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Abstract

During the 8th and 9th centuries AH, the rulers of Hormuz benefited from the
island's strategic position as a key transit hub and its trade with important
commercial ports in the East. As a result of this commercial role, Hormuz held a
dominant economic position in the region. However, with the Portuguese takeover
of Hormuz in the 10th century AH, its economic status as the main trading center in
the Persian Gulf underwent changes that remain ambiguous and complex for
researchers. Following the Portuguese arrival, Hormuz’s trade experienced
quantitative growth. At the same time, the livelihood of traditional merchants
weakened, and the local economy of Hormuz declined, as evidenced by available
records and sources. This study, using a descriptive-analytical method and drawing
on library research and archival documents, aims to clarify why, despite the increase
in Hormuz’s commercial revenue during these years, there is talk of its economic
decline under Portuguese rule. Examination of the records reveals that the growing
revenues during this period were not invested in strengthening the economic and
commercial infrastructure of Hormuz but instead primarily served the personal

interests of the Portuguese commanders and officials.
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Introduction

From the 14™ century, the rulers of Hormuz, leveraging the island's strategic
geographical position as a crossroads for East-West trade routes, sought to establish
a dominant economic and commercial position in the Persian Gulf region. Despite
facing significant challenges due to limited basic resources such as water, food, and
essential goods, Hormuz transformed into a regional trade hub through active
commerce and the astute policy-making of its rulers. Following the defeat of the
rulers of Kish in the 14" century and the annexation of Kish to Hormuz, the rulers of
Hormuz succeeded in monopolizing trade and power in the Persian Gulf region.
Furthermore, by paying tribute to the local rulers and the newly enthroned Safavid
king, the rulers of Hormuz maintained their independence in regional trade and
preserved their exclusive role in Gulf commerce.

With the arrival of the Portuguese in the Persian Gulf in the late 16™ century,
Hormuz's economic conditions underwent significant changes. The Portuguese
strengthened their commercial and economic role and implemented mercantilist
policies in the region. These policies included direct interventions by Portugal and
the Iberian Union of Spain and Portugal (from 1608 to 1630, during which Spain
and Portugal were politically and economically united, and Portugal's mercantilist
policies were influenced by Spain), the establishment of targeted customs policies,
and support for the expansion of colonies. The Portuguese, aiming to secure
substantial profits, pursued economic dominance and control over the Persian Gulf
trade, which led to important economic and political challenges for the local rulers
of Hormuz. Examining the economic changes of this period, particularly in terms of
the weakening of local structures and the intervention of extra-regional powers, is
essential for understanding Hormuz's position in regional trade. In this context, this
study seeks to answer the following questions: Why, despite the quantitative
increase in Hormuz's trade revenues during the Portuguese domination (1506—1587),
is there often mention of Hormuz's economic decline in historical sources? How
were trade revenues spent, and which group gained the most profit? What were the
effects of Portuguese control on the livelihoods of traditional merchants and the
economic structure of Hormuz?

Materials and Methods

This study, employing a descriptive-analytical method and utilizing library research

and archival document analysis from Portugal, Oman, and Iran, examines the
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economic changes in Hormuz during the period of Portuguese domination (1506—
1587). Data analysis has been conducted by converting various currencies into the
Ashrafi as a common unit of account, enabling a comparison of Hormuz’s revenues
and customs duties over different time periods. Given the limitations of access to
documents and linguistic changes, efforts have been made to extract and analyze all
relevant and significant documents to the extent possible. The research approach
combines the examination of quantitative revenue data with a qualitative analysis of

the role of local and Portuguese actors in shaping the regional economy of Hormuz.

Discussion and Results

Historical documents and records show that despite the quantitative increase in
Hormuz's customs and trade revenues following the arrival of the Portuguese, these
revenues were, instead of being invested in the development of economic
infrastructure or improving the livelihoods of local merchants, largely seized by
Portuguese commanders and officials. The Portuguese, by granting themselves
customs exemptions and gradually monopolizing regional trade, marginalized local
merchants and, through numerous contracts, turned the rulers of Hormuz into their
political and economic puppets. This situation led to a reduction in the influence and
economic power of the rulers of Hormuz and diminished their independence in
determining trade policies. In reality, the Portuguese did not enter the trade arena as
equal business partners, but rather as a dominant and monopolistic power, gradually
eliminating native merchants and directing the profits from flourishing trade
primarily in favor of Portuguese officials and commanders. This process progressed
to the point where Portuguese commanders took control of all customs duties,
prioritizing their personal financial interests even above those of their own country.
Therefore, although foreign trade revenues increased, the local economy of Hormuz
declined. Meanwhile, the resistance of the rulers of Hormuz and their efforts to
preserve their autonomy form part of the political-economic history of the region,
but ultimately, they could not exert a significant influence on the overall course of
Portuguese domination.

Conclusion

An examination of Portuguese documents and sources reveals that, with the arrival
of the Portuguese in Hormuz, despite a noticeable increase in trade volume and
overall revenues, the local economy and the livelihoods of native merchants
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gradually weakened. In the early decades of Portuguese presence, the ruler of
Hormuz was forced to pay heavy tributes, and later, was deprived of customs
revenues. Given these circumstances, it can be said that although quantitative trade
indicators increased during the Portuguese occupation of Hormuz, the lack of
development-oriented policies and disregard for local economic and social
infrastructure prevented the growth of trade in Hormuz from resulting in an
improvement in public welfare or the sustainability of the local economy.
Nevertheless, the key role of Hormuz in the regional trade network of the Persian
Gulf should not be overlooked. Evidence shows that, despite the political and
economic pressures resulting from Portuguese dominance, the island continued to
play a significant role in regional trade until the arrival of Shah Abbas I's forces.
This study aims to provide a clearer understanding of the consequences of
Portuguese control on the economic structure of Hormuz by utilizing Portuguese
documents and historical sources, and by distinguishing between the growth of

regional trade and the decline of the local economy.
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