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Abstract:
The usury doctrine, especially from the revival of the Church’s anti-usury campaign in the early thirteenth century, provided a very major problem for all West European governing authorities throughout the later medieval and Renaissance eras.  For how could they borrow extensive sums of money – so necessary to finance chronic warfare – without paying interest?  The solution adopted by  the Franco-Flemish towns, from the 1220s, was to resort to sales of a new financial instrument: the rente or annuity, which was not (in the eyes of the Church) an interest-bearing loan contract.  The Italian communes chose, however, to rely on forced loans, whose obligatory nature initially exempted them from the sin of usury (according to many theologians), even though they bore interest. These republican communes made that choice to avoid reliance on foreign financing, the very essence of the rente-annuity system throughout western Europe.  The major problem arose when these communes permitted secondary markets in interest-bearing debt, an activity that almost all Dominicans and Franciscans condemned as usurious – while secondary (and international) markets in rentes remained totally free of any taint of usury.

