provinces rejoice in the happiness of longed-for cheap prices and in the privilege, as it were, of abundance. Rather, we have decided that a limit should be established so that when some compelling costliness arises-may the gods avert the omen!-the greed that cannot be restrained within plains that, as it were, extend in a vast expanse should be restricted within the borders of our decision and the boundary stones of a law intended to moderate it. It is decreed, therefore, that the prices set out in the writing of the attached list should be maintained by the observance of the whole world, everyone understanding that the freedom to exceed them has been denied to him, though in those places where the supply of goods will be perceived to be abundant, the blessed circumstance of low prices, which are the main purpose of this act, will be unhindered once greed is set in bounds and curbed. Furthermore, the activity between sellers and buyers whose custom it is to go to ports and to visit foreign provinces will be regulated in common so that since they themselves are aware that the prices established for goods cannot be surpassed on the grounds of the compulsion of costliness, at the time of retailing the locations and journeys relating to the whole transaction should be computed in such a way that it is clearly seen that it has been justly agreed that those who are transporting would not make a sale at a higher price anywhere else. 

Because, therefore, it is agreed that in passing laws our ancestors also had the intention that through prescribing fear they should curb audacity--it being quite rare that the human condition is discovered to be well-intentioned of its own accord and it is always found that as a teacher fear is the most just moderator of duties--it is decided that if someone strives against the terms of this decree, his boldness be made subject to risk of execution. Nor should anyone think that a harsh measure is being instituted since a refuge for avoiding the danger is close to hand in the observance of self-restraint. Furthermore, he too will be liable to this same danger who through the desire to buy conspires with the greed of the retailer contrary to these determinations. He too will not be free from such a crime who, having items necessary for the uses of life, thinks that he should withhold them after this decree of restraint, since the penalty should be even greater for one who inflicts scarcity than for one who strikes it down contrary to these determinations. We therefore urge everyone in their loyalty that a matter ordained in accordance with the public good should be maintained with well-intentioned obedience and due scrupulousness, especially since by such a decree it seems that provision has been made not merely for individual cities and peoples and provinces but for the entire world, for the destruction of which a very small number of people are understood to have raged, whose greed could be softened or satisfied by neither the passage of time nor the the wealth for which they are seen to have striven. 

Below is shown the prices for invidual items that no one is allowed to exceed. [Long list follows]

