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INTRODUCTION: NEW APPROACHES TO THE
DEMOGRAPHIC, AGRARIAN, AND POLITICAL
HISTORY OF THE MIDDLE AND LATE REPUBLIC

Until recently most historians of Italy during the last two centuries BC
accepted a causal connection between imperial conquest, a vast enrich-
ment of the Roman elite, a rapid increase in the number of urban
and rural slaves, the gradual proletarianization of an ever-growing
proportion of the Italian peasantry, and the political destabilization
of the Republic after 133 BC. It was also thought that these develop-
ments were made possible or at least accelerated by the devastations
of the Hannibalic War, which allowed the Roman elite to set up large
slave-staffed estates on the vastly increased ager publicus of the post-
Hannibalic period. In all this the heavy recruitment required for the
wars in the East and in Spain was seen as a factor which contributed
to the immiseration of the country-dwelling population. The land
reforms initiated by Tiberius Gracchus were seen as a logical response
to these developments and, more specifically, as an attempt to stem the
numerical decline of the free peasantry from which the armies of the
Republic were traditionally recruited.'

In recent years the validity of many assumptions underlying this
reconstruction has been questioned. An important development which
stimulated ancient historians and archaeologists to rethink the history of
post-Hannibalic Italy was the emergence of survey archaeology. From
the early 1970s onwards it was claimed that the fieldwalking campaigns
carried out in South Etruria had revealed the presence of numerous
farm sites of the second century BC, a finding which seemed to be at
odds with the traditional view that this period witnessed the uprooting
of the free peasantry and a decline of the free rural population.’

When fieldwalking campaigns were carried out in other parts of
Italy, it also seemed to emerge that there were hardly any large-scale
villas for the production of wine and olive oil before the early decades
of the first century BC. This has contributed to the recent emphasis
on good transportation locations as a vital prerequisite for intensive

' E.g. Hopkins (1978); Cornell (1996).
% Frederiksen (1970-1).
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farming on slave-run estates.” It has also been calculated that even in
the Augustan period no more than a few hundred thousand slaves were
needed to produce all the wine and all the olive oil consumed by the
urban population of Italy.*

In recent years some ancient historians have also begun to dispute
the theory that the heavy recruitment in the last two centuries BC
and the sending out of large armies to theatres of war far away from
Italy disrupted the traditional peasant economy and led many peasant
families to give up their farms. To begin with, it seems likely that many
rural families were of the extended type. This must have made it easier
to cope with the temporary absence or even with the death of one or
two male family members. There is also some comparative evidence
to suggest that on farms without adult men women could become the
temporary de_facto heads of rural families and maintain production at
adequate levels. Finally and perhaps most importantly, recent research
emphasizes that the rural economy of republican Italy is likely to have
experienced a high level of structural underemployment. Viewed in
this light, military service may actually have had beneficial economic
effects by removing surplus labour from the countryside and providing
peasant families with employment opportunities outside agriculture that
were potentially very remunerative.’

Yet another important challenge to the orthodox interpretation of
mid- and late-republican history has appeared in the form of Elio Lo
Cascio’s ‘high count’ model of demographic developments between 225
and 28 BC. The cornerstone of this model is the assumption that the
Augustan census figures are to be interpreted as referring only to adult
male citizens.® If we adopt this reading, we must conclude that Italy
had some 15 million inhabitants (including slaves) in the early years of
the Principate. The logical corollary of this theory is that the post-Han-
nibalic period must have witnessed a very rapid expansion of the free
country-dwelling population. It would then follow that the Gracchi were
faced with the onset of a Malthusian crisis of overpopulation rather
than with a gradual decline of the free Italian peasantry.’

De Neeve (1984); Morley (1996).
De Ligt (2004); Scheidel (2005).
Rosenstein (2004).
Lo Cascio (1994); Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005).
Lo Cascio (2004).

o o o e
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Although these new perspectives have been set out and developed in
many articles, no new synthesis of mid- and late-republican history has
been attempted. One reason for this must be that the task of assessing
the strengths and weaknesses of these new approaches is complicated
by the large number of questions that must be looked at afresh. Pre-
cisely for this reason, the Department of Ancient History of Leiden
University decided to organize a three-day conference which would
bring together a wide range of specialists on various aspects of mid-
and late-republican history in an attempt to clarify the most important
issues at stake and explore some of these issues in the light of the new
theories referred to above. Because the Gracchan land reforms have
been a pivotal element in all previous reconstructions, it was decided
to devote a separate session to this topic. Up to a point the theme of
the conference as a whole can be described as ‘the Gracchi in context’.
However, it must be emphasized that instead of focusing narrowly on
the decades preceding and following the passing of the lex Sempronia
agraria of 133 BC, the conference aimed to place the events of the 130s
and 120s BC in a variety of contexts spanning several centuries. This
explains why the temporal limits of the topics covered in this volume
range from the passing of the lex Licinia de modo agrorum of 367 BC all
the way to the Augustan period. The editors of this volume feel that
the overall aim of the conference not only justifies this wide scope but
in fact makes it absolutely necessary.

Since almost all new interpretations of the economic, social, politi-
cal, and military history of the Middle and Late Republic which have
been attempted in recent years are connected with theories concerning
Italy’s demographic make-up, the volume begins with four papers on
population dynamics and the development of the urban network. In a
long survey of the recent literature on Italy’s population history Walter
Scheidel explores some of the strengths and weaknesses of the ‘low
count’ and ‘high count’ models. He argues that many features, such
as urbanization rates and military participation rates, do not favour
cither the low count or the high count. At the same time slave imports,
the high costs of military recruitment, and elevated living standards
(as reflected in average body length) would seem to support the low
count. This leaves the much higher population of Italy during the High
Middle Ages as the main challenge to the low count.

Scheidel’s argument that the high standard of living which seems
to have characterized early-imperial Italy cannot be squared with a
scenario of population pressure is challenged by Geoffrey Kron, who
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argues that high standards of living in the towns of Roman Italy created
a strong market for meat, which made it possible for Roman farmers
to set up mixed farms based on convertible husbandry and the cultiva-
tion of grapes, olives, and industrial crops alongside cereals. Since the
presence of numerous animals provided Roman farmers with large
amounts of manure, they were able to obtain excellent yields on their
modestly-sized holdings. On this view high living standards, rather than
being at odds with the existence of a large population, would actually
be one of its preconditions. This optimistic view of the Italian peasant
economy leads the author to cast doubt on the reality of the agrarian
crisis supposedly lying behind the Gracchan land reforms. In his view
the archaeological evidence demonstrates the survival of many small
and medium-sized farms in the Italian countryside.

Where Kron focuses on the countryside, Neville Morley discusses
urbanization. As he points out, the tendency of ancient historians to
define towns on the basis of legal criteria has had the unfortunate
consequence of making most attempts to compare urbanization rates
in Roman and late-medieval Italy completely meaningless. More gener-
ally, Morley argues that instead of trying to identify towns in what was
essentially a continuum of larger and smaller settlements, we should
concentrate on the causes and implications of processes of concen-
tration, crystallization, integration, and differentiation in mid- and
late-republican Italy. He argues that the concentration of population
in urban centres may help us to explain some of the upheavals of the
late Republic, because towns seem to have developed faster than the
political institutions and economic structures needed to sustain them.
He also emphasizes that the political integration of Italy, in which towns
played an important part, created the networks and structures which
the Gracchi exploited in order to challenge the traditional elite.

De Ligt also looks at Italy’s urban system but from a demographic
point of view. Focusing on Cisalpine Gaul, he argues that the archaeo-
logical evidence presently available makes it impossible to arrive at a
reliable population estimate for this region using inductive methods.
Nonetheless he finds it significant that the towns of Roman Cisalpina,
which he defines as all settlements covering 20 or more hectares, were
much smaller than those of the late-medieval and early-modern period.
Assigning between 120 and 150 inhabitants to each urban hectare, he
argues that the high count can be maintained only by assuming that
only 4-5% of the North-Italian population lived in ‘towns’. In fact, even
the low count implies a northern urbanization rate not much higher
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than 12%. De Ligt interprets this as an indication that the low count
is more likely to be correct.

A second group of papers looks at the numerical data which have
been preserved in the literary tradition and in the epigraphic record.
In a wide-ranging contribution Saskia Hin argues that the republican
census figures are to be interpreted as referring only to adult male
citizens sut wris. She also disputes the traditional view that the census
figure for 234 BC and the manpower figure given by Polybius for
‘the Romans and Campanians’ are in pari materia. Arguing that the
Polybian manpower figures refer to wniores only, she demonstrates that
a subpopulation of 273,000 zunwres implies a citizen population only
one eighth higher than that implied by a subpopulation of 270,713
adult male citizens suz wris. More importantly, she goes on to defend
the hypothesis that the Augustan census figures can be explained by
assuming that these were the first figures to comprise all citizens suz uris,
including wards and widows and perhaps even married women suz iuris.
This reinterpretation results in an Italian population of between 7.5
and 10 million, significantly higher than the low count but far below
the high count.

While Hin accepts the census figure for 234 BC as representing more
or less accurately the number of adult male citizens sui wris, Elio Lo
Cascio questions the usefulness of the republican census figures, espe-
cially those for the second century BC, as a basis for any demographic
reconstruction. As he points out, the size of the citizen body was deter-
mined not only by purely demographic factors but also by many other
variables, such as the number of citizen-soldiers serving abroad, the
registration of immigrants from Latin communities, and the bestowal
of full citizenship on communities of ciues sine syffragio. While most low
counters would accept the relevance of these distorting factors, Lo
Cascio also argues that the existence of a centralized census procedure
and the likelihood that most proletarians remained unregistered resulted
in a very low overall registration rate. He also disputes the view that
the threshold for membership of the fifth class was lowered in 141/0
or 130/129 BG and that this led to more (former) proletarian citizens
being registered by the censors. Taken together, his arguments imply
that the republican census figures can be used only to estimate the
minimum number of adult male citizens at any given time.

As far as the registration rate is concerned Lo Cascio’s findings clash
directly with those of Simon Northwood, who offers a detailed recon-
struction of the relationship between census taking and the imposition
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of tributum. His main points are that the property valuations declared
at the census were genuine market values, and that only citizens in the
five Servian classes are likely to have paid #ibutum. In arguing in favour
of this dual thesis, he draws attention to the fact that declarations had
to be made in public. In his view this must mean that only the truly
landless were able to disappear, so that the proportion of the census
population which remained unregistered would have been much lower
than envisaged by Lo Gascio.

A common theme which emerges from the articles by Hin, Lo
Cascio, and Northwood is that our views on the efficiency of census
taking are determined by our answers to a number of technical ques-
tions which have often been ignored in recent publications but are of
vital importance for those aspiring to make a realistic assessment of the
strengths and weaknesses of the various demographic models which
have been proposed.

A third theme covered in this volume is the dialectic relationship
between demographic history and the interpretation of archaeological
field surveys. In the first article of this volume Walter Scheidel expresses
skepticism regarding the use of archaecological data in assessing the
strengths and weaknesses of competing demographic models. However,
his criticisms are directed mainly against those who have followed a
bottom-up approach in reconstructing the population histories of vari-
ous Italian landscapes. As the five archaeological papers in this volume
demonstrate, this is certainly not the end of the story. In the first of
these papers Rob Witcher discusses the many pitfalls encountered by
those who have tried either to refute or to uphold the notion of a
demographic downturn in the Italian countryside in the second cen-
tury BC on the basis of the survey data from South Etruria. In doing
so, he focuses on the results of the recent Tiber Valley Project, which
have confirmed Liverani’s finding that most of the blackslip pottery
recovered from ‘small’ sites in this area belongs to the third rather
than to the second century BC.? It is tempting to infer from this that,
at least in this part of Central Italy, there was a ‘crisis of the second
century BC’ after all. However, as Witcher points out, the scarcity of
Late Republican 1 material and the sampling techniques which were
used in South Etruria make it impossible to state emphatically that
there was a reduction in the number of small sites during this period.

8 Liverani (1984).
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Witcher also makes the important observation that instead of trying
to derive population figures from site numbers, archaeologists should
concentrate on the various assumptions concerning the archaeological
evidence implied by competing demographic models. As he points
out, the low count implies relatively high recovery rates which can
only be explained if rural populations were well integrated into urban
and regional economies through the consumption of finewares. By
contrast, the low recovery rates implied by the high count would point
to impoverished subsistence peasants with minimal economic contact
with urban markets. There can be no doubt that this is a promising
avenue for further research.

The problem of recovery rates is also central to two other contribu-
tions to this volume. In the first of these Dominic Rathbone offers a
fundamental critique of the tendency of archaeologists to make a simple
distinction between large and small sites. As he points out, there is a
good deal of literary evidence for peasants living in huts (tuguria) built
with perishable materials. He also offers a detailed discussion of the
handful of small and medium-sized republican farmhouses which has
been excavated. Even the small sample presently available is enough
to reveal that there was a broad spectrum in size of farmsteads. It
also appears that most of the very few small farms which have been
thoroughly investigated were relatively solid structures of the Gracchan
and triumviral periods. Since small farms of this type are unlikely to
have been the norm in earlier periods, and also because small farms
appear to have had limited access to finewares, we must conclude that
the vast majority of the tuguria described in the written sources have
escaped detection.

In a closely related paper Jeremia Pelgrom focuses on another pos-
sible explanation for the extremely low recovery rates implied by the
survey data collected in the territories of Cosa and many other Latin
colonies. In his view the small size of the urban centres of these ter-
ritories rules out the possibility that the majority of the colonists lived
within the town walls, especially because very few traces of dwellings of
the fourth and third centuries BC have been discovered in these towns.
Why then have the Latin colonists of the Middle Republic escaped
detection? Pelgrom argues that part of the explanation must be that
the early colonists preferred to live in hamlets and villages. As he points
out, quite a few such nucleated settlements have been discovered in
recent survey campaigns. Many others must have been located on hill
tops offering natural protection and are therefore likely to have escaped
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detection by archaeologists looking for concentrations of sherds in fertile
fields. Like Witcher’s and Rathbone’s methodological observations, this
is another valuable pointer for further research.

In a general discussion of the demographic picture emerging from
the extensive archaeological campaigns carried out in Apulia, Douwe
Yntema argues that a combination of high-intensity urban surveys,
high-intensity rural surveys, and excavation of selected key sites makes
it possible to arrive at a rough estimate of the population of the Messa-
pian districts of Apulia and indeed of Apulia as a whole. If we assume
that intensive surveys have discovered ¢. 50% of all farmsteads in the
investigated areas and if we add the very large number of Messapians
who must have lived in towns, we obtain an estimate of between 126,000
and 163,200 Messapians. As Yntema points out, this crude figure is
compatible with the manpower figures given by Polybius if these are
interpreted as referring to adult males aged between 18 and 45, and
if it assumed that Messapians made up between 40% and 45% of
the 56,000 able-bodied men that the ‘Iapygians and Messapians’ were
theoretically able to put in the field in 225 BC. An interesting feature
of the demographic reconstruction underlying these calculations is
that it assigns between 80% and 90% of the Messapian population to
towns. As Yntema realizes, this must imply that the urban agglomera-
tions of Messapia were essentially agro-towns a large proportion of
whose population was engaged in agriculture. This picture is intrigu-
ingly similar to the demographic reconstructions which John Bintliff
and Mogens Hansen have advanced for classical Greece,” and very
different from the settlement pattern postulated by De Ligt for late-
republican Cisalpina.

The last archacological contribution in this volume, by Maurizio
Gualtieri, offers a panoramic view of developments in Lucania between
the third and first centuries BC. In the Mingardo/Bussento region the
most striking change is the desertion of the oppidum of Roccagloriosa.
However, the survival of numerous farms and hamlets suggests that the
fate of this Lucanian settlement resulted from a drastic reconfiguration
of the region’s administrative and economic structures, which is likely
to have been associated with the foundation of Buxentum, rather than
from a general demographic collapse. Although the material from some
other parts of Lucania is of uneven quality, most of it points in the same

9 Bintliff (2004, 211); Hansen (2006).
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general direction. In the case of Volcei signs of continuing prosperity
have been detected both in the town and in the countryside. There are
also indications that the farms of the Gracchan settlers who received
allotments in the Vallo di Diano continued to flourish well into the early
Principate. Finally, villas and villages appear to have coexisted in the
area of Oppido Lucano. All in all, these scattered data reveal the old
picture of Lucania becoming dominated by a slave-based plantation
economy to be highly inaccurate.

The most important lesson to be learned from these five archaco-
logical papers is perhaps that approximately fifty years after the
appearance of Italian survey archaeology there is still plenty of room
for new approaches. One reason for this is the enormous advance in
methodological sophistication that has been achieved since the late
1950s. Another is an acute awareness that the written sources may be
a poor guide to the complex realities in the Italian countryside, and
also the realization that population trends and the evolution of settle-
ment patterns are likely to have followed very different trajectories in
different parts of post-Hannibalic Italy.

"Two further important topics for those interested in the demographic
composition of Italy are migration and developments affecting the
demographic balance between citizens and allies. As Paul Erdkamp
points out, comparative data suggest that people in premodern societies
were far more mobile than previously thought. In the case of republican
Italy this would mean that mobility is unlikely to have been confined
to state-sponsored migration to colonies and voluntary migration to
Rome. Focusing more specifically on migration to the capital, Erdkamp
argues that Rome is likely to have attracted many seasonal migrants in
search of temporary jobs, and also that the sex ratio in the city must
have been heavily skewed in favour of males because there were few
employment opportunities for freeborn women. Partly for this reason he
upholds the traditional view that the fertility rate in Rome was far too
low to offset mortality, implying that large-scale migration was needed
to sustain the capital’s population.

Addressing another aspect of migration, William Broadhead points
out that the system used to recruit allied manpower and certain features
of the political system in Rome were based on the unrealistic assump-
tion that people would continue to live where they had been born.
This mentality helps to explain why Rome preferred to send back large
numbers of Latin immigrants rather than reduce the military burden
imposed on the Latin communities concerned. Broadhead also suggests
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that the Gracchan land reforms can be seen as an attempt to redistribute
citizens over the ager Romanus and the tribes, and also that the decision
to make the allotments of the Gracchan settlers inalienable by sale may
have been prompted by the wish to keep these settlers in place.

Manpower concerns of a different kind are at the centre of Henrik
Mouritsen’s contribution. As he observes, the numerical balance between
Romans and allies is likely to have been a matter of concern for the
political elite in Rome. In theory the number of citizens eligible for
service in the legions could be increased by lowering the threshold for
membership of the fifth class or by assigning land to proletarian citizens.
There was, however, a third possibility which has not received sufficient
attention: the number of citizen-soldiers could also be increased by
bestowing the (full) Roman citizenship on the ciues sine suffragio and on
the Latins, most of whom were descendants of Roman citizens. In
Mouritsen’s view this is the key to Flaccus’ proposal to grant the citi-
zenship to certain categories of allied communities. If one of Flaccus’
aims was to bring back the Latins into the citizen body, this would have
had the most welcome effect of altering the internal demographic and
military balance in Rome’s favour.

As noted above, all reconstructions of Italy’s demographic and
agrarian history during the last two centuries BC have to take account
of the literary tradition concerning the Gracchan land reforms. One
illustration of this is Lo Cascio’s theory that the lex Sempronia agraria of
133 BC was issued with the aim of resolving a social crisis caused by
fast population growth (cf. above). In other words, the formulation of
new quantitative models in the field of Roman demography is bound
up inextricably with attempts to read the literary sources in a new light
and also with the need to reassess the reliability of the literary tradition
concerning the role of state-owned land in the republican economy. In
this volume these topics are dealt with in three closely related articles,
each of which looks at different aspects of the historiographical tradi-
tion (both ancient and modern) concerning the Gracchan land reforms
and their background.

In the first of these articles Daniel Gargola undertakes an in-depth
analysis of Appian’s account of the background to the promulgation
of the lex Sempronia agraria. His main contention is that although almost
every single element in this account can be paralleled elsewhere, Appian
has assembled the basic facts into a unified story which is clearly
designed to present the unprecedented land reforms of 133 BC as
being in keeping with traditional Roman policies reaching back as far
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as the fourth century BC. In order to achieve this goal, Appian (or his
source?) appears to have projected into the past not only the agrarian
conditions of the second century BC (including the existence of large
slave-staffed estates) but also the goals pursued by Tiberius Gracchus and
the new legal categories created by his agrarian law. Gargola concludes
that because of these distortions Appian is a very problematic guide
to Roman practices governing public lands or to social and economic
conditions in any period of republican history, including the second
century BC. At most Appian reveals how some people perceived or
presented conditions in the countryside.

In another paper John Rich focuses on the scope of the lex Licinia of
367 BC, which is reported by Livy and other sources to have declared
it illegal for Roman citizens to hold more than 500 wugera of land. In
almost all of the countless publications on the lex Licinia which have
appeared since the early 1860s this ban is presented as affecting only
holdings of ager publicus. In the first part of his article Rich shows that
this interpretation was not shared by some distinguished scholars of
the early-modern period, including Machiavelli and Montesquieu, who
supposed that the law of 367 BC referred to all landholding. Rich
also demonstrates that the alternative view that the Licinian law dealt
exclusively with ager publicus goes back all the way to the writings of
Carlo Sigonio but did not become dominant until the publication of
Niebuhr’s Rimische Geschichte. Even then the theory that the lex de modo
agrorum of 367 BC affected all types of land continued to be defended,
for instance by Huschke, until Niebuhr’s interpretation was endorsed
by Mommsen. In the second half of his contribution Rich goes on to
argue that Machiavelli’s and Huschke’s interpretation is to be preferred
not only to Niebuhr’s reading but also to the theory that the lex Licinia
applied only to land held in private ownership. An interesting implica-
tion of his thesis is that Tiberius Gracchus made no attempt to revive
the Licinian law in its original form, opting instead to apply the old
and no doubt obsolete maximum only to holdings consisting of certain
types of state-owned land.

The section on ager publicus ends with a paper by Saskia Roselaar,
who sets out to reassess the reliability of the literary tradition from a
different angle. Tracing the history of various types of state-owned
land between the fourth and second centuries BC, she argues that in
most parts of Central Italy the so-called ager occupatorius which looms so
large in Appian had almost disappeared by the beginning of the sec-
ond century BC. Even if we allow for the development of slave-staffed
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villas on ager quaestorius and ager in trientabulis, it seems to follow that
most farms of this type must have been set up on private land. In her
view it was the growth of such privately owned estates, combined with
a slow but steady increase in the number of rurally based citizens,
which lay behind the social problems encountered by the Gracchi. If
this reconstruction is accepted, Appian’s quasi-exclusive focus on ager
occupatorius 1s deeply misleading. Roselaar’s explanation for this distor-
tion is that the surviving literary tradition has been heavily influenced
by the speeches of the Gracchi, who are likely to have focused on
ager occupatorius because this was the only type of land which could be
redistributed and also because this enabled them to cite the lex Licinia
of 367 BC as a precedent. This analysis is fully compatible with the
findings of Gargola and Rich, and also establishes an interesting link
between the history of the republican ager publicus and the ongoing
debate concerning Italy’s demographic composition during the last
two centuries BC.

The volume ends with two papers which explore the demographic
dimensions of the disintegration of the Republic from the final decades
of the second century BG onwards. Nathan Rosenstein approaches this
topic by considering the applicability of Jack Goldstone’s theory that
demographic growth and its economic, social, and political ramifica-
tions were a key factor behind the English and French revolutions of
1642 and 1789. Focusing on various aspects of this model, Rosenstein
argues that the absence of large-scale epidemics and a reduction of
military commitments caused the number of young adult men to bulge
in the crucial period between 133 BC and 91 BC. At the same time an
increase in the number of young aristocrats is likely to have intensified
intra-elite competition. A third factor was a growing perception of cor-
ruption among members of the senatorial order. In Rosenstein’s view
this last development was particularly harmful in a premodern society
which possessed no bureaucracy to speak of. Without minimizing the
many differences which existed between late-republican Italy and pre-
revolutionary England and Irance, he argues that these developments
go a long way to explaining the breakdown of the Republic.

In the final contribution Michael Crawford calls attention to the
presence of a very large number of Roman citizens outside Italy as
another factor which helps to explain the political and military develop-
ments of the first century BC. As he points out, the years between 88
BC and 49 BC witnessed the emergence of what he calls ‘alternative
empires’ in Spain, Gaul, and parts of the East, which were outside the
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control of the senate for prolonged periods. The dynasts governing
these peripheral empires had their own armies and consilia, and also
conducted independent negotiations with foreign kings. According to
Crawford these alternative states could function only because a vast
number of Romans and Italians had settled in the provinces from the
middle of the second century BC onwards. He also points to evidence
for regional dynasts bestowing the Roman citizenship on large numbers
of indigenous inhabitants. It will be clear that this thesis has interesting
implications for the debate between low counters and high counters.
As Crawford observes, the high-count interpretation of the Augustan
census figures can be reconciled with a low-count reconstruction for
Italy if we assign ¢. 7 million citizens to the provinces. Even though this
spectacular suggestion is essentially a thought experiment, there can be
no doubt that it will stimulate both low counters and high counters to
rethink not only the scale of emigration from Italy but also the quan-
titative importance of the creation of new citizens by powerful Roman
patrons in the provinces.

Taken together, the twenty essays in this volume provide a wealth of
new perspectives not only on the demographic, social, and legal back-
ground to the Gracchan land reforms but also on the demographic,
economic, social, and political history of the Middle and Late Republic
generally. The editors hope that the many new ideas which are presented
by the contributors will be picked up soon by other specialists working
on pre-imperial Italy and will stimulate them to join the lively debate
concerning the multi-faceted impact of demographic developments on
Roman Italy during the last two centuries BC.

Luuk de Ligt
Simon Northwood
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ROMAN POPULATION SIZE:
THE LOGIC OF THE DEBATE

Walter Scheidel

1. Roman population size: why it matters

Our 1gnorance of the size of ancient populations is one of the biggest
obstacles to our understanding of Roman history. After generations of
prolific scholarship, we still do not know how many people inhabited
Roman Italy and the Mediterranean at any given time. When I say we
do not know, I do not simply mean that we lack numbers that are both
precise and known to be accurate: that would surely be an unreasonably
high standard to apply to any premodern society. What I mean is that
even the appropriate order of magnitude remains a matter of intense
dispute. This uncertainty profoundly affects modern reconstructions of
Roman history in two ways. First of all, our estimates of the overall
Italian population are to a large extent a direct function of our views
on the size of the Roman citizenry, and inevitably shape any broader
guesses concerning the demography of the Roman empire as a whole.
These guesses determine in turn how we assess Roman conditions in
relation to other, later periods of Mediterranean population history.
Secondly, and moreover, this is by no means an antiquarian issue, a case
of wanting to know for the sake of filling in blanks in our knowledge.
Absolute and relative population numbers matter greatly for the simple
reason that they are critically related to key variables of development,
such as economic performance: a ‘large’ population (by premodern
standards) might imply a ‘strong’ economy (by the same standards), or,
alternatively, might suggest relatively low living standards. Since it is
impossible for us to measure Roman GDP directly from actual evidence,
and difficult, though perhaps not entirely impossible, to ascertain living
standards, a better understanding of population size is essential for our
appreciation of Roman economic performance and human develop-
ment. This would help us to account for the limits of Roman growth
and the ultimate failure of the Roman world. This information is also
required in order to relate the Roman experience to larger historical
patterns, and to choose between an essentially linear view of historical
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development, characterized by gradual long-term growth in economic
output and population density, and a more cyclical model in which
early peaks might match or even exceed later phases of expansion (most
notably, the Roman period vis-a-vis the High Middle Ages or even the
early modern age). Only comparisons of this kind would enable us to
gauge the relative significance of specific contextual conditions, such
as the aggregate benefits of reduced transaction and information costs
engendered by pan-Mediterranean political unification and centuries
of ecumenical peace and stability.

II. Purpose and method

For all these reasons, a better understanding of Roman population size
is a vital concern for ancient and indeed all of premodern history well
beyond the ambit of the recent Leiden project with its focus on Italy
during the last two and a half centuries BC.! At the same time, the
Leiden initiative calls for a broader vision of Roman demography which
would allow us to contextualize more specific findings and claims. In
order to bring us closer to this goal-—and to show how far we still have
to go to reach anything like a consensus—I provide a critical assess-
ment of the current state of the debate that does not seek to advance
a particular interpretation but instead aims to identify the strengths,
weaknesses, and logical corollaries of competing reconstructions. This
approach is meant to serve several purposes. In keeping with the domi-
nant conventions of scholarly discourse, existing contributions usually
strive to make a case for a particular version of Roman population
history, and in so doing tend to give disproportionate weight to data
or readings that favor their own argument and weaken others, mak-
ing it hard for non-specialist observers to gauge the relative merits of
conflicting claims. Moreover, the debate has all too often focused on
individual source references or narrow technical points without giving
full consideration to the various logical implications of a particular
position. All specific arguments about Roman population need to be
evaluated within a more general historical context. Ideally, this exercise
ought to be performed by a disinterested party with no stake in ongoing

! “Peasants, citizens and soldiers: the effects of demographic growth in Roman
Republican Italy (202-88 BC)’, University of Leiden, 2004-2009. Despite its title, the
project covers the period from 225 BCE to 14 CE.
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debates who is nonetheless intimately familiar with their details. I am
not sure if such a person exists, and there is no denying that I am on
record as having taken sides, and even that I continue to find certain
readings more plausible than others. Against this background, my pre-
sentation is bound to be slanted one way or another; then again, much
the same would probably be true of potential alternative accounts. The
best I can do is to make explicit some problems and implications that
do not always receive proper attention, even if this makes it harder to
answer key questions. If this survey can help my colleagues make up
their own minds, it will have served its purpose.

A few words about organization. After setting out the main object
of the debate, I weigh the merits of competing claims by focusing on
a number of features associated with Roman population size: urbaniza-
tion, military service, labor markets, internal conflict, living standards,
settlement patterns, and ecological conditions. My survey concludes with
a look at comparative population data from antiquity and later periods.
I choose this approach in the hope of clarifying the terms of the debate
by establishing the potential of specific variables to contribute to our
understanding of the size of the Roman population: while commonly
examined bodies of data can be shown to be of little or no relevance
to this issue, consideration of other, previously neglected aspects needs
to be elevated to a more prominent position.

III. Roman population counts

Modern controversy about Roman population size stems from the fact
that surviving tallies, if taken at face value (i.e. if thought to apply to the
same reference group), are impossible to reconcile with one another. The
basic problems have been set out at great length many times before and
need not be recounted here in detail.” To summarize very briefly, Roman
sources dating from the first century BCE to the fourth century CE, but
presumably drawing on earlier records, report citizen head counts for
twenty-five different occasions from the beginning of the third century
BCE to the end of the second century BCE. Unamended, these totals
range from 137,000 to 395,000 registered individuals. The distribution
of the data suggests a measure of corruption in the manuscript tradition

2 See esp. Brunt (197171987, 15-120); Lo Cascio (1994a).
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Fig. 1. Reported census tallies, 294/3 to 115/4 BCE.

(Fig. 1), which speaks against retention of the two lowest and one of
the highest of these figures. Alternatively, one might prefer to regard
sudden—and demographically impossible—fluctuations as a function
of recording practices which were contingent on the execution of each
particular census. Both explanations have intrinsic merit: while Latin
numerals were highly susceptible to corruption by scribal copying, early
Chinese census tallies, with their sudden wild swings,® show that the
results of such counts could at times be dramatically influenced by the
circumstances of the recording process.

We are left with the general impression that, discounting rare outli-
ers,* these totals fluctuate within a band from 214,000 (using the figure
for 204/3 BCE, which is the lowest that is not completely incompat-
ible with surrounding figures) and 395,000 (125/4 and 115/4 BCE),

* Cf. Bielenstein (1987).
* 137,108 (for 209/8 BCE) and 143,704 (for 194/3 BCE).
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and that most of them (if we disregard for a moment the highest and
lowest of the demographically possible tallies)’ fall in a much narrower
bracket from 242,000 to 337,000. The mean for the demographically
possible tallies (using one total each for 23 events)® is 297,000, and the
median is 292,000.

This method establishes a rough order of magnitude for the third
and second centuries BCE, with a ‘trend tally’ of close to 300,000 that
could move up or down due to military attrition and/or intermittent
variation in registration quality or coverage. (I ought to stress that this is
a ‘trend tally’ for the census population, and not necessarily for the citizen
population that actually existed at those dates: it is essential to keep this
distinction in mind.) Reported numbers soared in the following century,
to 463,000 in 86/5 BCE; 900,000 or 910,000 in 70/69 BCE; and
4,063,000 in 28 BCE. Later tallies conform to the last of these counts,
creating a gently rising plateau of 4,233,000 in 8 BCE; 4,937,000 in 14
CE; and 5,984,072 in 47 CE. In view of the enfranchisement of the
Italian allies after 89 BCE and of Gallia Transpadana in 49 BCE, we
would expect a strong increase in the number of citizens in this period.
However, the recorded increase between 70/69 BCE and 28 BCE is so
dramatic that it cannot be explained in this way alone:’ either registra-
tion prior to 28 BCE had been massively deficient, thereby creating
an inflated impression of the growth in citizen numbers between the
mid-80s BCE and early 20s BCE, or the mode of registration had
changed from 28 BCE onward and census tallies had come to include
a larger share of the citizen population than before.

> 214,000 (for 204/3 BCE) at the low end, and 382,233 (alternative tally for 265/4
BCE), 394,736 (for 125/4 BCE), and 394,336 (for 115/4 BCE) at the high end.

% T define a demographically possible tally as one that can be reconciled with the
tallies preceding and following it. The two records cited in n. 4 cannot be reconciled
with much higher counts in the same periods. The 382,233 reported for 265/4 BCE
can be defended only by considering all immediately preceding or following counts to
be marred by massive under-reporting, and is not deemed demographically possible
here.

7 Even the increase from 115/4 to 28 BCE is hard to credit if we take the tallies at
face value: even if the reported high tally for 115/4 BCE were correct and if Italian
allies and Transpadanians had outnumbered Roman citizens by a factor of four, the
number of citizens would have had to double through natural growth, manumission
of slaves, and enfranchisement of provincials in order to raise the tally from 400,000
in 115/4 to 4 million in 28 BCE. And even if this were to be accepted, it would imply
that all counts prior to 125 BCE were massively deficient. In other words, there is no
way of accepting all of these tallies at face value.
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IV. Competing interpretations

As is well known, both interpretations have been forcefully advanced
by modern scholars. Karl Julius Beloch and Peter Brunt are the most
prominent exponents of the view that whereas the republican census
results refer to all male citizens aged 17 and over, Augustus modified
these reports to include women and children as well, thereby creating
much larger totals for the official record.” No such switch in reporting
practices is explicitly attested in our sources.” For a variety of reasons
that have been set out elsewhere, most notably in Brunt’s massive
account, this reading requires us to accept a whole series of assump-
tions: that the allied population outnumbered the Roman citizenry by
less than two to one in the early first century BCE; that Transpadane
Gaul was sparsely settled and did not account for more than a quarter
of the free population of Italy in the same period; that natural popula-
tion growth between 70/69 and 28 BCE was at best very limited, or
even nil or slightly negative; and that republican census counts were
at least as accurate as the later Augustan tallies, or even more so."” All
these auxiliary assumptions are logically necessary in order to sustain the
Beloch-Brunt reading of the census data. None of them, however, can
be independently verified or falsified with the help of ancient evidence:
their acceptance or rejection is contingent on probabilistic claims.

As I have argued on a previous occasion, allowing for a certain
amount of under-registration, this reading is consistent with an Italian

& Beloch (1886, 370-8); Brunt (1971/1987, 113-20).

? It seems to me rather fruitless to argue about the intrinsic plausibility of such a
change. Scholars have pitted arguments emphasizing Augustus’ conservatism (which
speaks against any changes: e.g. Lo Cascio (1994a, 31 and n. 52); Kron (2005, 456-7))
against others that highlight the long abeyance of the census (especially since we do
not strictly speaking know how the Augustan census results were publicized prior to 14
CE: Scheidel (2004, 5)), parallels with provincial censuses (which might have provided
a model for the suggested adjustment), references in Augustan and post-Augustan
texts that may—but need not—be read as implying that readers were familiar with
the practice of including women and children in census counts (Beloch 1886, 342 and
376); Brunt (197171987, 113 n. 2), and a variety of other reasons why there is no need
to exaggerate the supposed novelty of such a measure (De Ligt 2007, 178-81). The
heart of the matter is that none of these claims is ultimately testable: they are a matter
of taste. It is true that the most economical default position would favor continuity
over an undocumented switch. We also need to bear in mind, however, that ancient
historiographical coverage of the Augustan period is relatively poor, and arguments
from silence are bound to be correspondingly weak.

' Brunt (1971/1987, 97 [allies], 117 with 198-203 [Transpadana], 121-30 [growth],
116 [census accuracy]).
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population of maybe 3.9-4.2 million citizens in 28 BCE and 4.4—4.8
million citizens in 14 CE, or a grand total for Italy of somewhere around
5.5-6.5 million (including 1-1.5 million slaves and some free aliens)."
Subsequent developments are a matter of conjecture: if the Augustan
rate of increase in the number of citizen residents of Italy implied by
this estimate had continued until the time of the census of 47 CE and
the number of slaves and aliens had remained stable, the Italian popu-
lation might have numbered between 6 and 7 million in the mid first
century CE. Even with a lower and continually slowing post-Augustan
growth rate, the Italian population could well have peaked at 7 or even
8 million by the late first or early second centuries CE."

Back in 1886 Beloch linked his estimate of some 6 million people in
Augustan Italy to one of 54 million in the Roman empire as a whole."”
With some modifications, this (highly conjectural) reconstruction was
most recently accepted by Bruce Frier, who posited populations of
7 million for Italy and 45.5 million for the empire in 14 CE, and of
8.6 million and 61.4 million respectively in 164 CE." The last of these
guesses falls far short of Beloch’s subsequent preference for an imperial
population of up to 100 million in the second century CE." Frier’s
version of the Beloch-Brunt model accords Italy a significantly higher
population density than any of the provinces other than Egypt, Syria-
Palestine, and Cyrenaica, which foreshadows higher Italian population
densities (in a European context) in the medieval and early modern
periods.'

The main alternative to the interpretation that suggests a Roman
Italian population in the order of 6 to 8 million in the early monarchi-
cal period—which I have dubbed the ‘low count™—is represented by

""" Scheidel (2004, 9 [citizens]); (2005a, 64—71 [slaves]). My main adjustment of
Brunt’s estimate of 7.5 million people in Italy in 14 CE concerns the number of slaves,
which must have been much smaller than assumed by him (his 3 million is a pure
guess: Brunt 1971/1987, 124-5) or Beloch (1886, 416: two million).

12 Beloch (1886, 507) posited a gross total of 6 million in 14 CE and 7 million in
47 CE (ibid. 437; and see also Beloch 1903) but allowed for substantial growth all
over the empire later on: Beloch (1899, 619-20). Brunt (1971/1987) does not cover
the post-Augustan period.

5 Beloch (1886, 507).

" Frier (2000, 812 table 5; 814 table 6) largely based (with some adjustments) on
McEvedy and Jones (1978) for 14 CE and the schematic assumption of a mean annual
growth rate of 0.15% from 14 CE to 164 CE.

1> Beloch (1899, 620).

16 Cf. Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 210).
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the readings of Tenney Frank, Elio Lo Cascio, and Geoffrey Kron that
consider the monarchical census tallies to refer to adult male citizens."”
This approach requires us to adjust the reported census figures by a
multiplier in order to arrive at the overall size of the citizenry: model
life tables suggest that men aged 17 and over would have comprised
roughly one-third of a high-mortality population, which implies that
citizens were at least three times as numerous as indicated by the census
counts:'"® in other words, a ‘high count’.

Back in 1924 Frank assigned to Italy 3,500,000 of the 4,063,000
adult males that he thought had been recorded in the census of 28
BCE, extrapolated from this number a total ‘free’ (in this context,
citizen) population of 10 million, and speculatively added 4 million
slaves.’ He did not offer any conjectures for later censuses. However,
if we take a cue from Frank’s statement in 1940 that, with respect to
the distribution of Roman citizens at the time of all three Augustan
censuses, “at least 80-90% lived in Italy”,* this assumption logically
entails the presence of between 4 and 4.5 million adult males in Italy
in 14 CE, for a grand total of somewhere between 15.5 and 17 million
Italians including slaves at that time.

In 1994 Lo Cascio raised the possibility of an Italian gross popula-
tion of 14—16 million under Augustus but argued more specifically for
the presence of 13.5 million citizens in 28 BCE and 16.4 million in 14
CE—"ipotizzando trascurabile la percentuale degl’incensi”—of whom
12,250,000 lived in Italy in 28 BCE and 14,470,000 did so in 14 CE.”
In this article Lo Cascio gives no estimate for conditions in Italy in 47
CE but thinks that by then the total number of citizens had reached
20 muillion: while he maintains that this increase must have been fed by

17 Frank (1924 and 1940, 1); Lo Cascio in multiple works, most notably (1994a),
(1994b), (1996), (1999a), (2001), and again in Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005); Kron
(2005b).

'8 Coale and Demeny (1983, 57 and 108): at ¢,~25, 30-31.5% of a given popula-
tion consist of men aged 17+. The ‘South Europe high mortality life table’ of Woods
(2007, 379) implies a marginally smaller proportion at this level of ¢, By tweaking the
putative sex ratio (which is completely unknown) it is possible to arrive at somewhat
different multipliers, e.g. Lo Cascio (1994a, 38).

19 Frank (1924, 340-1).

% Frank (1940, 1).

2 Lo Cascio (1994b, 93 and 116). Lo Cascio (1994a) critiques the low count
extenso but does not proflfer alternative figures.
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extensions of citizen status and manumission, there is no indication of
how much of this growth might have occurred in Italy itself.*?

In 1996 Lo Cascio proposed between 20 and 21.5 million citizens in
47 CE, a range that is somewhat more generous than that suggested
two years earlier. Once again, the question of the share of the Italian
citizenry is not addressed.” The numerical implications of ongoing
growth continue to be avoided in a subsequent treatment from 1999,
which repeats the estimates of 12,250,000 and 14,470,000 citizens in
28 BCE and 14 CE respectively, although on this occasion Lo Cascio
notes explicitly his contention that “the Italian population went on to
increase during the first two centuries of the Empire”.*

By 2005, however, instead of exploring the logical implications of
this assumption, Lo Cascio had opted to lower his previous estimates
and abandon the idea of post-Augustan population growth in Italy.”
We are now given an estimate of between 15 and 16.4 million citizens
in 14 CE (a range that is up to 8.5% lower than the 1994 estimate of
16.4 million), of whom between 13.5 and 14.5 million are thought to
have resided in Italy proper (compared to 14.47 million in the 1994
estimate, or up to 6.7% fewer than before). The inclusion of slaves raises
the grand total to 1516 million. As in previous discussions, resident
aliens and incensi remain unaccounted for.?® Post-Augustan develop-
ments are relegated to a single footnote that dismisses the census tally
of 5,984,072 for 47 CLE as “less reliable” (presumably relative to the
Augustan figures, although no reason is given for this qualification) and
avers that it “probably reflects not so much the possible natural increase
of the citizen population over 33 years, as the grant of the Roman
citizenship to provincial individuals and communities and a high rate of
manumission of slaves”.?” Lo Cascio does not comment on the relative
weight of these factors: whereas “not so much” would seem to assign
the bulk—though not all—of this increase to extra-Italian sources, the

# Lo Cascio (1994b, 116).

% Lo Cascio (1996, 292-3).

# Lo Cascio (1999a, 164 [population estimates for 28 BCE and 14 CE], 170 [con-
tinuing growth after Augustus, with reference to Lo Cascio (1994b), where no figures
are given for this process]).

» Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005). Here and in the following I ascribe to Lo Cascio
the statements in this article that deal with details of Roman history. Kron (2005b),
published in the same year, defends the high count and attacks the low count at great
length but does not offer any actual population estimates for Roman Italy.

% Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 203).

27 Ibid. 229 n. 24.
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emphasis on slave manumissions implies a significant association with
Italy, which housed the largest concentration of slaves in this period.
Even so, manumission might best be envisioned as a zero-sum game
that reduced the number of slaves to the same extent as it increased
the citizen population, leaving the overall size of the Italian popula-
tion unaffected.

This leaves open the question of how much of the attested growth
in the citizen population following the census of 14 CE occurred in
Italy, where (in Lo Cascio’s own view) 88-90% of all citizens may
have resided at that time. In the 2005 version of his argument, and
contrary to his earlier view, Lo Cascio assumes zero net demographic
growth in Italy between 14 CE and the ‘Antonine Plague’ of the 160s
CE.* This scenario requires us to believe that whereas the number of
citizens in Italy increased by some 20% during the 41 years from 28
BCE to 14 CE, absolutely no further growth occurred during the fol-
lowing century and a half. This implies that by sheer coincidence the
third Augustan census managed to capture the maximum size of the
Italian population in antiquity. It likewise requires us to believe that
although Italy accounted for up to nine-tenths of the citizenry in 14
CE, all subsequent growth—both through reproduction and through
status change—was exclusively confined to the one-tenth of the citizen
body that was domiciled in the provinces. In addition, it requires us
to believe that the number of citizen residents of Italy who eluded
census registration was so small as to be negligible in the context of
these calculations, and that the free non-citizen population of Italy was
also a quantité négligeable.

Any one of these assumptions would seem unlikely a prior, and the
notion that all of them applied simultaneously ought to strain the cre-
dulity of even the most sympathetic observer. For example, if we were
to accept the presence of 14 million registered citizens in Italy in 14
CE, even a low undercount of a mere 7% would add another million
residents. Alternatively, an undercount of 5% would leave room for
300,000 free aliens in a free total of 15 million. Slaves numbered at
least 1 million in that period, although a range from 1 to 1.5 million

% Ibid. 208 list 15-16 million in 1 CE and 100 CE and 12 million in 200 CE. In
this context 1 CE is a stand-in for 14 CE, whereas the reduction to 12 million by 200
CE indicates that the total for 160 CE is likewise thought to be 15—16 million, given
the notion of a 20-30% fall during the epidemic (ibid. 204).
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might be the most plausible estimate.”” It is hard therefore to envision
a minimum of fewer than 16 million Italians in 14 CE. The difference
between the censuses of 14 CE and 47 CE amounts to 1,047,000,
that is roughly one million adult men or three million citizens overall.
If we were to speculate, if only for the sake of argument, that during
this interval the non-Italian citizen population (generously put at 2
million, although Lo Cascio’s latest estimate implies no more than 1.7
million) increased five times as fast as that of Italy proper, this would
yield a net gain of 1.75 million citizens in Italy (an increase of 12.5%)
and 1.25 million in the provinces (an increase of 62.5%). This alone
would be enough to raise the Italian total closer to 18 million. If we
furthermore assumed that due to a massive deceleration in the growth
rate the Italian citizenry grew as much in absolute terms between 47
CE and 164 CE as it did between 14 CE and 47 CE, and therefore
much more slowly in relative terms, we would arrive at a final total of
19 to 20 million.

Even if we assumed that from 14 CE to 47 CE non-Italian popula-
tion growth proceeded ten times as fast as in Italy itself, we would still
need to allow for an additional 1.2 million citizens in Italy by 47 CE
(at a growth rate of 9%), compared with 1.8 million in the provinces
(at a rate of 90%). In fact, unless we are prepared to believe that in
the period of Augustus a much larger share of all citizens resided
outside Italy than is commonly surmised, there is no realistic scenario
that would produce a final Italian population below 18 million. In the
context of the high count model, a final tally of closer to 20 million
would seem to be the most likely outcome.

Lo Cascio has offered no support for his most recent view that the
Italian population did not grow after 14 CE. He even concedes that
“the three Augustan censuses indicate a rising trend” but neverthe-
less speculates that “the level attained by the Italian population at
the beginning of the first century of our era is probably the peak of
a long growth”.* While this is not strictly speaking impossible, there
is nothing particularly probable about it: why would a “rising trend”
have ended overnight just because the first emperor had died? In fact,
it was only at that time that Italian manpower contributions to the
military were beginning to decline in earnest, alleviating constraints on

» Scheidel (2005a, 66-71).
% Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 204).
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the reproductive capacity of the Italian population.”’ Moreover, pos-
sible indications of mounting population pressure primarily date from
the time after Augustus, as Lo Cascio himself has argued in previous
work.* The massive increase by 3 million within the following 33 years
1s arguably the most powerful indirect evidence suggestive of further
demographic growth in Italy itself. All the same, there is no compelling
reason to extrapolate early monarchical growth trends all the way into
the second century CE: field survey data, for what they are worth, point
to more widespread decline in settlement intensity in that century.*
Even so, this would still leave us with a conservative estimate of 17 to
18 million Italians, even allowing for stagnation or decline from the
late first or early second centuries CE onwards.

In general, the high count logically implies significant net natural
growth in late-republican Italy; very substantial under-registration of
citizens in the same period but vastly improved coverage later on (to
the extent that under-registration ceased to be a significant problem
at all); and a much more populous Transpadana than envisioned by
proponents of the low count.” The only other interpretation that would
enable us to sustain the notion of continuity in census reporting practices
demands a dramatic expansion of the citizenry outside Italy via mass
enfranchisement during the civil war era:* this scenario, to the best of
my knowledge never properly developed in contemporary scholarship,
would translate to a less crowded Italy but also change our perception
of conditions in the provinces in ways that are not verifiable from the
record (although not necessarily completely impossible).

Unlike proponents of the low count, advocates of the high count
have yet to present an estimate for the imperial population as a whole.
Lo Cascio has argued for a relatively large population in Roman Egypt
but has not dealt with other regions,* while Frank does not appear to
have addressed this issue at all. Most recently, Kron defended the claim
that Pompeius had conquered 12,183,000 people, on the grounds that

31" See below, section 6.

32 Lo Cascio (2004a), (2004b). This fact is elided in Lo Cascio and Malanima
(2005, 204).

3 See below, section 10.

3 Morley (2001, 53 [growth]); Kron (2005b, 44453 [under-registration] and 461-82
[Transpadana]).

% T owe this suggestion to Michael Crawford (personal communication, September
28, 2006, and June 29, 2007).

% Lo Cascio (1999c).
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this figure resembled Ottoman census tallies of 12,045,791 for Asia
Minor, Armenia, and Syria down to Sinai in the 1870s.”” However,
even if we were to accept that Roman Egypt had reached a popula-
tion of 8 million or more,® and that the Roman Levant had attained
nineteenth-century levels of population density,* this would not tell us
very much about Roman Italy. I will return to this problem in sections
12 and 13.

It is fair to say that the low count has long dominated modern scholar-
ship and in recent publications is still widely considered superior to the
alternative represented by the high count.*” However, this observation
does little in and of itself to validate the former in intellectual terms:
historical research cannot be reduced to a popularity contest, and the
number of trees that continue to die in order to sustain ‘scholarly’ pub-
lication on the Roman regal or earliest republican periods bears witness
to the sad fact that scholarly acceptance can sometimes be a rather poor
measure of intellectual respectability. What is more, scholarly debate
has come to focus very tightly on the perceived dichotomy between
a switch from the reporting of the number of adult male citizens to
that of all citizens on the one hand, and continuity in reporting adult
men on the other. It may be time to remind ourselves that this stark
choice constrains our options to such a degree that it may distort the
terms of the debate.

As Brunt’s own discussion of earlier scholarship shows, the view
that republican census tallies are meant to report the total number of
all adult male citizens was not always as uncontroversial as it is now."
Saskia Hin argues that this position suffers from considerable logical

37 Kron (2005b, 4856 [Plin. NH 7.97-98]). This contention does not challenge the
low count because it is consistent with the (low count) estimate for the same region in
Frier (2000, 812): 12.5 million in 14 CE. For the population of Roman Syria cf. now
Kennedy (2006) in favor of the low count. See below, n. 151.

% Lo Cascio (1999c¢). For a much more detailed argument in favor of a lower range
from 5 to 7 million see Scheidel (2001a, 184-250).

% This is widely accepted: see above, n. 37, and below, n. 151.

* The most recent examples include Patterson (2006, 33) and Witcher (2006b, 121
and n. 190), both acknowledging abiding uncertainties and recent debates but leaning
towards the low count. For other instances see, e.g. Suder (1997, 120-1); Frier (2000,
811-16); De Ligt (2004) and (2007). Morley (1996, 46-50) defended the low count
against higher alternatives but in Morley (2001) explored the potential of the latter
without, however, committing himself to them. Kron (2005b, 442-3) conveniently
gathers references to earlier secondary scholarship.

# Brunt (1971/1987, 15-25).



30 WALTER SCHEIDEL

inconsistencies.*? In brief] a list of all adult men would be of no immedi-
ate military purpose (as only the younger cohorts would be called up to
serve, and some men at any age would be unfit for service), and of no
obvious fiscal use either (as it would exclude property owners who were
not adult men); at best it could have served as a roster of the electorate
(most of whom never voted at all). If the census was meant to collect
valuations of citizen property for the purpose of status ranking and
tax assessment, it ought to have covered all Romans who were suz s,
that is, all fatherless or emancipated men and widows. Rare allusions
to the exclusion of orphans and widows from republican census tallies,
which would not otherwise be readily explicable, are consistent with
this view.” Republican as well as monarchical citizen censuses always
sought to count everyone: it is the scope of the publicized results that is
controversial. Therefore, if we were to reckon with a shift from reporting
property-owning men in the republican censuses to one of including
minors and women suz s from Augustus onward, we would need to
apply a multiplier of up to 2.5 for the reported census figures, for totals
of up to 10 million Roman citizens in 28 BCE and no more than 15
million in 47 CE: in other words, an intermediate scenario between
the somewhat modest Italian population implied by the low count and
the very large one produced by the high count.** The promise of such
compromise positions will have to be explored by others since my focus
on the existing debate is meant to highlight the logical properties of the
two main rival models. I will, however, briefly return to the possibility
of alternative readings at the end of section 12.

2 Hin in this volume. I am grateful to Saskia Hin for sharing her work with me.

® Liv. 3.3.9 and Per. 3; Per 59. In forthcoming work, I argue that Livy wrote books
3 and 59 right after the results of the censuses of 28 BC and 8 BC had been pub-
licized. If the Augustan tallies had indeed included widows and orphans, these two
events would have provided Livy with a motive for specifying the somewhat different
character of the republican census. This seems to me the most economical explanation
of the fact that Livy mentioned these details only twice (out of 26 known occasions
when he reported republican census results) and that he did so at the beginning and
near the middle of his work.

* As Hin (in this volume) points out, a variety of factors would have lowered this
multiplier and hence the total size of the citizen population. For 28 BCE 8 to 10 mil-
lion citizens overall might translate to a similar number of residents of Italy (if the
number of overseas citizens roughly equaled that of slaves and aliens in Italy) and an
eventual peak of closer to 10 than to 15 million, in line with high medieval and early
modern population numbers (see below, sections 12—13).
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V. Urbanization

In the most general terms, given the large size of the city of Rome
and the presence of more than 400 urban communities in Roman Italy
in the first century CLE, the low count would seem to imply a higher
urbanization rate than the high count.” Neville Morley’s reconstruction,
for example, suggests that 25% of Italy’s population resided in cities
(excluding Rome itself), or almost 40% if the capital is included.* Lo
Cascio has repeatedly maintained that the low count translates to a
level of urbanization that is implausibly high for a premodern society
and that the strongly urban character of Roman Italy therefore speaks
in favor of larger population overall.’

It is undoubtedly true that the implied urbanization rates are very
high by premodern standards and therefore represent a challenge to
the low count. Nevertheless, Lo Cascio’s line of reasoning suffers from
several problems. First of all, it is not strictly speaking true that similarly
extreme levels of urban primacy are unknown. In 28 BCE a metropoli-
tan population of some 800,000 to 1 million in an Italy of around 5.5
million would have accounted for 15-18% of the regional total, and for
38-43% of the number of regional urban residents.** By comparison,
in the late seventeenth century London is thought to have comprised
70% of the residents of all English cities with a population of 5,000
and over, and to have housed 9.5% of the total population of England
at the time.* Thus, controlling for urban communities below the 5,000
threshold, London was as dominant in England as Rome would have
been in a low count version of Italy. That Rome would have accounted
for an even larger share of the regional population than London can be

# Tor the size of the city of ancient Rome in different periods see most recently
in great detail Lo Cascio (1997). Cf. Witcher (2005) for the importance of the
suburbium.

6 Morley (1996, 182) for 1 million in Rome and 1,325,000 in other cities. Hopkins
(1978, 68-9) does not strictly speaking propose an urban percentage but argues for a
non-agricultural population amounting to 32% of the total or approximately (this is
not quite clear from the text) 18% excluding Rome. For the relationship between the
urban and the non-agricultural population see below.

7 E.g. Lo Cascio (1994a, 39), (1999a, 164-5), and forthcoming.

* For the size of Rome see above, n. 45. For the population of Italy see above,
section 4. For the urban population see above, n. 46.

¥ Wrigley (1987, 162). The next largest city, Norwich, was only one-twenty-fourth
as populous as London (ibid. 160). In the early nineteenth century Cairo had approxi-
mately fifteen times as many inhabitants as the next-most populous cities of Egypt:
Baer (1969, 134) with Panzac (1987, 28).
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explained as a function of its position as a pan-Mediterranean capital
bloated by coerced transfers of food and other resources.

Secondly, and for this very reason, it makes little sense to relate the
size of the imperial city of Rome to the size of the population of Roman
Italy and pronounce on the plausibility of particular ratios. Unlike
today, or even in the third century BCE, Rome was not the capital of
Italy in the modern sense of the term but served as the political and
tribute-taking center of a much more extensive empire. In economic
terms, much of the coastal regions of the Mediterranean formed Rome’s
hinterland or catchment area that would provision it with food and
various other supplies. Italy, for all of its economic orientation towards
the capital, was only one element in this network of tributary transfers
and market exchange. Indeed, one could argue that areas such as Sic-
ily or Sardinia or parts of North Africa had a stronger claim to being
part of Rome’s hinterland than the more isolated and less integrated
Po Valley. In this context, attempts to relate conditions in the capital
to the demography of Roman Italia (essentially mainland Italy within
its modern borders) are of no obvious relevance to estimates of over-
all population or to our understanding of urban hierarchies.”” As an
exceedingly rough guess (and applying the parameters of the low count),
at the time of Augustus the coastal areas of Italy, Gaul, Iberia, North
Africa, and Egypt, together with the western Mediterranean islands,
may have been inhabited by at least 10 million people, which means
that the actual catchment area of the imperial capital would have been
at least twice as large as an Italian population of (say) 5 million outside
Rome itself.”" In other words, it does not logically follow from Rome’s
impressive size that the remainder of Italy ought to have been inhabited
by a population much larger than 5 million.”> The expanding extra-
Italian catchment area of the cities of Roman Italy also obviates the

% Contra Kron (2005b, 487), rank-order models for individual countries are therefore
of little value for our understanding of Rome’s relative standing in Italy (as opposed
to the Mediterranean as a whole). If Rome served as the center of much of the west-
ern Mediterranean, the huge gap between its size and that of the next-largest cities
is easy to explain. (cf. also below, n. 59). Different conditions prevailed in the eastern
Mediterranean, with a polycentric system consisting of several former imperial centers
(Alexandria, Antioch, Pergamum) and a number of secondary centers.

! Crudely conjectured from the numbers in Frier (2000, 812 table 5).

%2 Tt is striking that while Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 222-3) emphasize the
importance of Italy’s integration into larger Mediterranean structures in boosting
population size, Lo Cascio does not seek to explain Roman ‘Ttalian’ urbanization levels
in the same terms.
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need for the assumption that urban growth had to be accompanied by
correspondingly substantial rates of overall population growth in Italy
proper.”® Moreover, comparative evidence shows that, under the right
circumstances, urban and rural growth rates could diverge widely for a
considerable time.’* For all these reasons, urban growth in Roman Italy
may be a poor indicator of net population growth in that region.
Thirdly, we do not know for sure how large most Italian towns really
were. The fact that so many of them were concentrated in central Italy
indicates that those communities at least were relatively small. The aver-
age territory of a town in Roman Italy was 580 km?. In 1300 mainland
Italy may have boasted 71 cities with a population of 10,000 or over,
which translates to an average catchment area of 4,225 km?, more
than seven times the Roman mean. If we include medieval cities of
5,000+, we arrive at a total of 161 settlements with an average catch-
ment area of 1,860 km?, or three times the Roman mean.*® Therefore,
unless we are prepared to believe that the Roman population of Italy
was several times as large as that of the High Middle Ages, which is
impossible (see below, section 12), most Roman towns must have been
fairly small, with populations in the low rather than high four digits.
This must have been even more true of the urban settlements of regio 1
(Latium and Campania), with an average territory of 180 km? and
a mean inter-town distance of a mere 11 km.”® That Italian cities
were modestly sized is also brought out by a simple comparison with
Roman Egypt, where the average size of urban territories was roughly
the same as in Italy (around 500600 km?) but most of that land was
under cultivation and much more productive, which means that the
average population of these cities was dramatically larger than in Italy
regardless of which count we employ.”” At the same time, we know of
Egyptian villages with thousands of residents, that is, of a size similar
to that of small Italian towns (see below).”® As is well known, in the

% Pace Lo Cascio (1994a, 29 n. 36).

> Between 1600 and 1750 the urban population of England increased by 260%,
compared to 20% rural population growth: Wrigley (1987, 162).

» 1300 data from Malanima (1998, 110-16).

% Duncan-Jones (1982, 339), after Nissen; Bekker-Nielsen (1989, 21-2).

" For urbanism in Roman Egypt see Tacoma (2006, 21-68).

%% Rathbone (1990, 124-37).
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Roman empire urban status was above all a legal issue and not directly
correlated to demographic features.”

Morley’s low count model assigns approximately 1.3 million residents
to Italian cities outside Rome, for a notional mean of about 3,000. As I
noted on a previous occasion, the only inscription that allows us to infer
the probable size of the plebs urbana of a city in Roman Italy (CIL XI
2650 from Saturnia in Etruria) points to between 1,000 and 2,000 free
urban residents.” It is therefore misleading to insinuate that euergetic
texts imply a substantially larger urban population than predicted by
the low count.”! Literary references are similarly unhelpful.®?

The aggregate urban population of 2,231,000 estimated for the 161
cities of 5,000+ residents in mainland Italy ¢. 1300 is of the same order
as the aggregate urban population of Roman Italy (including Rome) in
Morley’s reconstruction. If we exclude at least part of the population
of the imperial capital in order to control for its extraordinary capacity
to draw on resources from outside the peninsula, the adjusted Roman
tally (say, 1.8 million) falls short of the medieval figure. Moreover, if

% As it happens, early modern Egypt (c. 1820) provides an interesting real-life
example of a country with a population of 56 million (Scheidel 2001a, 212) that
was endowed with a single large capital city (Cairo, probably in excess of 250,000), 6
cities of between 10,000 and 20,000 residents, a few markets towns below that range,
and a large number of sizeable villages: Baer (1969, 134) with Panzac (1987, 28).
In Morley’s speculative model of a similarly-sized Italy we encounter one very large
metropolis, 5 cities in the 25-40,000 range, 25 cities in the 5-25,000 range, and 400
smaller towns: Morley (1996, 182). The small towns of Roman Italy are functionally
equivalent to the larger villages of (Roman as well as early modern) Egypt. Thus, even
if we were determined to treat Roman Italy in isolation (which is unwarranted: see
above, n. 50), the Egyptian case shows that there is nothing inherently unlikely about
this kind of urban system.

% See Duncan-Jones (1982, 272). Other texts that record communal cash handouts
fail clearly to identify the provenance of the beneficiaries or the per capita amounts:
Duncan-Jones (1982, 262—77) with Scheidel (2004, 15 and nn. 83—4).

1 Contra Lo Cascio (1999a, 165), (2001, 122).

62 The references given by Kron (2005b, 488) fail to support larger urban totals: they
are annalistic kill or capture tallies that may well be inflated or include rural residents.
Kron shows no appreciation of ancient rounding practices, as for example when he
(488-9) refers to the claim that Arpi could raise 4,000 foot and 400 horse (decupled
multiples of four being among the most common symbolic figures in the Roman liter-
ary tradition) or that Tarentum was able to raise 34,000 troops, i.e. 30,000 (infantry)
plus 4,000 (horse) according to Strabo 6.3.3 (30,000 being another extremely popular
symbolic figure in the canon), a number that is conveniently reproduced for Capua in
Livy 23.5, quite tellingly once again as a potential tally and not even as a fact. These
figures do not show anything at all beyond the ancient penchant for certain numerical
symbols: for detailed demonstrations of Roman number stylization see Duncan-Jones
(1982, 238-56); Scheidel (1996b); Duncan-Jones (1997).
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we include towns of fewer than 5,000 inhabitants in the guesstimate
for 1300, the gap between the medieval and Roman totals grows
even further. For example, if we conjecture the existence of another
161 smaller medieval towns with an average population of 3,000,
the medieval tally rises to 2.7 million, 50% higher than the adjusted
Roman tally of 1.8 million. If we were to assume, if only for the sake
of argument, that urbanization rates in Roman and medieval Italy had
been the same, the total population of Roman Italy would have been
some 30% lower than in 1300, in line with the assumptions of the low
count.” Conversely, for the population of Roman Italy to match that
in 1300, Roman urbanization rates would have had to be correspond-
ingly lower than in the High Middle Ages. Hence, the high count logi-
cally implies an urbanization rate far below medieval levels, unless of
course Roman towns are thought to have been much more populous
than allowed by the low count.®* For example, in a high count Italy of
anywhere from 16 to 20 million (see above, section 4), an urbanization
rate of 25-28% would put some 4-5.6 million people into towns, for
an average of 9,300—13,000 residents per settlement, or 7,000—10,700
excluding Rome. This is very broadly consistent with putative medieval
means of 13,900 for cities of 5,000+ and of 8,400 if we add another
161 smaller towns of 3,000 each. So, if we took medieval urbanization
rates to be the standard for Roman Italy as well, in order to fit the high
count the average Roman town (excluding Rome) would have had to
be between 2.3 and 3.6 times as big as for the low count.

It remains to be seen if it will ever be possible to determine with
confidence whether the average Roman town counted 3,000 or three
times as many residents. However, and this brings me to my fourth
and arguably most important point, there is no need to presuppose
anything like a normative urbanization rate. Because of this, the size
of Roman towns ultimately does not matter a great deal for estimates
of overall population size. Even if it could somehow be established that
the aggregate urban population in Roman Italy far exceeded Morley’s
estimate, this finding would not automatically translate to a much larger

% Tn 1300, for a total population of 9.5-11 million (see below, section 12) and with
2.7 million of them located in towns, the urbanization rate would have been 25-28%.
At that rate, an adjusted urban population of 1.8 million in Roman Italy would trans-
late to a total population of 6.8-7.7 million (i.e. 6.3—7.2 million plus the 0.5 million in
Rome who were supported from external sources). This total is in line with the final
population maximum implied by the low count (see above, section 4).

% Thus Lo Cascio (1999a, 165); Kron (2005b, 488-9).
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Italian population. Instead, we must allow for the possibility that direct
analogies between urbanization levels in antiquity and in later periods
may simply be irrelevant because they seek to equate conditions in two
very different environments: Greek and Roman societies, with their
polers and civitates that fused cities with their respective hinterlands,
and post-Roman Europe, with its much more pronounced boundaries
between city and countryside. As Mogens Hansen has recently argued
in considerable detail, in classical Greece the tight integration of city
and countryside appears to have raised average “urbanization’ levels to
historically very high levels of approximately 50%.% It goes without
saying that ‘urban’ is a questionable description for the centers of many
of these poleis. It simply means that a large proportion of the citizens of
a given polis resided in the chief nucleated settlement of their commu-
nity. In that environment, preference for urban residence was primarily
a political and cultural phenomenon that was not straightforwardly
associated with the size of the non-agricultural sector: the majority of
these urban residents must have engaged in farming.

This case highlights the limitations of Paul Bairoch’s estimate that
in premodern populations the proportion of all non-farmers tended
to exceed the proportion of all urban residents by several percentage
points:*® Hansen’s work leaves little doubt that this principle cannot
be applied to the polis. Roman communities in Italy, where cities and
their hinterland were controlled by the same city-based elites, may
well have had more in common with the Greek poleirs than with later
urban communi that had to overcome their separation from a countryside
controlled by rural lords.®’

In his most recent contribution Lo Cascio invites us to choose
between two scenarios for urbanization rates in Roman Italy: one in
which the proportion of urban residents approximates to the non-agri-
cultural share of the total population, and one in which the majority
of all Italians were concentrated in ‘agro-towns’ similar to those that
dominated nineteenth-century Sicily.®® No justification is provided for
this stark dichotomy, and it remains unclear why our choice must be

% Hansen (2006, 24, and 73—4 [for the necessity to adopt an ‘urban’ threshold of
far below 5,000 residents]). For the fusion of city and hinterland see Hansen (2004).

5 Bairoch (1989, 266). Lo Cascio has repeatedly sought to apply this principle to
the ancient world: see Lo Cascio (1994a, 39), (1994b, 110 n. 56), (1999a, 164).

7 Cf., e.g. Epstein (2000) on the development of medieval Italian city-states.

% Lo Cascio (forthcoming). Cf. already Lo Cascio (1994a, 29 n. 36). Malanima
(2005, 98-9) notes that if agro-towns are considered ‘urban’, Sicily boasted an ‘urban-
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confined to either one or the other of these ideal types. The ancient
Greek case as reconstructed by Hansen falls right in between these two
extremes: it suggests that it was perfectly possible for the proportion
of the non-rural population greatly to exceed the proportion of the
non-agricultural population without representing the majority of the
overall population. In actual fact, there is simply no way of telling what
proportion of the population of Roman Italy outside the capital lived
in nucleated settlements that legally enjoyed urban status: 10%, 20%,
30%? None of these possibilities would have caused the countryside
to be deserted.”

In a sense, the Tlow” and ‘high’ counts are logically associated with
two different models of urbanization. In the low count a relatively
small total population might have been the result of a preference for
urban residence (driven by the spread of tenancy or the urban focus of
cuergetism) that curtailed intensification in the exploitation of agrarian
assets (which would have benefited from rural residence) and thereby
limited population growth. Conversely, a high count might have arisen
from comparatively lower nucleation rates that helped boost agricultural
output and thus population size.

It is not legitimate for Roman historians to impose supposedly
normative urbanization ratios imported from the more recent past,
or to assume without further argument that the extent of nucleation
was directly determined by economic development and agricultural
productivity.”’ By themselves, Roman urbanization rates, even if they
could somehow be empirically determined, would not necessarily tell
us much about overall population numbers. I conclude that arguments
from or about urbanization rates cannot make a meaningful contribu-
tion to the question of Roman population size.

ization’ rate of two-thirds at the beginning of the early nineteenth century. See also
Malanima (1998, 102-3).

% Nothing in Garnsey (1998, 107-31) speaks against this possibility. I note in pass-
ing that field surveys tend to imply high nucleation rates, which might be taken to
support the notion that Roman towns bore at least some resemblance to much later
‘agro-towns’: e.g. Fentress (forthcoming). However, I am inclined to suspect that these
findings owe much to the inability of field surveys to account for small sites: see below,
section 10.

" Lo Clascio (forthcoming) develops an elaborate equation that links urbanization
and economic development but conflates urban and non-agricultural population. Once
we allow for the possibility of a significant agrarian complement to urban populations,
the whole schema becomes meaningless.
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VI. Military service

During the last three centuries BCE the Roman state repeatedly
mobilized large citizen armies. Modern observers must take account
of how their estimates of Roman citizen numbers relate to reported
military strength. In a paper published in 2001 Lo Cascio demonstrated
that the low count implies very high military mobilization rates that
seem implausible by historical standards.”! Two separate issues are
at stake, mobilization in emergencies, and baseline levels of military
commitments.

It is the former that require the most careful attention.”” Lo Cas-
cio calculates that during the crisis of the Second Punic War, Rome
drafted 9.5% of the entire citizenry in 215 BCE, 11.8% in 214 BCE,
and 12.6% in 212 BCE.” These rates exceed those for the following
years.”* However, these percentages are vitiated by Lo Cascio’s method
of multiplying the number of adult male citizens by 3.33 in order to
arrive at the size of the overall population (and thus to calculate mobi-
lization rates). This approach neglects heavy selective attrition in the
adult male element of the population: if we refrain from extrapolating
war casualties to women and minors, the resultant population is some-
what larger and recruitment somewhat less intense: at 607,000 women
and children and 190,000 adult males from late 215 BCE the implied
mobilization rates are 7.5% in late 215 BCE, 9.4% in 214 BCE, and
11.9% in 212 BCE.

Similarly high rates reappear in 83-81 BCE, at 8.3%, and again in 43
BCE, at anywhere from 5.9% to 8.6%.” Lo Cascio calculated all these
ratios based on Brunt’s account of Roman manpower for the purpose
of exposing the weaknesses of this particular reconstruction. The fact
that Lo Cascio disallows Brunt’s assumption of some undercount in the
censuses does not make a great difference since this would not lower
implied mobilization rates by more than around 1%.

' Lo Cascio (2001, 122-37).

2 Long-term rates are lower, around 4-5% of the citizenry, or approximately one-
fifth of all uniores, a level of mobilization that could easily have been maintained by
drafting only unmarried men under 30; cf. Rosenstein (2002).

7 Lo Cascio (2001, 136). His figure for 212 BCE omits naval personnel, which
appears to be a mistake.

™ Brunt (197171987, 418 table X).

7 Lo Cascio (2001, 136).
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Lo Cascio references ratios of men under arms in relation to the
total population in several European countries in the seventeenth
through nineteenth centuries which consistently indicate much lower
mobilization rates.”® These comparanda, together with the observation
that Brunt’s version of the low count requires us to accept that in a
few years in the 210s BCE the Roman state temporarily managed to
mobilize between 50% and 75% of all wuniores (male citizens aged 17
to 45) for the war eflort, are meant to discredit the assumptions of the
low count.

There is no question that the recorded peak levels in particular repre-
sent a formidable challenge to any formulation of the low count. At the
same time, three problems must be noted. First of all, it is imperative
to compare like with like. Comparisons with early modern Europe miss
the point because of fundamental differences in mobilization practices.
The Roman republic operated a militia system that drew on all able-
bodied men. The closest and most obvious parallel is provided by Greek
militias which achieved very high temporary mobilization rates.”” What
is striking about republican Rome is not that it matched Greek rates
in its capacity as a city-state but rather that it managed to maintain
large-scale mobilization as it drew other Italian polities into its state
and alliance system. Rome differed from (much) later European states
by preferentially taxing military labor instead of material resources.
For this reason alone, military mobilization rates in those two periods
were bound to differ greatly.

Secondly, the mobilization rates implied in Brunt’s account, whilst
undoubtedly extreme, are not entirely without parallels in the histori-
cal record. They are short-term figures, confined to periods of crisis
from a single year to maybe four consecutive years. From 1861 to 1865
some 11% of the free population of the Confederate States served in
the military, equivalent to the maximum mobilization rate at the peak
of the Second Punic War.”® In 1760 and again in 1813, 6-7% of the
Prussian population served in the army, as did 7.7% in Sweden in
1709, comparable to Roman rates during the Social and Civil Wars.”
It merits attention that during the Hannibalic War most Roman troops
were deployed within Italy, and the same is true a fortiorz of the Social

6 Lo Cascio (2001, 137).
7 See esp. Morris (2005b) for calculations.
McPherson (1988, 306 n. 41) with Haines (1998).
? Clark (2006, 366).

o
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War. Very large forces operated overseas only in the second triumviral
period, when the recruitment of non-Italians may have played a more
important role.

And thirdly, even the high count does not greatly detract from the
extraordinary character of the Roman war effort in times of emergency.
Lo Cascio elides this issue by stating that while the low count implies
that “the burden of military service was tremendously heavy for long
periods”, “Frank’s solution” (i.e. the high count) requires us to accept
that “the burden of military service was again high, but comparable to
that experienced in other pre-industrial states”.* This may overstate the
capacity of the high count to address this problem. As outlined above,
according to the low count, the highest mobilization rates occurred
in the 210s BCE, on rare occasions approaching or even exceeding
10% of the total citizen population. I agree that this would have been
a “tremendously heavy burden” that indeed beggars belief. However,
Lo Cascio’s claim that in 225 BCE the Roman citizenry comprised
514,000 adult males, instead of 325,000 as posited by Brunt, has
only a limited impact on the scale of subsequent mobilization rates.?'
By 215 BCE the number of adult male citizens must have dropped
to somewhere around 400,000 (or perhaps even 350,000, if we take
Polybius’s casualty figures seriously): for 212 BCE this yields a mobi-
lization rate of 24% (or 27%) of all adult men, compared with 50%
in Brunt’s scenario. Reckoning with a total population of 1.45-1.5
million in 212 BCE,* the overall rate is 6.3-6.5% for the high count,
compared with 11.9% for the low count. Thus the high count brings
the Roman experience in line with reported maxima for Sweden and
Prussia, whereas the low count suggests conditions comparable to those
in the Confederacy. It seems rather pointless to argue over whether the
Roman Republic resembled Prussia more closely than it resembled the
Old South, although it is striking that Rome and (on a much bigger
scale) the Confederate States (unlike Prussia and Sweden) had access
to slaves (who are excluded from the present population tallies, caus-
ing us to overstate overall mobilization rates) and their labor (which
helped offset the absence of male workers). Just as in classical Athens

% Lo Cascio (2001, 112-13).

81 Lo Cascio (1999a, 169).

81,106,000 women and minors (the same as for 225 BCE, extrapolated from the
presence of 514,000 adult men in that year, although civilian losses must also have
occurred) plus anywhere from 344,000 to 404,000 adult men.
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or in the Confederacy, chattel slavery must have increased the military
mobilization potential of the Roman state.”

We are left with the basic fact that regardless of which count we pre-
fer, Roman mobilization rates were very high by more recent historical
standards. Republican Rome was not an early modern European state
struggling to squeeze soldiers and resources from a previously demili-
tarized population but a confederation of city-states and other polities
with strong traditions of seasonal mobilization and which enjoyed the
added bonus of slave labor. The question is not whether in terms of
military organization Rome was more like Prussia or more like the
Confederacy, it is whether Rome was more like Greek poleis or more
like later western states, and it would seem to me that the answer to
this question is perfectly clear. I conclude that just as in the case of
urbanization rates, military mobilization rates are of no particular
relevance to our understanding of Roman population size: they are
largely neutral with respect to our reading of the census figures.

By contrast, recruitment practices during the Principate deserve more
attention than they have received. Judging from the evidence furnished
by the epitaphs of Roman soldiers and veterans, Italy’s contribution to
the military declined steeply during the first 150 years of the monarchy:
the proportion of Italians among all legionaries whose provenance is
known dropped from 62% in the period 30 BCE—41 CE to 37% in
the years 41-68 CE; to 22% in the years 69—117 CE; and to 2% from
117 CE to the end of the third century CE.** This trend would seem
hard to reconcile with the notion of a very densely populated heartland
whose population continued to grow at least in the early stages of this
period. In the face of considerable population pressure, as envisioned
by Lo Cascio, why did more residents of Italy not swap crowded cities
or shrinking plots of farmland for a relatively well-remunerated life of
service in the legions, at a time when landowners do not appear to
have had the ability to constrain their movement? Proponents of the
high count have yet to address this logical inconsistency.®

# Military service of slaves was an additional benefit: cf. most recently Hunt (2006);
Rosenstein (forthcoming). Although the scale of Roman chattel slavery increased dur-
ing the last two centuries BCE, there is no good reason to suppose that it had been
insignificant at the time of the Second Punic War.

# TForni (1953, 159-212) supplemented by Forni (1974, 366-80). Cf. Scheidel (1996a,
95-6 n. 18).

® T return to this issue below in section 8.
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VII. Labor markets

The significance of labor relations as an indicator of demographic
conditions has received no attention at all. It is commonly accepted that
the number of slaves in Italy grew very substantially during the last few
centuries of the republican period. No reliable numbers are available:
my own conjecture of an increase from perhaps 200,000 slaves in the
late third century BCE to somewhere around 1.2 million 200 years later
is meant to indicate merely a certain order of magnitude.”® An expansion
of forced labor on this scale poses a problem for the notion of strong
free population growth during the same period. In the most general
terms, slave imports imply demand for labor. Romans’ willingness to
purchase slaves in large numbers logically reflects relatively high real
incomes, that is, a shortage of laborers relative to demand. Various fac-
tors mediate the availability of non-slave workers. Next to their absolute
numbers (i.e. population size), the character of the labor market is a
critical variable: labor markets may be ‘thinned out’ by the mobility of
workers that makes employment and supply arrangements less predict-
able and less stable and raises turnover costs (i.e. the expenses in time
and money associated with the replacement of workers and suppliers).?’
“Thin’ labor markets are created by competing demands on workers,
for instance—and most likely in the Roman case—by commitments to
the military sector.® Whatever the underlying causes of relative labor
scarcity, from an economic perspective there is simply no way Romans
would have paid cash in order to acquire several million slaves unless
demand for labor was considerable for an extended period of time:*
these transactions occurred so consistently and on such a large scale
that they cannot be explained with reference to cultural preferences
for forced labor that might somehow have superseded fundamental

% Scheidel (2005a, 76). My figures supersede Brunt’s guess of a corresponding rise
from 500,000 to 3 million (Brunt 1971/1987, 67 and 124), which suffers from the fact
that there is no obvious way in which the economy of Roman Italy could have accom-
modated 3 million slaves at any time: see the critique in Scheidel (2005a, 64-71).

8 See Hanes (1996) for the concept.

8 For the role of civic commitments see Scheidel (2008). In the Americas, the
land/labor ratio was the crucial variable; in the ancient world, it was the commitments
of the free citizenry.

8 As I have tried to show in Scheidel (2005a, 75-8), a net increase by 1 million
slaves over 200 years required the importation of some 3—4 million slaves overall.
Scholars have long reckoned with both a larger slave population and higher sex ratios,
a combination of features that would necessitate even larger imports.
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economic (dis)incentives.” In other words, if Romans imported millions
of slaves, demand for labor, and hence average real incomes, must have
been relatively high.”" This scenario is fundamentally at odds with the
notion of population pressure (i.e. a surplus of labor relative to assets
and demand), which is logically associated with depressed real incomes
and ‘thick’ labor markets (where the labor supply is stable and/or
abundant relative to demand).

The low count can be more readily reconciled with a shift to forced
labor: in a society where slave ownership was legally and socially con-
doned, a combination of demographic attrition due to war, urbanization,
and (later on) emigration with growing capital inflows and improved
access to enslaveable individuals was likely to precipitate an expansion
of the unfree workforce.” For a free population that experienced strong
net growth, however, massive investment in slaves is more difficult to
explain. The high count compels us to assume that intensive—i.e. per
capita—economic growth in republican Italy was so strong that even
as millions of free citizens were added to the population of a region
already densely settled by historical standards, millions of additional
unfree laborers were required to satisfy overall demand for labor. Whilst
not strictly speaking impossible, this model implies some kind of miracle
economy that would put most other known premodern economies to
shame (see below, section 13).

The same logic applies to military labor: it is striking that payments
to the Roman armies of the civil war period were extremely high.” This
well-documented fact reinforces the impression of high real incomes
and strong demand for labor: the presence of a relatively immiser-
ated citizenry (as the result of an unfavorable ratio of labor supply to
labor demand caused by population pressure) ought to have reduced

% Roman Italian slave prices in this period are empirically almost unknown, but
even if slaves were cheap, their acquisition must nevertheless have required significant
capital outlays; and skilled slaves at the very least are known to have commanded high
prices even in this period: see Scheidel (2005b).

9 For high real incomes see Scheidel (2007b).

92 Sixteenth-century Portugal is a good example of this process, where demographic
loss (through massive overseas migration) and capital inflows led to urbanization, high
real wages, and an expansion of slave labor: see Scheidel (2007b), with references. In
the absence of slavery, the same mixture of preconditions favored the inflow of free
foreign labor, as for example in the early modern Netherlands (ibid., based on de Vries
and van der Woude (1997)).

% Aggregate payouts reached at least 1 billion denars in the period from 69 to 29
BCE: see Scheidel (2007b).
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the outlays required to raise large military forces. It merits attention
that both phenomena—slave imports and costly large-scale recruitment
alike—indicate strong demand for labor and hence either strong eco-
nomic growth in the face of demographic stagnation (as envisioned
by the low count) or even stronger economic growth coinciding with
a much larger base population and net natural population growth (for
the high count). I conclude that while these observations are necessarily
inconclusive with regard to absolute population size, they favor the low
count over rival higher estimates.

VII. Political stability

By contrast, references to conflict over Italian land in the late-republican
period and more generally to political conflict provide circumstantial
evidence in favor of population pressure that may be more readily
compatible with the high count. As Morley pointed out in 2001, “the
bitterness of the late Republican agrarian disputes” is easier to under-
stand within the context of a very densely populated peninsula where
access to land would have become an increasingly contested means
of well-being or even survival.”* In fact, it is possible to expand this
observation in various ways. For instance, the Roman-Latin coloniza-
tion boom in the late fourth and early third centuries BCE as well
as ambitious settlement projects in the wake of the demographically
wasteful Second Punic War are indicative of some measure of ongo-
ing population pressure.” Moreover, formal historical models link
population growth to political instability. Elaborating on earlier work
by Jack Goldstone, Peter Turchin and his associates are in the process
of devising a comprehensive reinterpretation of much of world history
that hinges on the notion of predictable relationships between demo-
graphic developments and state formation.” However, while Turchin
and Sergey Nefedov seek to link the collapse of the Roman republican
system to demographic growth, they do so on the basis of the low count
developed by Beloch and Brunt.” Luuk de Ligt likewise argues that
even the relatively moderate demographic growth associated with the

% Morley (2001, 59-61).

% Scheidel (2004, 10-12) for quantification.

% Goldstone (1991); Turchin (2003, 118-69); Turchin (2005); Turchin and Korotayev
(2006); Turchin and Nefedov (forthcoming).

9 Turchin and Nefedov (forthcoming).
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low count was sufficient to fuel conflict over land and trigger political
unrest from the late second century BCE onward.”

Political instability cannot be meaningfully related to a particular
level of population density: there is no way of telling if an average of
(say) 100 persons per square kilometer was required to set off unrest in
Roman Italy, or if a mean of half as many would have been sufficient
to produce the same outcome. For this reason alone, extrapolations
from observed crisis to inferred population numbers are inherently
untestable. All we can say is that, in light of comparative evidence,
social conflict may become easier to account for as our estimates of
population density rise.

At the same time, the notion of crisis precipitated by population
pressure and attendant land hunger is hard to reconcile with the logic
of labor relations as set out in the preceding section: it is hard to see
how strong demand for labor can coincide with violent struggle over
farmland. Strong segmentation of the labor market may go some way
to explaining this combination: if demand was centered on scarce skilled
labor, wage competition between slaves and free farmers would have
been weak. However, this scenario would nevertheless fail to account
for the use of slaves in farming and menial labor, or for increasingly
costly military recruitment. At present, I see no way of resolving this
paradox.

To complicate matters further, my earlier suggestion that coloniza-
tion might reflect population pressure makes it more difficult to explain
developments after the end of the civil wars: if rising population densi-
ties had impelled migration in the republican period, the presence of
an even larger population in the Augustan period (and probably even
more so in the following generations) would sit uneasily with the ces-
sation of colonization programs after 14 BCE and the concurrent lack
of social unrest. And although lifetime military service overseas would
have continued to serve as the functional equivalent of overseas settle-
ment, its significance appears to have diminished at the same time as
population numbers either peaked or at any rate remained very high
(see above, section 4). These correlations cast doubt on the superfi-
cially plausible notion that the instability of the late-republican period
was causally linked to population pressure. Morley himself implicitly
acknowledges this problem by stressing that “it is a measure of the

% De Ligt (2004).
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achievement of Augustus and successors in unifying and pacifying Italy
that this crisis of overpopulation did not apparently lead to any major
unrest; Italy under the Principate, it has been said, ‘has no history™.%
If high population densities had been a serious problem earlier, why
did even higher ones not have any unfavorable consequences later on?
As it 1s, the evidence can be read both ways, in support of either the
‘low’ or the ‘high’ counts. It is therefore inconclusive with regard to
the question of absolute population numbers.

IX. Living standards

Recent and ongoing research on proxy indicators of Roman living
standards tends to emphasize beneficial developments in the late-repub-
lican and early monarchical periods. For example, Wim Jongman’s
new meta-survey of meat consumption shows a surge in the incidence
of animal bones at numerous sites in both Italy and the provinces.'”
Osteological data for body height, a marker of physiological well-being,
point in the same direction. Kron has demonstrated that average male
body height in the Roman period (from 500 BCE to 500 CE) reached
mid-twentieth-century means.'’! In a more sophisticated analysis, Jong-
man and Gerda Klein Goldewijk aim for a more refined chronological
resolution (grouping data by half-century): while we still await the final
results, preliminary findings support the impression of improvements
during at least parts of this period.'” These trends match late-republican
and early-imperial peaks in the number of Mediterranean shipwrecks,
in mining output, and in the coin supply, all of which are broadly
indicative of economic development.'™ In this context, evidence of
physiological well-being in sub-elite groups assumes pivotal importance:
whilst the benefits from an expansion in long-distance trade or mon-
etization might in theory have been largely confined to the better-off;
upward trends in body height or nutritional status would suggest more
widespread improvements.

9 Morley (2001, 59), quoting Fergus Millar.

1 Jongman (2007, 613—14), based on King (1999) and MacKinnon (2004).

1 Kron (2005a), and in this volume.

102 Jongman and Klein Goldewijk (in progress). But cf. Koepke and Baten (2005a)
for a conflicting reading of the data.

1% De Callatay (2005) attempts a brief synopsis.
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In the most general terms, evidence of improved living standards in
the sub-elite population of Roman Italy would be logically incompat-
ible with the notion of overpopulation or population pressure, defined
as a ratio of labor to resources that made it more difficult to maintain
normative living standards, let alone generate per capita consumption
growth. As we will see in section 12 below, the high count posits a
population of Italy that was very large by premodern standards. This
would make it seem a priori unlikely that this population experienced
significant improvements in physiological well-being. Lo Cascio, in his
defense of the high count, has indeed presented ancient evidence that
may be read as suggestive of population pressure in the early Principate,
and has noted resultant vulnerability to later epidemic events.'"”* Lo
Cascio and Malanima also argue that the relatively very large popula-
tion of Roman Italy was only made possible by an unusually favorable
concatenation of different factors ranging from climatic change and
improved labor arrangements to technology and institutions that “dis-
placed outward the production possibility curve”, that is, temporarily
raised output beyond otherwise sustainable levels.'"” All this underlines
the ecologically precarious position of an ancient Italian population
that had grown to the levels implied by the high count. However, solid
archaeological support for elevated levels of physiological well-being in
this period would be inconsistent with these predictions. This poses a
particular challenge to the position of Kron, who, unlike Lo Cascio,
argues both for a very large population and high living standards in
Roman Italy.'” This logically requires exceptionally strong economic
performance, capable of sustaining not only a population density of
peninsular Italy that was not attained until some time in the nineteenth
century (see below, section 12) but also levels of well-being that may not
have been reached until the twentieth century, most notably in terms
of body height. Kron has yet to provide a coherent presentation of
this historically implausible model. Judging from his published work,
this reconstruction will be justified with reference to advanced Roman
techniques in farming and husbandry that supposedly enabled the
Romans to square the circle and contain Malthusian pressures.'”’

1% Lo Cascio (2004a), (2004b).

1% Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 214-24).

1% Kron (2005a and 2005b).

17 For this see Kron (2000), (2002), (2004a), (2004b), (2005¢), and work in progress.
See also in this volume.
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This optimistic approach faces two problems. One is that the fact that
the Romans had developed certain productivity-enhancing techniques
such as crop rotation does not tell us how widely they were employed.
More importantly, Kron’s scenario is one of extreme Roman excep-
tionalism: comparative evidence shows ever more clearly that in later
periods of European history population growth invariably depressed
average real wages, and the situation in China appears to have been
similar.'® Economic-demographic ‘efflorescences’ did occasionally occur
but were invariably terminated by Malthusian constraints.'” Some
measure of support for concurrent demographic expansion and inten-
sive economic growth that continued for a number of centuries may
be found in Ian Morris’s recent work on standards of living in ancient
Greece.'"" However, these findings rely entirely on proxy data and do
not draw on direct evidence for mean real incomes, and are therefore
of a different character than better supported and more pessimistic
observations regarding the more recent past. None of this means that
any model of a—by historical standards—very large and prosperous
population of Roman Italy is necessarily incorrect; yet it is certainly
implausible and therefore requires solid evidentiary support to merit
serious consideration. The less likely a reading is, the better the support-
ing data have to be. In a situation such as this, the exact opposite is the
case: the data for the Roman period are generally poor, contested, and
ambiguous, whereas the comparative evidence in support of long-term
Malthusian constraints is fairly consistent and of better quality.

In essence we have a choice between a densely populated Italy (and,
by extension, empire) that enjoyed a relatively high degree of well-being,
a situation that would have been truly exceptional and inconsistent with
broader historical patterns; an equally large but increasingly immiserated
population, an option that seems less far-fetched but would clash with
evidence of elevated living standards; and lower population densities
that coincided with a measure of generalized prosperity, which is like-
wise plausible and more readily compatible with existing indicators of
well-being. At present the available information about living standards
1s still insufficient to provide a reliable guide in identifying the most
likely scenario: too much remains unclear about the representative

108 F.g. Allen (2001); Hoffman ez al. (2005).
19 Goldstone (2002).
10 Morris (2004), (2005a).
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character and the precise chronology of the material evidence. What
I have meant to show instead is that our reconstructions of Roman
population are logically tied to our interpretation of diverse sets of
data and tightly enmeshed with our understanding of the nature of
the Roman economy: population estimates do not exist in a vacuum
but are interdependent with our assessment of other major elements
of Roman history.

X. Field surveys

Until and unless archaeologists are able to address the grave concerns
raised by Robin Osborne in his recent critique of demography and
survey, field survey data will be of little value to the debate at hand,
especially given that survey results cannot shed much light on population
numbers per se.''! I include this category of data merely because ongo-
ing work continues to feature claims about absolute population size: the
most pertinent example is Rob Witcher’s survey of Rome’s suburbium.'?
Based on the findings of a number of field surveys conducted close
to the capital, Witcher conjectures “an average rural density of two
farms and one villa per km*” within a 50-km radius from the city of
Rome. This suggests a total of 10,830 farms and 5,415 villas inhabited
by between 135,375 and 433,200 persons (a range determined by a
series of assumptions about the size of the average farm or villa), to
which we need to add another 2,500—-10,000 persons in villages and
55,400—201,000 in urban or other nucleated centers (depending on
another series of assumptions about the average population of different
types of settlements). The implied total population ranges from 193,275
to 644,200, or 35.7 to 119 people/km? of cultivable land. Witcher opts
for an estimate of 326,000. For a second, outer ring covering the area
located between 50 and 100 km from Rome, other field surveys indi-
cate an average of 1.5 farms and 0.2 villas/km?, and thus—applying
the same method as before—a population of 95,000-294,000 in the
countryside (with a preferred estimate of 154,000), or 384,000 including
cities and villages. This implies mean population densities of 60/km? in

" Oshorne (2004). For earlier discussions of this topic cf. Sbonias (1999a, b);
Osborne (2001). Cf. also Witcher (2006a) for a general discussion of field survey.
12 Witcher (2005). See also Fentress (forthcoming) on Cosa and Jerba.
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the inner zone and 42/km? in the outer zone, and urbanization rates
of one-third in the former and one-half in the latter.'”

As Witcher observes, his preferred ‘informed estimate’ yields a popu-
lation density for cultivable land near Rome that fits the overall Italian
mean implied by the low count but greatly falls short of the average
densities required by the high count.''* This notion is correct but entails
two key assumptions that are by no means obvious. For one, this read-
ing compels us to accept that the ‘informed estimate’ is preferable to
high end estimates. If we consistently adopt the latter, it is the high
count that provides the best match. Moreover, it presupposes very high
recovery rates of farm sites through field survey. The more rural sites
there are that remain undiscovered, the further upwards we need to
adjust population density even if we accept the validity of the site size
estimates of the ‘informed estimate’. Taken together, these two problems
undermine much of the demographic analysis of the survey data.

The two zones together comprise 14,466 km? of cultivable land, or
somewhere around 19,520 km? of any kind of land overall.'”® Witcher’s
preferred assumptions about site size produce a total population of
710,000, or 49 persons/km? of cultivable land and 36 persons/km?
of all land. By contrast, the most generous assumptions about site
size yield an aggregate population of 1,398,000, or 97 persons/km?
of cultivable land and 72 persons/km? of all land. The notion of a
non-metropolitan Italian population of 5 to 6 million and Beloch’s
guess of 100,000 km? of cultivable land in mainland Roman Italy (i.e.
40% of its surface area) translate to a mean of 50-60 persons/km?
of cultivable land and 20—24 persons/km? of all land."® The former
is perfectly consistent with Witcher’s mean of some 49 persons/km?
on cultivable land near Rome, especially if we adopt his own guess
that 50% of Italy’s surface may have been under cultivation (for a low

1% Witcher (2005, 126-130). Witcher’s own total of 356,000 for the inner zone is
the result of a computational error: in table 2 on p. 128 the maximum population
estimate for Ostia (60,000) rather than the ‘informed estimate’ for Ostia (30,000) is
included in the ‘informed estimate’ of the total.

* Witcher (2005, 130), reckoning with 50% cultivable land in Italy, 6 million people
outside Rome in the low count (for a mean of 48 persons/km? of cultivable land,
between his figures of 60 and 42 for the inner and outer suburbium respectively), and
with 14 million Italians in the high count, for an overall mean of 112 persons/km?
of cultivable land.

% Witcher (2005, 127and 129).

116 Population: above, section 4. Italy: Jongman (1988, 67); cf. already Beloch (1886,
439-40), quoting Nissen.
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count mean of 40—48 persons/km? of cultivable land). These figures
also make sense if we conjecture that the region around Rome was 1.5
times as likely to contain cultivable land as was Italy overall.

By contrast, the high count logically implies a much larger non-met-
ropolitan population: at a minimum of 15 million and a more generous
60% of Italy under cultivation (to bias the estimate in favor of the
high count), the required density is 100 persons/km? of cultivable land
and 60 persons/km? of all land; at 17 million the corresponding rates
are 113 and 68 persons/km? respectively; at a notional maximum of
19 million they reach 127 and 76 persons/km? respectively. Thus the
high count predicts some 100-120 persons/km? of cultivable land, or
between two and two-and-a-half times Witcher’s preferred number for
the suburbium. At the same time, this requirement is more or less met
by the highest estimate allowed by Witcher’s scheme: 97 persons/km?
of cultivable land. Naturally, proponents of the high count would be
tempted to support high site estimates on a priorz grounds (in favor of
larger farms, villages, towns, etc.) simply because they are consistent
with their view of conditions at the time. Unfortunately, since these vari-
ables cannot be fixed empirically, we are left with a circular approach:
the results depend on the starting assumptions that different observers
find most congenial. For this reason, the survey data do not permit
independent testing of competing hypotheses about population size,
because their demographic interpretation is inevitably conditioned by
unfalsifiable starting assumptions.

Additional uncertainties arise from the questionable accuracy of
field survey in detecting small sites, i.e. ‘farms’. Even if we were to
adopt, for the sake of argument, the middling starting assumptions
of Witcher’s ‘informed estimates’, it might nevertheless be possible to
raise overall population levels to a degree that would render them more
readily compatible with the high than with the low count. The differ-
ence between the 710,000 residents conjectured by Witcher and the
1,446,000-1,776,000 persons predicted by the high count (at 100-120
persons/km? of cultivable land) amounts to between 736,000 and
1,066,000 individuals. If we—no doubt over-schematically—accounted
for this entire shortfall as the result of farms that had been missed
by the surveys, we would need to posit the presence of an additional
92,000 to 133,250 farms (at 8 persons per farm) to supplement the
24,400 farms inferred by Witcher. If some 80-85% of all farms that
once existed had remained invisible, actual population density could
have matched the projections of the high count.
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Archaeologists will object that this notion is unfair or extreme. How-
ever, any combination of the two possible sources of bias that I have
identified—site size estimates and recovery rates for small sites—would
also permit us to conjecture much higher population densities. In
fact, for Witcher’s reconstruction to lend support to the low count, we
would have to accept not only that his ‘informed estimates’ about site
size are consistently of the right order of magnitude, but also, and far
less plausibly, that the surveys his calculations are based on achieved
near-perfect recovery rates even for small farmsteads. In view of the
well-documented relationship between survey intensity and recovery
rates as well as other problems,'” this would seem a fairly heroic
assumption to make.

From that perspective, the most reasonable reading of the field survey
data might actually suggest a somewhat higher population density than
that predicted by the conventional low count.'® For example, if the
surveys had missed merely one-half of all farm-sized sites, we would
need to add another 24,400 farms with 195,000 residents, raising overall
population density to 63 persons/km? of cultivable land. If they had
missed two-thirds, this density rises to 77 persons/km? of cultivable
land. Even with Witcher’s conservative site size estimates, this would
push overall population tallies into an intermediate zone between the
low and high counts.

All in all therefore the evidence of field surveys from the suburbium
indicates that while the low count may require unrealistically optimis-
tic assumptions about the level of survey resolution, the high count
compels us either to adopt the highest estimates of site size or reckon
with a very low recovery rate for small sites, or a mixture of both. This
reinforces my contention that, given the right starting assumptions,
the survey data can be made to fit dramatically divergent models of
Roman demography.

"7 For the former see e.g Terrenato (2004, 3940, figs. 4.1 and 4.3). For other
problems see Patterson (2006, 14-16).

18 Although Witcher (2005, 126 n. 43) acknowledges that “most surveys recover
only a small percentage of rural sites due to erosion and stochastic processes affecting
visibility” and that his conjectures “are more likely to lead to under- rather than over-
estimation of population”, he nevertheless fails to apply these powerful caveats to his
own demographic inferences and more importantly does not even attempt to assess
the potential impact of these problems on his ability to choose between the ‘low’ and
‘high’ counts. As I hope to have shown here, once these problems are properly taken
into account rather than buried in a footnote, the demographic promise of this evidence
all but vanishes. For a partial retreat see now Witcher’s chapter in this volume.
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Extrapolations from the (essentially obscure) population density in
the suburbium to that of the whole of Italy are fraught with additional
problems. Mattingly and Witcher have shown that even if we try to
control for differences in survey intensity, settlement density in early
imperial Italy tends to be positively correlated with the presence of
urban settlements and proximity to Rome (two features that are them-
selves positively correlated).'? This might suggest potentially significant
variation in actual population density even on cultivable land, in the
sense that land may have been less densely settled farther away from
the capital than nearby. If that impression could be substantiated, it
would become more difficult to reconcile the evidence from the subur-
bium with the high count.

The problem of site visibility also undermines attempts to derive
urbanization rates from survey data. If a significant proportion of small
sites routinely eludes detection, estimates such as Witcher’s nucleation
rates of 30% for the inner zone of the suburbium and of 50% for the
outer ring cannot carry much weight:'*" although they might seem
consistent with the (low count) notion of strong nucleation discussed
in section 5, they may just as well be more apparent than real.

For the purposes of historical demography, the principal value of
survey data may lie in their capacity to illuminate relative changes in
settlement density over time. While it is true that such changes may
reflect variation in nucleation patterns rather than absolute population
numbers, positive correlations between site density and population den-
sity have been observed: for example, a comparison of field survey data
and Ottoman population registers for Boeotia from the fifteenth through
nineteenth centuries indicates parallel trends across three broadly
defined periods.'”" Unfortunately, given the lack of local population
records, it is impossible to replicate these results for Roman Italy.

It is becoming increasingly clear that no consistent trends in the
amount of scatter and site density can be attributed to Roman Italy
as a whole."” This means that even if survey data could be linked to
demographic developments, the picture would nevertheless remain

19 Mattingly and Witcher (2004, esp. 181-3 and 183 fig. 13.6). For the correlation
of urbanism and distance to Rome see Duncan-Jones (1982, 339).

120 Witcher (2005, 129 [corrected as per n. 112] and 130 n. 67). The same is true (e.g,)
of the 42% urbanization rate for the territory of Jerba in Fentress (forthcoming).

12l Shonias (1999b, 223-5, esp. 225 figs. 16.6-7).

122 See now esp. Patterson (2006, 6-7and 72-88).
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ambiguous. Recent studies have emphasized regional diversity and
the multidirectionality of change. For instance, in a study of more
than thirty surveys of Roman Etruria, Witcher distinguishes between
three distinct zones—the suburbium, the coast, and the interior.'” The
evidence indicates growth close to the capital, stagnation or decline
in the interior, and mixed signals on the coast."” In as much as it is
permissible to assign demographic significance to these shifts, they may
well reflect population movement towards Rome and its suburbium rather
than natural growth or decline.'” To be sure, migration would make
it even more difficult to relate changes in survey patterns to changes
in overall population.

However, population movement is perhaps less likely to account for
changes in more peripheral regions. This raises the question of how to
interpret decline in scatter density in areas such as Samnium or south-
ern Italy in the early monarchical period.'® In the most comprehensive
analysis of field surveys from peninsular Italy, John Patterson has shown
that in roughly two-thirds of all cases decline either occurred already
from the first century CE onward or commenced in the following cen-
tury. Most other areas exhibit continuity during this period, whereas
examples of second-century CE growth are relatively rare.'”” To the
extent that these findings reflect demographic developments, they may
seem inconsistent with the notion of ongoing population growth beyond
the Augustan period (see above, section 4). This would speak in favor
of the view that the Italian population peaked in the first rather than
the second century CE.

XI. Carrying capacity

Given the right mix of favorable guesses about cultivated area, grain
yields, fallowing, and crop rotation, Roman Italy would probably have

125 Witcher (2006b, esp. 91).

12+ Thid. 101 fig. 4. However, when Witcher (90-91) speaks of “direct indicators
of general (i.e. agricultural) prosperity”, this betrays a common misconception: in a
premodern economy more people or more farming do not normally mean more per
capita prosperity, which is the only kind that really matters (cf., e.g. Frier (2001) and
above, section 9).

1% Ibid. 121-2. Cf. also Witcher (2005) for the economy of the suburbium. For migra-
tion in general see Scheidel (2004) and Patterson (2006: 33-48).

1% Noted by Witcher (2006b, 121), with reference to Witcher (1999).

127 Patterson (2006, 72-88).
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been capable of producing enough food to support a population of the
size predicted by the high count.'”® Conversely, under less optimistic
starting assumptions, the low count will seem a more plausible option.
There is no obvious way to extrapolate from agrarian potential (which
is itself in part determined by population numbers) to demographic
conditions. I would merely like to note in passing that for any given
system of production, carrying capacity was sensitive to climatic
conditions. Broadly speaking, the period of the late Republic and the
early Principate coincided with a climate optimum of relatively high
temperatures that would have been conducive to farming and elevated
population densities.'? It is, however, important not to overstate the
extent of this trend;"” and in any case, it is not at all clear how one
would establish a direct connection between this observation and any
particular estimate of absolute population size.

XII. Comparative demographic evidence

Given the inconclusive nature of much of the ancient source mate-
rial and modern arguments, comparative evidence assumes especial
importance in this debate. On previous occasions I have referred to
both ancient and more recent comparanda in order to demonstrate
some of the weaknesses of the high count.””! As described in section 4,
that scenario, if taken to its logical extremes, implies the existence of
a very large population in peninsular Italy, similar to conditions at dif-
ferent stages of the nineteenth century: with anywhere from 17 to 20
million people residing in Italy, and perhaps three-fifths of them located
in the peninsula, we have to reckon with 10 to 12 million peninsular
residents, which equals the corresponding totals for the 1840s or even

128 For various maximum estimates and their implications see, e.g. Scheidel (2001b,
54 n. 216); Morley (2001, 56); Scheidel (2004, 7). Cf. also Lo Cascio (1999b).

12 E.g. Greene (1986, 81-5); Schmidt and Gruhle (2003); Fagan (2004, 189-212);
Koepke and Baten (2005b, 152 fig. 3); Malanima and Lo Cascio (2005, 218-19); Sal-
lares (2007, 19-20), with further references. For the connection between climate and
population growth see in general Galloway (1986).

130 See now esp. the reconstructions in Jones and Mann (2004). Cf. also Heide
(1997).

131 Tt should be noted that this method does not eo pso validate the low count,
despite the fact that I have sought to employ it for this purpose, if only for want of
more appealing alternatives.
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the 1880s."? T sketched out some of the logical implications of this
reconstruction back in 2004."** To reiterate my main points in all brevity,
if we retained the provincial population figures suggested by defenders
of the low count for the provinces, Italy would have been much more
densely populated than other Mediterranean regions with a similar
ecology (with one-quarter of the imperial population concentrated in
one-sixteenth of its territory, and an Italian population equalling that
of Gaul, Iberia, and half of the Maghreb combined, which it never
did in later periods). Conversely, if we assume that other parts of the
empire were correspondingly more densely settled as well, the Roman
empire would have been inhabited by up to 160 million people, a tally
that was not attained in this region as a whole until the mid-nineteenth
century; that would indeed push implied population levels in some of
the eastern provinces into early to mid-twentieth-century territory, and
would make it hard to explain why the empire was unable to tax its
way out of later barbarian invasions. If we were to believe that only the
western provinces were as densely populated as Italy, up to four-fifths
of the total imperial population must have been concentrated in the
‘Latin’ half, which raises the question why that part collapsed earlier
than the far less populous eastern half of the empire. There is currently
no exposition of the high count that has even begun to engage with
the crucial issue of how its claims regarding the imperial heartland
affect our understanding of the empire as a whole and of its position
relative to other historical periods.'** This neglect is all the more unfor-
tunate as these implications are among the most serious challenges to
the high count, if not indeed—as I am inclined to believe—its single
most serious handicap.

152 Population in 1850: 10.6 million (Del Panta et al. 1996, 277); in 1881: 12.2 mil-
lion (Bellettini 1987, 176).

133" Scheidel (2004, 6-8).

1% As far as I can see, Frank (1933 and 1940) had no interest in these wider impli-
cations of his population estimate for Roman Italy. Lo Cascio usually focuses on Italy
alone and has defended a moderately high count only for Egypt (Lo Cascio 1999c¢),
which is, however, far below the adjustment necessitated by an empire-wide high count:
see Scheidel (2004, 8 and n. 47). Kron (2005b) maintains the same focus on Italy to
the near-exclusion of the outside world: he merely points out that Roman Egyptian
population levels were not reached again until the nineteenth century, which is uncon-
troversial (2005b, 484-5); cf. already Frier (2000, 814); Scheidel (2001a, 242-8), and
that Pompey’s boast (Plin. NH 7.97-98) that he conquered 12,183,000 people in the
East matches the Ottoman population of the Asian provinces of the Roman empire
for the 1870s (2005b, 485—6), which is likewise not implausible and is consistent with
the low count: see already above, n. 37, and below, n. 151.
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At the same time, however, comparative evidence also poses what I
would consider the most serious challenge to the low count as proposed
by Beloch and developed by Brunt. This challenge arises from modern
estimates of the size of the population of Italy in the High Middle
Ages, on the eve of the Black Death. Kron’s recent assertion that the
low count suggests that the population of Roman Italy “was barely
half as great” as the same region’s medieval population provides a
convenient starting point."* Put this way, his claim is clearly excessive:
Kron appears to juxtapose a Roman population of “less than six mil-
lion, as implied by the hypothesis of Beloch and Brunt” with a medieval
peak of unspecified magnitude but in excess of Beloch’s estimate of
11,647,000 for 1660."*° This comparison misrepresents the logic of
the low count. Yet even if we allow for a Roman Italian population
maximum of closer to 7 or 8 million (as explained in section 4) and
a medieval maximum in the order of 10 to 11 million (as explained
below), the fact remains that without Brunt’s indefensible deus ex machina
of additional millions of slaves, the low count falls short of the likely
medieval peak by a considerable margin.

This conclusion is hard to resist even though the size of the Italian
population around 1300 is in fact empirically unknown (and forever
unknowable). Modern estimates are merely crude extrapolations from
aggregate (estimated) urban population numbers. Thus the latest esti-
mate of 12.5 million Italians in 1300 (which includes Sicily and Sar-
dinia) is derived from three assumptions: that urban residents numbered
between 2.5 and 3 million; that they represented some 20-25% of the
total population, despite the fact that this would have been “eccezionale
per ’Europa del tempo”; and that the middle value of the resultant
range of 10 to 15 million (12.5 million), “ci pare verosimile”.""” In
other words, the final total is the result of questionable estimates or

1% Kron (2005b, 495).

1% Kron (2005b, 486). Kron does not cite modern population estimates for the
Middle Ages. His claim misrepresents the position of Brunt, who reckons with 7.5
million people in Italy in 14 CE. It is true that Brunt’s figure of 3 million slaves
at least needs to be halved, reducing the overall tally to 6 million, in keeping with
Beloch’s estimate (see above, n. 11). However, in the characteristic fashion of the ‘high
counters’, Kron does not seem ready to account for further Italian population growth
after Augustus (see above, section 4). Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 205 and 207)
cite “old” or “traditional” estimates of a Roman peak of 7 million and a medieval
peak of 11 million, which would make the latter only less than one-and-a-half times
as large as the former.

137 Pinto (1996, 42).
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outright guesses regarding urban populations and a sweeping a prior
assumption about the average urbanization rate."”® Needless to say,
the latter is strictly speaking irrecoverable. Moreover, the existing data
do not permit us to assign accurate population figures to the approxi-
mately 200 cities of 5,000 or more inhabitants which are thought to
have existed in Italy around 1300. On closer inspection, the numbers
in Malanima’s comprehensive tabulation of medieval city sizes turn
out to be highly schematic: 55 of 199 cities in his database, or 28%
of the total, are assigned 5,000 inhabitants each; 99, or fully one-half
of all tallies, end in multiples of 5 (i.e. are crudely rounded); cities of
5,000 (55) are as numerous as those of 6,000 (26), 7,000 (21) and 8,000
(9) taken together."” Moreover, in some cases recent guesstimates far
exceed earlier ones.'"

For all these reasons, the medieval ‘evidence’ may seem to furnish
an exceedingly flimsy basis for serious comparisons. Despite these
unpromising circumstances, however, the limits of the plausible are
not unduly flexible. The guesstimate of 12.5 million for 1300 matches
the population total assumed for the late sixteenth century, when the
recovery from the Black Death had been completed, and is close even
to the tally of 13.6 million for 1700."*" Earlier conjectures reckoned
with 10 or 11 million around 130071340, comparable perhaps to the
most recent estimate for the early sixteenth century.'* Increasingly
well-known demographic developments in the early modern period
constrain our assumptions about the medieval period: for that reason

1% Tt merits attention that Malanima’s studies treat this population estimate as an
independent variable, using it to ‘calculate’ urbanization rates. In so doing, he merely
reverses the process that created this total in the first place. An additional problem arises
from the fact that Malanima (1998, 118) arrives at only 2,571,000 urban residents,
which—using Pinto’s multiplier—would translate to a total population of 10.3-12.9
million, or a mean of 11.6 million, although Malanima himself expresses a preference
for Pinto’s tally of 12.5 million (ibid. 97).

139 Malanima (1998, 110-118). This should not be taken as a criticism of Malanima’s
valiant efforts but is simply meant to demonstrate the inevitable limits of this kind of
exercise.

"0 Venice has grown from Beloch’s 30,000 (1961, 341) to 110,000 in Malanima
(1998, 111) and Ginatempo and Sandri (1990, 100); Modena from Beloch’s 5,357
(1961, 341) to 19,000 in Malanima (1998, 112) and 20,000 in Ginatempo and Sandri
(1990, 88); Milan from 62,500 in Beloch (1961, 342) to 150,000 in Malanima (1998,
111) and 150-200,000 in Ginatempo and Sandri (1990, 100).

"1 Del Panta et al. (1996, 275).

112 References in Malanima (1998, 124 n. 14): 11 million in 1300; and see also
McEvedy and Jones (1978, 107): 10 million in 1300; cf. Del Panta et al. (1996, 275)
for the early sixteenth century.
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alone, none of these figures is likely to be very wide of the mark.
However, since there is no way of telling whether the population of
Italy around 1300 most closely resembled that of the early sixteenth
century, the late sixteenth century, or the late seventeenth century, we
cannot meaningfully distinguish between conjectures in a range from
perhaps 10 to 13 million for the medieval demographic peak: in statisti-
cal terms, they are all equally likely.'* When excluding the islands, the
range for mainland Italy has to be reduced by close to one million,"**
to a somewhat lower range of between 9 and 12 million.

Faute de mieux, this conjectural framework is what we have to work
with. However, unless we were to posit some kind of population explo-
sion in early modern Italy that would enable us to project a far lower
medieval population maximum, it is hard to conceive of a substantially
different scenario for the High Middle Ages. As far as the peninsula is
concerned, the proposed medieval tally can readily be reconciled with
the predictions of the low count as developed in section 4. Hence, if
we accept the notion that 1,244,000 million people lived in cities of
5,000+ inhabitants in the peninsula in 1300,'* and that they accounted
for 20 to 25% of the overall population,'* the total population in 1300
would have amounted to between 4.1 and 5 million. This broadly
matches low count estimates for the Roman monarchical period: of
around 6 million people in mainland Italy in 14 CE and maybe 7 or
even 8 million later on, some 4.5-5.5 million might have inhabited
the peninsula proper. If we exclude half of the Roman metropolitan
population in order to control for the exceptional size (and external
supply) of the imperial capital, we obtain an adjusted peak estimate
of between 4 and 5 million for the Roman-era peninsula, in keeping
with the ‘best’ conjecture for 1300.

The picture for northern Italy is very different. For 1300 this region
has been assigned an urban population of 987,000, thought to represent
a mere 15% of the overall total,'"” and hence indicative of a regional
tally of some 6—7 million. The discrepancy between this number and

% As explained above in n. 137, Malanima’s method, if properly employed to his
own specifications, suggests a total of 11.6 million for 1300, which lies in the middle
of my range.

" Del Panta et al. (1996, 277) assign 900,000 inhabitants to Sicily and Sardinia
in 1300.

' Tallied up from Malanima (1998, 112-16).

116 As assumed by Pinto (1996, 43).

47 Malanima (1998, 110-12); Pinto (1996, 43).
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a putative Roman population of 1.5-2.5 million that can be accom-
modated by the low count is undeniably quite dramatic.

We may conclude that the latest estimates for Italy in 1300, for what
they are worth, are not incompatible with a low count population
estimate for peninsular Italy under the early Principate. By contrast,
proponents of this scenario must inevitably assume massively different
levels of demographic development in northern Italy in the two peri-
ods: if that region was not four times as populous in 1300 as it had
been under Augustus, and maybe two-and-a-half times as populous as
it may have become by the second century CE, the low count model
cannot be sustained.

Kron is surely right to put particular emphasis on the demography
of northern Italy and its relevance for competing scenarios.'* As he
points out, Brunt’s reconstruction implies that the (free) population of
northern Italy in the mid-first century BCE was equivalent to around
20% of that of the peninsular population, whereas comparative evi-
dence from the early modern period consistently suggests a respective
value of closer to 75%.'"* While this problem might to some extent
be mitigated by positing substantial post-Roman growth in the north,
even under the most favorable assumptions Roman population levels in
that region were unlikely to have reached even half of those in 1300."°
Thus, while Kron’s assertion that the Roman population implied by
the low count was “barely half as great” as the medieval population®
does not in fact apply to the peninsula, it correctly describes the situ-
ation in northern Italy, which thereby becomes a pivotal element in
the debate. In view of this, it is all the more important that De Ligt’s
contribution in this volume makes a strong case that Roman northern
Italy may indeed have been as sparsely populated as predicted by the

18 Kron (2005b, 461-82). I concur with his assessment that “the most important
factor undermining the plausibility of his [viz., Brunt’s] hypothesis (and one which has
received surprisingly little emphasis given its importance) is the dramatic effect upon
the population of Italy resulting from the extension of the citizenship to the province
of Gallia Cisalpina” (461).

19 Kron (2005b, 462).

150" Since a certain population size in peninsular Italy is required to match high
medieval population estimates even if we control for the unusual size of Rome, this
leaves only a limited population of perhaps (as a very crude guess) 1.5-2.5m for the
north, equivalent to 33-45% of the population of the peninsula, or about half of the
corresponding proportion from 1550 to 1800.

51 Kron (2005b, 495).
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low count: all future discussion of this issue will have to engage with
his premises and findings.

Broader historical context also matters. As noted at the beginning
of this section, the high count invites us to accept that population
densities in the Roman peninsula approached those of the mid or
late nineteenth century. Depending on one’s perspective, this need
not be entirely impossible: after all, current consensus has it that the
southern and eastern provinces of the empire, from the Maghreb and
the southern Balkans to Asia Minor, the Levant, and Egypt, were as
richly populated in the Roman period as they came to be at different
times in the nineteenth century."®® This raises the question whether a
similar analogy might legitimately be envisioned for peninsular Italy
as well. If we are prepared to accept that Roman population levels
in the western European provinces (Iberia, Gaul, Britain) may have
resembled very roughly those of the High Middle Ages, and that those
for Greece and the African and Asian provinces tended to match those
of the nineteenth century, we are forced to make difficult choices for
an Italy that is rather inconveniently positioned right in between these
two principal zones of post-ancient development. Did this region follow
a ‘western’ or ‘southern-eastern’ trajectory? While the high count puts
peninsular Italy firmly in the ‘southern-ecastern’ camp, estimates for
Roman northern Italy fall far short of nineteenth-century levels. The
low count, by contrast, puts peninsular Italy squarely in the ‘western’
camp, whereas northern Italy is left far behind. Taken as a whole, the
Italy of the low count clearly fails to reach likely medieval maxima.
This should be a source for serious concern, given Italy’s prominent
position in the Roman world, and greatly diminishes the appeal of
the low count.

From a comparative demographic perspective, some kind of interme-
diate scenario might be worth considering. For instance, Hin’s model,
as introduced in section 4, suggests a peninsular population perhaps
even somewhat ahead of the medieval maximum, and more importantly
helps to align northern Italy more closely with later totals.'” It would
yield the double benefit of making Italy as a whole more compatible
with the ‘western’ scenario of post-ancient development, and lowering

152 Frier (2000, 814). See also Scheidel (2001a, 242-8) for Egypt, and more gener-
ally McEvedy and Jones (1978, 139, 143, 151, 227). Cf. also Hansen (2006, 87-91)
for Greece.

193 See above, n. 42, and in this volume.
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it from the precarious heights of the high count that is—rather inad-
equately—given visual expression in Lo Cascio and Malanima’s graph
of demographic change across 2,000 years of Italian history and pushes
Roman population estimates far beyond medieval levels.'”* A stronger
presence of Roman citizens overseas would produce a similar outcome.
These ‘convenient’ consequences, needless to say, in no way establish
that such alternatives readings are correct, and/or that they are defen-
sible on other grounds; they do, however, lend some urgency to calls
for a critical reconsideration of the intellectual validity of the rigid
dichotomy of low versus high counts that has come to dominate—and
perhaps stifle—the debate.

XIHI. Where do we go_from here?

This survey has failed to produce a conclusive answer to the question
of the size of the population of Roman Italy. The census data are
open to too many conflicting readings to offer any simple solutions. A
number of features do not strongly favor either ‘high’ or ‘low’ estimates
of overall population size: by my reckoning these include urbanization
rates, military mobilization rates in the republican period, data gener-
ated by field surveys, and potential carrying capacity. Some facts speak

15 Lo Cascio and Malanima (2005, 208 fig. 2 and tab. 2) juxtapose a Roman peak
of 15-16 million in the first century CE and a medieval peak of 12.5 million in 1300;
this would make the Roman population exceed the medieval one by some 20-30%.
However, this tabulation compares apples and oranges: the medieval tally of 12.5 million
for Italy includes Sicily and Sardinia (Pinto (1996, 43) and most clearly in the appendix
of Del Panta et al. (1996, 277)), whereas the Roman tally of 15-16 million does not.
Thus the Roman tally of 15-16 million would exceed a medieval mainland peak of
around 11.6 million (i.e. 12.5 million minus 0.9 million for the islands) by 30-40%.
To be sure, following Malanima’s own method, the medieval peak for the mainland
would have to be put closer to 10.8 million (see above, notes 137 and 142: 11.6 million
minus 0.8+ million for the islands), for a Roman excess margin of 40-50%. And if
we accept a final Roman tally of anywhere from 17 to 19 million (see above, section
4), the Roman peak exceeds the medieval maximum by at least 60% and perhaps by
as much as 75%. Even the lower end of this range would push total Roman popula-
tion into early-nineteenth-century territory, making it very different from the medieval
maximum. Lo Cascio and Malanima also note that “if the Italian population was able
to attain more than 18 million inhabitants in 1800, this depended primarily on the
spread of maize” (221). Once again this tally includes the islands, which suggests that
the population size of the high count might have been difficult to reach without New
World crops. (Malanima (2005, 127-8) stresses the importance of maize for eighteenth-
century Italian population growth, especially in the north.) For a corrective to their
flawed graphs see below, figs. 2-3.
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against population pressure and, although they may not directly support
any specific scenario, are more readily consistent with the low count:
slave imports, costly recruitment in the late Republic, falling military
participation rates in the early monarchy, and, conceivably, elevated
living standards all belong in this category. Other factors are simply
puzzling in their logical inconsistency, most notably the incidence of
internal violence in the late Republic and its successful termination
under the monarchy. If we accept that Roman Italy as a whole was
unlikely to be less densely populated than the same region in the High
Middle Ages, the low count becomes very difficult to sustain. At the
same time, comparisons with modern Italy represent a serious—though
not insuperable—challenge to the demographic requirements of the
high count. These problems are illustrated in Figures 2 and 3.

In view of all this, some kind of intermediate scenario might be the
most superficially appealing solution, which would either require the
presence of several million citizens outside Italy as early as the late first
century BCE or a different interpretation of Roman census reporting
practices. What we need above all is an open mind: when I said that
the low count was “the worst solution, perhaps—except for all the
others”,"”® T should perhaps have been more willing to contemplate
the potential of compromise models. However, nothing in the present
review alters my view that the high count remains the least persuasive
option currently on offer.

It is true that a ‘core-wide’ empire, a unique phenomenon in Mediter-
ranean history, may have created unique conditions for economic and thus
demographic expansion.'”” A giant peace dividend in the form of reduced
protection costs, transaction costs, and information costs could very well
have supported unusually high population densities. The key problem,
however, is that we cannot simply presuppose what we need to docu-
ment: the notion that imperial unification yielded unique demographic

155

The Roman-period estimates in figs. 2 and 3 are based on my discussion of the
‘low’ and ‘high’ counts in section 4, and on Lo Cascio and Malanima (2003, 208 tab. 2)
for the high count estimates for 200 and 100 BCE. For the estimates for 1300 in fig. 2
see section 12. The estimates for 1300 in fig. 3 are derived from section 12 (lower
estimate of 4.1 million) and from Del Panta et al. (1996, 277): 6.8 million, which is
too high if we adopt Malanima’s method: see above, section 12. The estimates for the
modern period in both figures are taken from Del Panta et al. (1996, 277).

16 Scheidel (2004, 9).

57 Alternatively, specific configurations of institutional features may have limited
this effect more narrowly to Greek and Roman citizen communities, as suggested by
Kron in forthcoming work.
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Fig. 2. Population estimates for mainland Italy, 200 BCE to 1900 CE.
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Fig. 3. Population estimates for peninsular Italy, 1 to 1900 CE.
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benefits is plausible enough as a working hypothesis but would have to
be tested against actual data rather than accepted on a priori grounds.
As things stand, we can only hypothesize, but not verify.

Uncertainty about Roman population size matters more in certain
areas than in others. For example, Roman military mobilization rates
were very high regardless of which demographic scenario is correct.
Likewise, my own model of shifts in the scale of mobility in Roman
Italy is largely insensitive to overall population density."”® On the other
hand, our understanding of the driving forces behind conflict in the late
Republic is significantly influenced by demographic estimates. But where
population matters most of all is in the sphere of economic history. This
may be news to many ancient historians: in the wake of Rostovtzeft’s
and Finley’s influential works, demographic conditions have long been
thoroughly marginalized in our accounts of the Roman economy, and
this situation is only beginning to change.” Roman historians would
be able to make a very substantial contribution to our understanding
of economic growth if they were able to demonstrate that conditions in
the Roman empire supported considerable intensive economic growth
and population growth at the same time, perhaps along the lines of
developments in Song China.'® It would be equally exciting if they
could show that universal empire did not in fact create a trajectory that
differed from that of the High Middle Ages or the early modern period,
when population growth ate into income growth.'" These would be
findings that would turn Roman economic and demographic history
into an object of great interest to other historians and economists.
However, such findings cannot be obtained as long as we are unable
to establish absolute population size. Our apparent inability to do so
is particularly vexing because the stakes are so high: unbeknownst to
most proponents of the two principal rival scenarios, preoccupied as
they are with the finer points of Roman history, the logical corollaries
of their models are of profound significance for our understanding of
premodern history in general.

1% Scheidel (2004, 21). I note in passing that the average per capita emigration rate
for adult males implied by my low count model of human mobility in late-republican
Italy matches that for sixteenth-century Portugal: Scheidel (2007b, nn. 79-80); and the
mean Dutch emigration rate from 1600 to 1800 resembles my Roman Italian emigra-
tion rate in the first century CE (ibid.).

199 See now Scheidel (2007a).

1% Elvin (1973, 113-99); Maddison (2001, 42).

161 See above, n. 107.
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THE MUCH MALIGNED PEASANT.
COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON THE PRODUCTIVITY
OF THE SMALL FARMER IN CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

J- Geoffrey Kron

The ruins of the ancient civilizations of the Greeks and Romans which we see still
standing, bear witness that the wealth of nations can be brought almost to the high-
est state without the science having been practiced which teaches how to hasten its
development. Sismondi (1820, 33)

1. Introduction

My primary concern in this paper is to defend the productivity of
Rome’s small farmers, who played a critical role in making the Italian
countryside, as Varro so memorably claimed,' the most intensively culti-
vated in the ancient world, and to question the widespread assumption
that these Roman owner-occupiers were necessarily unable to compete
with large ‘capitalist’ farms.? I intend to address this narrow question in
the broader context of the overall productivity of the Roman agrarian
economy. In so doing, I will also address, albeit rather tangentially, Wal-
ter Scheidel’s charge® that in simultaneously defending the plausibility

! Var. R. 1.2.3-8. See also Plb. 1.15.1; Lucr. 5.1367-78 and the additional sources
cited in Martin (1971, 261-9).

? See especially Brunt (1972), Toynbee (1965, 2.296-310), and, more cautiously,
De Neeve (1984b). In speaking of productivity, I am concerned with productivity per
arable hectare rather than labour productivity. The latter is notoriously difficult to
measure for owner-occupier farm operations, and high levels of labour productivity
can be achieved through exploitative systems of extensive farming with minimal labour
inputs which are execrably poor in terms of the eflect on the land and the amount
of food produced.

% Scheidel in this volume. For reasons of space, I do not intend to reopen the broader
question of the population of Italy or to address Scheidel’s criticisms here. Although
my principal focus will be to dispel common misconceptions about the productivity of
peasant agriculture, I do hope that my essay will also serve to explain why I am uncon-
vinced by Scheidel’s core objection, his skepticism that a population comparable to that
of nineteenth century Italy could be supported by the Roman agricultural regime. For
an explanation of why I believe that the high count is not only possible, as I contend
here, but also demanded by the sources and general demographic considerations, one
will have to turn to Kron (2005b).
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of a Roman citizen population of over 4 million adult males, as attested
by the Augustan census, and the equally clear anthropometric evidence
of a high level of Roman nutrition,” I am positing a Roman ‘miracle
economy’.

The Roman achievement of feeding an Italian population compa-
rable to that of the early nineteenth century to a significantly higher
standard is remarkable, but it was far from a miracle. Since, as I have
noted before,® the census of 1861 enumerated more than 26 million
Italians, in what was still, as far as food production is concerned, a
pre-industrial society,’ neither the Augustan, nor even the Claudian,
census figures are inconsistent with securely attested levels of Italian
agricultural productivity.® Certainly there is little reason to believe that
nineteenth-century Italy was cultivated to the limit of its productive
potential. For example, southern Italy and Sicily, a model of intensive
mixed farming and a source of many superb large cattle under the
Greeks and Romans,” had been largely abandoned to rough grazing
and the most cavalier and destructive extensive farming in the nine-
teenth century.'"” Moreover, the Romans were able to supplement their

* See Kron (2005b), defending the thesis proposed by Lo Cascio (1994).

> Kron (2005a).

¢ Kron (2005b, 482-84)

7 See Warringer (1939, 7-10) for the limited value of mechanization or other
post-industrial innovations for the highly productive intensive farming practiced by
twentieth-century western European peasants. For the limited use of tractors, steam
threshers, artificial fertilizers, and other industrial farming techniques before the end of
the nineteenth century and often through much of the twentieth see e.g. Desplanques
(1969, 336-8; 341); INEA (1964, 41); Sereni (1968, 208).

8 If we assume with Brunt that 28% of the citizen population were adult males,
the 5.94 million enumerated in the Claudian census of AD 48 (Tac. Ann. 11.25) would
represent just over 21 million citizens. Unlike the figure for the Augustan census in the
Res Gestae, however, which was preserved on stone, we are dependent on a very tenuous
manuscript tradition and cannot rule out corruption of the figure. More likely, grants of
citizenship under Claudius, whose policy, as reflected in the admission of Gauls to the
senate, as well as the healthy growth of colonies and settlements of veterans on lands
outside of Italy under both Augustus and Claudius, will account for the rapid increase
of the citizen population (most of which will have occurred outside of Italy).

¥ For a statement of the case, focused on the question of animal husbandry, see
Kron (2004a). For the evidence for intensive mixed farming, oleiculture, and viticulture
in southern Italy in the ancient period see e.g Frederiksen (1970-1); Jones (1980); Tcher-
nia (1986, 334-7); Volpe (1990, 62-5; 71-5; 77-81; 251-71); Manarcorda (1993); Lo
Cascio & Storchi Marino (2001); Buonacuore (2002, 1.62-3); Accardo (2002, 41-9);
Carter (2006).

10" The bibliography is limitless, but see e.g. Cassa per il Mezzogiorno (1953); Carlyle
(1962, 95-100); Villani (1968); Franklin (1969, 123-74); De Felice (1971); King (1971);
Prampolini (1981); Snowden (1986); Cuboni (1992); Rogari (2002). It is worth noting
that the viticulture, oleiculture, and fruit trees which provide southern Italy with most
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agricultural production with massive imports of wine, wheat, olive oil,
and fish from Egypt, Spain, Gaul, and North Africa."

Italian agronomists of the nineteenth century, like their predecessors
throughout Europe, recognized that the Roman scriptores rei rusticae had
an expert knowledge of a wide range of highly intensive and productive
agricultural practices,'”” many of which, as we shall see, were still only
fitfully applied in most of Italy during the nineteenth century. Recent
research has begun to document the Roman achievement, and I will
briefly summarize some of this evidence below. One must also recognize,
however, that low effectual demand for agricultural produce, rather than
low productivity or ignorance of more intensive methods, is one of the
principal constraints on agricultural production. The greater prosper-
ity and social equality which Roman peasants and urban consumers
enjoyed compared to their nineteenth-century Italian counterparts, as
reflected in their superior state of nutrition, is the best explanation for
the high productivity of Roman agriculture. Good nutrition not only
made Roman peasants healthier, stronger, and more productive, but
the rich diet of the rest of the population made it economically viable
for farmers to keep livestock, and to employ more productive intensive
methods. As Esther Boserup showed in a classic study,® peasant farmers
can significantly increase agricultural productivity, simply through more
careful and labour-intensive application of traditional methods." Yet,
as we shall see, the Romans incorporated most of the critical technical
advances of seventeenth-century Dutch and nineteenth-century English
farming into their already intensive traditional peasant agriculture.

II. Roman Agronomy and Agricultural Productivity

The agrarian economy of Roman Italy enjoyed a remarkable confluence
of advantages. Italy is blessed with fertile soil, ample rainfall, a warm
Mediterranean climate, and a long growing season. As have Italian

of its present-day agricultural revenue were only introduced on any scale in the 1870s
and 1880s. See e.g. Snowden (1986, 35—40).

" See e.g. Rickman (1980); Tchernia (1986); Mattingly (1988); Remesal Rodri-
guez (1998); Remesal Rodriguez (1999); Sahrhage (2002: 76-9); Brun (2003); Hojte
(2005).

12 Fussell (1972); Ambrosoli (1997); Marcone (1997, 206-17).

13 Boserup (1965).

" See Ambrosoli (1997, 293-5). The English farmer Robert Loder raised his yields
significantly, even without new crops or additional manure, simply by applying Roman
labour-intensive methods of weeding and ploughing.
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contadini since the Renaissance, the Romans exploited these natural
advantages by using an intensive system of intercultivating cereals and
legumes with such high value tree crops as wine, olive oil, fruit, and
nuts,” combined with market gardening. But the Romans combined
the traditional strengths of modern Mediterranean agriculture with
the sort of intensive mixed farming and advanced animal husbandry
practiced in England and the Low Countries, but largely neglected in
Italy, in the late medieval and modern era.'®

The Roman agronomists, Varro and Columella, as well as Virgil in
his Georgics, show a clear understanding of the principles of convertible
husbandry, also known as alternate husbandry or ley farming,'” one of
the most effective methods of simultaneously increasing pasture quality,
arable yields, and stocking rates. A key innovation in the agricultural
revolution,' and the dominant method of intensive mixed farming
today," ley farming, along with the suppression of the fallow through
the introduction of new forage crops,” allowed significant improve-
ments in the size and fecundity of livestock, and established England
and the Low Countries as leaders in both livestock production and
arable yields.?! Like the best Dutch or English animals, Roman cattle

5 See further Kron (2005¢). See also Desplanques (1969, 345-62); Pazzagli (1973,
257-60).

16 See e.g. Ghisleni (1961); Desplanques (1969, 415); Pazzagli (1973, 267-321);
Prampolini (1981); de Felice (1971); Cuboni (1992); Kron (2004a, 1202 and table 1).
Even today competition with more fully established livestock producers and the mecha-
nization of arable farming has suppressed animal husbandry through much of Italy
and made it reliant on imports of meat for its increasing consumption. See Barsanti
(2002, 122—4). Only the Po valley, which began to specialize in milk and meat produc-
tion in the nineteenth century, has developed large scale intensive animal husbandry.
Many classical agricultural historians wrongly assume that environmental constraints
are responsible, but there is no sound basis for this view.

7 Kron (2000).

'8 Slicher Van Bath (1963, 249-54); Kerridge (1967); Abel (1980, 106-9); Mingay
(1989, 47-51; 293-6); Beckett (1990, 11-19); Ambrosoli (1997, 362-8). Although
Kerridge has produced convincing evidence for widespread application of convert-
ible husbandry in England when demand for livestock boomed in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, these more intensive methods seem to have been scaled back
significantly when demand slackened. In the Midlands ley farming contracted in favour
of permanent grass in the eighteenth century, for example. See Broad (1980). Writing
in the late 1780s, Adam Dickson describes ley farming as though it were a relatively
recent discovery: “But it is now found, that arable land, being some years in grass,
when turned up, is in a much better condition for carrying crops of corn, than when
it was laid oft.” Dickson (1788, 1.98).

19 See Stapleton and Davies (1948).

% See MacKinnon (2004, 130-1) for recent references.

2l Slicher van Bath (1963, 239-54); De Vries (1974, 119-74).
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were over 20 cm taller at the withers and as much as twice as heavy as
Iron Age or medieval cattle.”” Such high standards of nutrition demand
excellent fodder management and imply intensive mixed farming on
many Roman farms.

The ubiquity of large Roman livestock in Italy and their spread
throughout the provinces of Pannonia,” Gaul,** and even Germany
(where the improved stock would become almost universal in Roman-
occupied regions by the mid-Empire)® argues for the rapid dissemi-
nation of the best techniques. The contrast with the tardy spread of
the best breeds and methods in nineteenth-century Western Europe,
particularly Italy, is striking. Even at the end of the nineteenth century,
Englishmen could still deride other European cows as “poor beasts
of burden” and boast that “the greater weight and superiority of our
stock is acknowledged by the special advocates of other countries”.?
In fact, French or German cattle would not consistently match the size
of the best Dutch, English (or Greco-Roman) cattle until the mid-to-
late nineteenth century.?” Well into the twentieth century many Italian
cattle, even in relatively prosperous regions such as Tuscany,”® weighed
in at around 200 kg, half as much as many Roman cattle.

Roman standards for other domestic animals were equally high.
The Romans raised pigs in a more humane and sustainable version
of modern factory farming, with sows farrowing twice a year and
producing large litters of piglets. Roman fine-wooled sheep were also
significantly larger than medieval animals and comparable in size and
wool quality to the modern Merino. Finally, the housing provided to
Roman domestic animals was well-designed, and Roman veterinary

2 See Kron (2002); Kron (2008, 180).
% Bokonyi (1984) and (1988).

* Lepetz (1996).

> Peters (1998).

% Craigie (1887, 127).

" Moriceau (1999: 47); Kautsky (1899: 38); Kron (2002, 63). Roman cattle, which
generally reached withers heights of 135 cm, would therefore weigh approximately
400kg: Kron (2002). In 1806, German cattle weighed on average 204 kg, reaching
Greco-Roman or modern Dutch or English live weights only towards the end of the
nineteenth century. French oxen and steers averaged only 225 kg in 1862, rising to 262
kg, still smaller than Roman cattle, by 1892. See Kautsky (1899, 38). Even in England
at the turn of the twentieth century the average weight for all English cattle was still
only 300 kg: see Collins (2000, 310 table 3.3).

% Pazzagli (1973: 305-7).

oo
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manuals give sound instructions for performing most of the surgical
procedures current in the late nineteenth century.®

The Romans were able to increase manuring rates markedly through
convertible husbandry and the substitution of fodder crops for fallow,
thus allowing the integration of more livestock into arable farming. The
Roman agronomists recommended applying more than twice as much
manure as was customary in modern Italian farming, rates rarely applied
outside of the leading nineteenth-century mixed farming regimes, Eng-
land, Belgium, and the Netherlands.™® All sources of compost or manure
available on the farm were to be exploited and carefully managed to
achieve optimum results, as Adam Dickson noted, contrasting it with
the wasteful approach taken by most late eighteenth-century English
farmers.’’ Modern southern Italian peasants took even less care in the
management of their exceedingly scanty manure resources.”” Roman
estimates of eight-, ten-, or fifteen-fold yields for wheat, while higher
than those typically achieved through most of medieval and modern
Italy,* are credible with manuring rates this high** and match the yields
of the most advanced English and northern European nineteenth-cen-
tury mixed farms.* The best Roman wine yields matched or exceeded

% See Kron (2008, 183-5). Roman chickens were raised and fattened in large numbers
in highly productive battery farms and were as large as many modern breeds, generally
weighing from 1.5 to 2 kg compared to the 1 kg or so common with earlier breeds.

% Plin. Nat. 17.50; Col. 2.15.1; Palladius 10.3.2. See Spurr (1986, 128-131); Kron
(2002, 55 n. 9); Kron (2005¢, 293-5); and compare Slicher van Bath (1963, 256—60);
De Vries (1974, 149-53).

3! For the high quality of Roman manure management see Dickson (1788, 1.253;
271; 289-90; 299-301) and Kron (2005¢, 293-5).

2 See Carlyle (1962, 105): “In 1876 Sonnino commented on the devastating failure
of the peasants to use manure. There were hardly any stables and the cattle shared
the owner’s dwelling, so heaps of manure were piled up outside the towns. These were
actually allowed to go to waste and were sometimes even burnt in summer. Sonnino
added that it was a blessing the ploughs were so primitive they only scratched the top
crust of the soil. In 1958 piles of manure could still be seen outside the hill villages,
waiting to be carted away and sold in Palermo for the market gardens, while the local
peasants bought and used artificial manures, if they used any at all.”

% See Spurr (1986, 82-8). Not surprisingly considering the extensive methods used,
relatively poor yields persisted in southern Italy into the modern period. See Craigie
(1887, 128); Carlyle (1962, 95-100).

% For extensive experimental trials demonstrating the value of manuring in raising
cereal yields, significantly superior to artificial nitrogen fertilizers in their eflects, see
e.g. Hall (1917) and Clark (1992, 72—-5). The fertilizing effects of manuring can persist
for more than 75-100 years in the soil, unlike expensive artificial fertilizers, which tend
to run off or leach quickly out of the soil and into the water table.

» See Slicher Van Bath (1963, 280-82); De Vries (1974, 151-2); Collins (2000,
309-10); Turner et al. (2001, 146-7).
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those achieved by twentieth-century French vineyards, as Tchernia
notes.”® Duncan-Jones has cast doubt on the plausibility of such high
yields,” but given the Roman achievement in animal husbandry and
forage management, there is no compelling reason the Romans could
not have matched modern wine yields with their highly skilled labour-
intensive approach.

Roman forage and pasture management techniques were excep-
tionally sophisticated. The botanists and agronomists of medieval
and modern Europe struggled for almost three centuries to match the
Romans’ expert exploitation of lucerne or alfalfa, as Mauro Ambro-
soli has documented at length in a classic work.”® Over the course of
the Middle Ages the cultivation of alfalfa had entirely disappeared in
Italy*® and northern Europe. Only the survival of ancient techniques
in Provenge and Arab al-Andalus facilitated its revival, both as a source
of seed and of the first-hand practical knowledge required to under-
stand the ancient botanists and agronomists.* The Romans exploited
most of the best forage crops currently used by modern farmers to
improve their meadows and pastures. These include a number of valu-
able Mediterranean drought-resistant legumes first introduced in the
twentieth century by Australian farmers. Notable Roman forage crops
include subterranean clover, now widely acknowledged by Australian
and Californian livestock farmers as one of the best forage legumes for
seeding in grasslands, and shrub trefoil, closely related to alfalfa and
matching it in nutritional value, but ideally suited to the pasturing of
sheep and goats on thin calcareous soils in semi-arid conditions.*!

Roman mixed farms were therefore able to match the high grain
yields, good fodder production, and large healthy livestock of nineteenth-
century England. Yet in other respects the Romans went well beyond
the English in the intensification of their agricultural regime. In 1890,
despite the incentives of a large urban population and a persistent
depression in grain prices, the English, having stripped most of their
peasantry of any independent role in agriculture, still devoted only

% See Tchernia (1986, 359-60).

" See Duncan-Jones (1974, 39-46); De Neeve (1984a, 163 n. 215). Extremely high
yields could be achieved more often, but they are restricted by French law in the
interests of maintaining quality—and presumably controlling supply.

% See Ambrosoli (1997).

% See Ambrosoli (1997, 104-7).

1 See Ambrosoli (1997, 176-80).

# See Kron (2004b).
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2% of their arable land to fruit, vegetables, eggs, poultry, or indus-
trial crops, most of which were imported from the peasant farms of
Continental Europe.” Like the Dutch, however, the Romans carried
out much of their mixed farming on small peasant farms and inte-
grated it with heavy production of valuable labour-intensive crops, in
the Romans’ case wine, olive oil, industrial crops, and a huge range
of fruits, nuts, and vegetables. In the words of Adam Dickson: “In
Britain, we have not so many different kinds of crops as the Romans
had. We have different types of corn, pulse, grass, and roots; we have
likewise some others, but they are so trifling, that they do not deserve
to be mentioned as the produce of the country. The Romans had a
greater variety of these different kinds.”* Roman wine and olive oil
production, as has been well documented, was on a massive scale.”
The agronomists and modern archaeobotanical studies show that the
Romans cultivated a remarkable diversity of produce, including most
of the principal fruits and vegetables consumed in Europe prior to
the discovery of the Americas, many known in dozens of different
varieties.®

Recent studies have demonstrated that at the turn of the twentieth
century the value of the agricultural produce of England, per arable
hectare, was only about 70% as great as that of Italy.*® This was the
case, notwithstanding the fact that Italian grain yields were still gener-

2 See Collins (2000, 206). Even English cheese producers were ill-equipped to
compete, as 58 million pounds per year was imported from Canada, despite the fact
that the wages paid there were at least 20% higher. See also Sismondi (1820, 188): “No
more orchards, no more fruit trees brighten the countryside; it is not the climate that
keeps them out—it is equal to that part of France, and better than that of Germany;
but the diligent care of fruit trees is beyond the attention of a farmer of five hundred
acres; similarly he does not make an effort to raise poultry—boats loaded with eggs
come from Normandy to supply English markets. He has great herds of cows, and
his milk sheds are managed with an elegance and cleanliness that makes us envious,
but he sells no butter, cream, or milk products. Finally, he scorns even more the art
of gardening, such that one finds vegetables in abundance only in the vicinity of large
cities, or in the kitchen gardens of lords. The rich farmer concerns himself only with
the wheat and cattle markets; all the small aspects of agriculture which bring little
money, but much happiness to the poor households of the Continent appear to him
as beneath his dignity.”

* Dickson (1788, 1.175). See Collins (2000, 206).

# Tchernia (1986); Mattingly (1988); Brun (2003).

® See e.g. Col. 5.7.3-6; 5.10.11; 15; 17-20; Plin. Nat. 15.55; 69-70; André (1961);
Carandini (1988); Carandini (1990); Henderson (2004); Jacomet et al. (2002); Bakels
and Jacomet (2003); Thurmond (2006, 173-4).

" O’Brien & Toniolo (1991).
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ally low (since very few livestock were raised or sold for meat, thereby
depriving the arable of manure), and that new forage crops, artificial
leys, and convertible husbandry were rarely exploited outside of the
cattle and milk producing centre of the Po valley.*” One can well imag-
ine the potential agricultural productivity of Roman Italy, combining
much of the best of nineteenth-century Dutch and Italian farming
systems with strong effectual demand from a large and prosperous
urban population and the full integration of the Mezzogiorno into a
system of mixed farming.

ITI. Nutrition, meat consumption, demand, and agricultural productivity

Even the most skillful farmer cannot exploit his land to the full without
some assurance that he will have a market for his surplus produce. One
must often seek the key to agricultural productivity outside the farm,
in the standard of living of the broader society. A population wealthy
enough to eat meat provides a critical stimulus to the intensification
of an agrarian economy.” Farmers generally cannot afford to invest in
livestock solely in order to provide manure to maximize the productivity
of their arable land. They also need, as Lavergne explained,* a market
for meat (or wool) strong enough to permit them profitably to carry
out more intensive mixed farming: “Why does the English farmer, for
example, give a preference for the production of meat? It is not only
because the animals maintain by means of their manure the fertility of
the land, but also because meat is an article very much in demand and

7 See e.g. Ghisleni (1961, 16-20; 127—43); Desplanques (1969, 422; 426); Pazzagli
(1973, 45; 53-8); Prampolini (1981, 42; 48); Rinaldi (1995, 114-5; 244-5); Ambrosoli
(1997, 123-62). After a brief revival during the Middle Ages—see e.g. Cortonesi
(1988, 287)—convertible husbandry and artificial pastures do not become common
until the mid twentieth century in many regions. See e.g. Desplanques (1969, 422).
The low productivity of contemporary Italian grazing land given by Tibiletti (1949,
11) is arguably not a fair comparison to the Roman stocking rates he seeks to discredit,
as the latter may presuppose mixed farming rather than simple grazing; but they are
suggestive nonetheless.

¥ See further Kron (2004a).

¥ De Lavergne (1855, 162). The Romans recognized this very clearly. See e.g. Col.
8.1.2. As Slicher van Bath (1963, 282) puts it: “From the sixteenth century onwards
the literature shows a dispute between those who advocated keeping a good stock of
cattle on the farms, and their opponents, who recommended a minimal stock or even
none at all. The former pointed out that cattle were necessary for the production of
manure; the latter adduced the unfavourable prices and small demand for livestock
and its products in the market.”
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which sells with the greatest facility throughout England. If our French
producers could all at once furnish as much meat, the price would
fall below the expense of production because the demand is not great
enough. Our population is not rich enough to pay for meat.” Lavergne’s
analysis is surely correct.” Because of England’s precocious role as a
source of wool and cheap woolen cloth,”" and the massive growth of
its capital, London, as a burgeoning market for meat,”> England sup-
ported enough livestock to allow exceptionally high manuring rates.”
England’s livestock farming permitted her to achieve yields of wheat
which were consistently higher than on most of the Continent, with
the notable exception of the Low Countries.”

The relatively high level of nutrition and biological standard of living
of the Roman population played a critical role in facilitating the high
productivity of Roman farming, The evidence of good Roman nutrition
and health also casts considerable doubt on the widespread view that
Roman society was necessarily characterized,” supposedly like all pre-
industrial societies, by the same profound social inequality, malnutrition,
poverty, overcrowding, and consequent ill health which were so well
documented for nineteenth-century England.” Instead, it suggests that
even relatively poor Romans received an adequate caloric intake, faced
only moderate health stresses from poor sanitation, overcrowding and
disease, and enjoyed a healthy level of meat and/or fish consumption.
The mean height of Roman males of approximately 168.1 cm, while
decidedly lower than the 172 ¢cm reached in the more democratic and
egalitarian society of Hellenistic Greece, is nonetheless comparable to
that of many Western European nations in the mid twentieth century

% See e.g. Abel (1978, 254-9) for confirmation of the importance of this phenomenon.

51 Although possessing fewer cattle per square mile than Holland, Germany, Belgium,
and several other European countries, English sheep vastly outnumbered those on all
the other Continental nations: Craigie (1887, 127).

2 See Sombart (1913, 139); Caird (1852, 483—4); Mingay (1989, 191-4).

% Collins (2000, 537-9). Beckett (1990, 30) explains the dynamic in the eighteenth
century: “English farmers compensated for falling grain prices by switching their atten-
tion to animal products, but this brought the rather perverse result of increasing grain
output. The introduction of fodder crops enabled farmers to keep more animals. More
animals meant more manure, and more manure meant more fertile soil.”

" Craigie (1887, 128); Collins (2000, 309-10).

» See e.g. Yavetz (1958); Brunt (1966); Toynbee (1965); Brunt (1971); Garnsey
(1991); Garnsey (1999).

% Booth (1902-3); Rowntree (1910); Gilboy (1934); Fussell (1949); Burnett (1979).
This extremely low standard of living characterized much of Continental Europe as

well. See Abel (1978, 242-60).
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and is decidedly superior to that of the populations of the European
ancien régime.”” In 1851 the mean height for Italian males as revealed
by conscription statistics was only 162.6 cm, and for southern Italians
the situation was surely a great deal worse, as the minimum height
requirement for recruits to Napoleon’s army in the South was a mere
149.8 cm. The Roman standard of nutrition would not be achieved
in the Netherlands until 1921, nor in Italy until 1956. Yet, American
heights demonstrate that high levels of nutrition can be achieved in a
fairly egalitarian pre-industrial society.”® The Americans reached the
Hellenistic Greek standard as early as 1715, a level the Dutch would
not achieve until 1950, the Italians not until 1977.

Reduced protein consumption is a principal reason, along with simple
under-nutrition, for reduced heights and health.” Since protein comes
primarily from relatively expensive foods such as meat and fish,% it is
one of the first elements of the diet to be sacrificed. As we can see
from table one, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Italians could
afford to eat very little meat or fish. Farm labourers, who represented
the vast majority of the population in southern Italy,’' lived on pasta,
bread, and beans, and could expect to eat meat only for Christmas and
Easter, generally pork sausage,”” and the diet of contadini throughout
nineteenth-century Italy was extremely poor.®*

7 Kron (2005b).

% See further Kron (2005b, 75-6). We can attribute greater North American
heights in the more inegalitarian eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in large part
to the continued existence of large tracts of unworked arable land in the Midwest
and West, of course. They are, therefore, arguably not exactly commensurate with
European heights.

% Floud et al. (1990, 259-61).

8" Although legumes—the poor man’s meat—can be and often are substituted. See
Spurr (1986, 111).

1 Snowden (1986, 21) notes that at Cerignola in 1901 a full 7,947 of the total male
agricultural population of 9,746 were wage labourers.

2 Snowden (1986, 30); Ciuffoletti & Nanni (2002, 475). Snowden (1986, 44) quotes
the testimony of a typical labourer from Cerignola in Apulia: “Oh, what a life, what
an ugly life we led...in those days...husband, wife and all the children slept together.
And they shared their beds with lice, fleas, and bed bugs. You could barely live—three,
four families all squeezed together. When you got home you ate an anchovy. We bought
those, and put them on our bread. Then we sat by the door and ate, and that was what
we had. What did we know of soup in those days? We didn’t know about anything.
Four, five children, and the mother and the father all ate from the same plate, and sat
on the floor because there weren’t any chairs.”

8 Ciuffoletd & Nanni (2002, 473-5). A large proportion of the population suf-
fered from pellagra, the result of the substitution of maize for wheat in the diet, for
example.
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Table 1. Annual per capita consumption of meat and fish in Italy (kg)**

Date Beef (kg) Pork (kg) All Meat (kg) Fish (kg)
1861-70 4.9 4.6 14.8 29
1901-10 6.0 4.7 15.5 3.9
1955 9.2 5.0 20.5 7.4
1985 25.1 23.7 77.0 12.8

Even among the English, who took great pride in their herds of superb
large livestock, the poverty of the English labourer reduced overall con-
sumption to a relatively low level of just under 38 kg per year®—little
changed from Gregory King’s seventeenth-century estimate of 33 kg
per year,”® and scarcely greater than French consumption in 1892 of
33 kg per year.”” The wealthy consumed a disproportionate amount
of this meat, of course. A study of meat consumption in Bradford-on-
Avon shows that two thirds was consumed by the richest 29% of the
population.® Social reformers complained that the typical English rural
labourer’s family could rarely expect to eat more than a pound of bacon
a week,” and many families, even in full employment, could barely afford
enough bread to stave off malnutrition.” Other pre-industrial popula-
tions could and did eat more meat, however. Medieval Germans ate
approximately 100 kg per capita, more than twice as much as the Eng-
lish, as much as was consumed by nineteenth-century or contemporary
Americans.”' By the eighteenth century, however, German consumption
had declined to a mere 14 kg per year, part of a pan-European decline

% Source: ISTAT (1985, table 105). ‘All meat’ includes both beef and pork.

5 Craigie (1887, 127), eager to maximize English meat consumption, calculates
a level of 83 lbs or 37.7 kg per capita. All these per capita averages are, of course,
somewhat deceptive as they do not take into account the limited access to meat among
the poor or the rural population, and the lavish consumption among the elite. See
Burnett (1979).

5 Livi Bacci (1987, 127).

67 Kautsky (1899, 36).

5 See Abel (1978, 250). Even the average level of consumption was hardly lavish,
barely 400 g per person per week.

% Davies (1795).

0 See e.g. Eden (1797); Hasbach (1908, 138-45); Rowntree (1910); Riches (1934);
Fussell (1949); Burnett (1979); Mingay (1989, 953-71).

I For references see Kron (2004a, 123). Contemporary meat consumption is 64.6
kg per capita in Europe and 107.9 kg in the USA.
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in living standards in the post-medieval period.”” Simple per capita aver-
ages are deceptive, however. Levels of consumption can vary radically
with social class, as we have seen,”” and urban populations tend to eat
much more meat, as Kautsky observed, noting that consumers in Paris
ate 79.3 kg of meat per person in the late nineteenth century, residents
of other French towns 58.9 kg and peasants only 21.9 kg per year.”*
The high level of urbanization in Roman Italy therefore provided an
additional stimulus to meat consumption.

The higher real wages and superior diets of Roman legionaries,
labourers, and even slaves were immediately apparent to well-edu-
cated eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers,” who used such
comparisons to dramatize the plight of their own working classes.
The nineteenth-century Italian writer Cagnazzi points out that base
rations offered by Cato to his slaves were significantly superior to the
diet of most southern Italian labourers in the 1840s.7° Of course, Cato
was notorious for his selfish and parsimonious attitude to his slaves’
(although we ought to recall the range of elaborate recipes set down
by Cato for the wilica to prepare, which will presumably have made the
slaves’ diet a bit richer and less monotonous).”” Roman legionaries in
Egypt were issued 3 lbs of bread, 2 lbs of meat, 2 pints of wine, and
1/8 of a pint of olive oil each day.’’ Compare these rations with the

2 See Abel (1978, 253 fig. 60) for a dramatic illustration of the downward trend
commencing in the mid-seventeenth century.

8 Peasant farmers who do raise livestock will often see them as hard won capital or
a source of income rather than as an article of consumption. Nonetheless, there are
some intriguing hints that even poor Roman peasants were accustomed to eat meat, as
when the anonymous author of the Moretum congratulates his poor peasant for frugally
refusing to buy butcher’s meat with the income from his vegetable garden.

™ Kautsky (1899, 36).

7 Dickson (1788, 1.106-35) offers an especially detailed and persuasive discussion.
See also Jongman (2007).

76 Romani (1968, 471-4). Compare the nutritional analysis of Cato’s prescribed diet
in Carandini (1983). For the shockingly low real wages, poor nutrition, and wretched
housing of southern Italian labourers see also Snowden (1986, 28-30; 42-3; 59). See
also Prampolini (1981, 276-91).

77 See Astin (1978, 240 n. 1; 261 ).

8 Cato Agr 74-82, 84-7.

7 Davies (1971, 122). According to my rough calculation, this ration represents
6,076 calories.
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pay of Apulian labourers in 1906 expected to live on 850 grams of
bread a day and a small jug of olive oil each month.*

Meat played a much more significant role in the Roman diet. The
most decisive evidence comes from anthropometry and the heights
achieved by ordinary Roman citizens, but a great deal of literary and
archaeological evidence corroborates and fills out this picture. The
impressively large market for meat at Rome, and throughout Italy, is
clear from the many literary sources which attest to large-scale imports
from Sicily, Spain, Gaul, and Sardinia to supplement the already thriving
livestock farming of Italy itself.®! As early as the third century BC the
demand for meat in Italy was such that livestock farming outperformed
even wine and olive oil as the most lucrative branch of farming, as Cato
never tired of emphasizing.®” While wheat was still an important staple
crop, prices were stable and low,* and the relative indifference of the
Roman agronomists to cereal farming and their strong preference for
mixed farming and livestock production® further illustrates the relative

% Snowden (1986, 25). By the brutally exploitative standards of the Italian Mez-
zogiorno, 330 grams of bread a day represented a minimum standard for subsistence
in 1907. See Snowden (1986, 28-9).

81 See Yeo (1948, 284-7) for an excellent summary of the evidence. However, he
entirely ignores the possibility that the Romans raised many livestock on mixed farms
rather than on poorly managed ranches. See Kron (2004a). As Polybius 2.15 empha-
sized, Cisalpine Gaul was already exporting massive quantities of pork throughout
Italy in the third century BC.

8 See Col. pr 6; Cic. Off 2.25; Plin. Nat. 18.5. Cato’s emphasis on livestock is clear
from the prominent place given to stabling livestock, and to fodder and meadows (Cato
Agr 4.1; 8.15 9.1; 27.1; 30; 53-4) as well as the way his division of manure privileges
fodder—one half for forage crops, a quarter for trenching olives and trees, with the
last quarter for meadows (Cato Agr: 29). For the great scale of Roman livestock farm-
ing and broad public recognition of its profitability and importance see, e.g. Cic. At.
4.19.1; Quinct. 3.12; Clu. 161 £5 Planc. 8-9; 3 Ver. 50.119; Var. R. 2.2.1; 2.10.11; Mart.
4.37; Plin. Nat. 33.135; Tac. Ann. 4.27; 12.65.1).

% The policy of the Greek and Roman state had always been to keep the prices
of staple foods cheap and stable. In this they anticipated the approach of the Dutch,
as lauded by Sir James Steuart: “keeping food cheap, and still more the preserving it
at all times at an equal standard, is the fountain of the wealth of Holland”. Ormrod
(1985, 90).

8 See Yeo (1946, 226-30) for a detailed discussion. This phenomenon is hardly likely
to be attributable to the costs of transportation within Italy, however, as Yeo claims,
as is made entirely clear by the history of Apulian farming since the Renaissance, for
example, or the history of the English and Polish grain trades. The response to the
depression in English grain prices in the late nineteenth century, demanding a transi-
tion to the sort of high farming advocated by Caird (1852), offers a more attractive
parallel.
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importance which more expensive foods such as meat, vegetables, wine,
and olive oil had come to assume in the Roman diet.

In marked contrast to the English or Italian working classes of the
ancien régime, even relatively poor Romans could afford to eat meat and
fish, even fowl, shellfish, and game. A more careful examination of the
literary sources has cast doubt on the long-standing assumption that
the Roman diet included very little meat.®> More importantly, however,
archaeological studies and documents from military camps reveal that
meat, fish, and shellfish were eaten by common legionaries, quarry
workers, and large segments of the working population of predomi-
nantly working class towns such as Ostia and Portus, and of recently
romanized towns like Augusta Raurica.*® Moreover, nitrogen isotope
studies show little variation according to social class in the level of
protein in the diets of Roman populations.?” While meat consumption
was not restricted to the wealthy, social distinctions are discernable in
the types of meat eaten. Pork, fish, fowl, and game were clearly more
expensive and prestigious, while the poor ate cheaper meats (beef and
mutton).®® The market for ordinary domestic animals was sufficiently
mature that wealthy and ambitious Roman farmers, generally of senato-
rial or equestrian status, branched out into pastio willatica,” the farming
of new and more exotic game meats (boar, deer, hare, elk, even gazelle)
and wild fowl (ducks, crane, pigeon, partridge, plover, thrush, quail,
peacock, swan, bustard, grouse, ostrich, flamingo, and many more).”
The Romans farmed fish, shellfish, game, and fowl with a skill that
would not be matched until the late twentieth century” While this
branch of Roman intensive mixed farming had truly taken off in the
first century BC, Cato had already begun advising farmers to fatten
hens, geese, and squabs for sale.”

Yet even these exotic and expensive foods were not restricted to
the wealthy. Oysters and other popular shellfish were cultured and

% See e.g. André (1961); Corbier (1989); Meggitt (1994).

% See Davies (1971); Schibler & Furger (1988); Van der Veen (1998); Prowse et al.
(2004); Richards et al. (1998).

8 See Prowse et al. (2004); Richards et al. (1998).

8 See Schibler & Furger (1988).

8 See Rinkewitz (1984); Bortuzzo (1990); Kron (2008, 185-204).

% See Kron (2008, tables 3 & 4).

9 See Rinkewitz (1984); Kron (2008, 187-8; 206-13).

92 Cato Agr. 89-90.



86 J- GEOFFREY KRON

transported fresh hundreds of miles from the sea,” and not simply to
villas or large cities, but to small rural villages.”* Game and fish farming,
of a sort, which would not be revived until the late twentieth century,
brought many of these prestigious meats within the means of many
ordinary citizens. For example, red and roe deer sold for the same
price as pork, and the Romans ate game meat in quantities rarely seen
outside of contemporary France and Italy,” in legionary camps, and
in relatively humble settlements.”

Higher Roman living standards not only stimulated agricultural
productivity through greater consumption of meat, they also helped to
drive up demand for wine and olive oil. As André Tchernia points out,
late-republican Rome saw the development of a trade in cheap wines
for mass consumption on a scale which would not be seen again until
the end of the nineteenth century.”” Roman olive oil production for
a mass market was equally impressive, as is attested by archaeological
evidence from Italy, Spain, and North Africa.” Hesnard has calculated
a conservative estimate of per capita olive oil consumption at Rome
(not all of which would have been for alimentary use) at 13-20 litres
or 11-17 kg Modern olive oil consumption, which reached 8.8 kg
per person in the 1870s, declined to barely 6 kg, and occasionally less,
from the 1880s through World War II. By the 1960s consumption had
reached nearly 10 kg, and contemporary consumption in Italy is around
12 kg.'® Roman olive oil production is arguably more reminiscent of
contemporary Italy (where a full 7% of the arable land is covered with
olive plantations and over 35% of all farm enterprises produce at least
some olives or olive oil),'”" rather than the much more circumscribed
role prevalent before the end of the nineteenth century.'”

% Thury (1990). For the methods of cultivating and preserving fresh oysters see
Kron (2008, 212-3).

% Brien-Poitevin (1996).

% Kron (2008, 187-8).

% Lepetz (1996, 225-26, 228); Peters (1998: 241, 246-48); MacKinnon (2004,
228-9); Kron (2008, 188).

97 Tchernia (1986, 58—60; 172-9).

% See Brun (2003) for references.

9 See Brun (2003).

1 See ISTAT (1985) table 105 and FAO (2005) 14.

100 Ciufloletti & Nanni (2002, 477).

102 Although 80% of Italian olive oil is now grown in southern Italy: FAO (2005)
14; these huge plantations of olive trees, along with many of southern Italy’s vineyards
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IV. The continued vitality of the Roman peasantry

Although I cannot discuss my reasoning in detail here, I share the skepti-
cism of a large number of scholars'™ towards the Toynbee-Brunt theory
of the domination of Italian farming by latifundia and the deracination
of the peasantry.'” I am still convinced, for the reasons I have already
stated,'™ that the extremely low population of Italy on which they base
their hypothesis is internally inconsistent and cannot be reconciled with
the subsequent demographic history of Italy. Moreover, a large and
constantly growing corpus of archaeological studies shows no evidence
for the supposed disappearance of small or medium sized farms from
the countryside of Roman Italy.'” Nor do our sources, notwithstanding
their clichéd and hyperbolic rhetoric about estates the size of nations,'’’
ever explicitly claim that peasants had ceased to work, as they presum-
ably always had, most of the agricultural land in Italy.'"®

and fruit trees, date only to the end of the nineteenth century. See e.g. Snowden (1986,
35-40) and Prampolini (1981, 119-25). In the Roman period, as we have noted, oliueta,
like vineyards, were ubiquitous in southern Italy.

195 Most notably Kuziscin (1957); White (1967); Frederiksen (1970-1); Evans (1980);
Rich (1983); Rosenstein (2004). See Rosenstein (2004, 3—25) for a brief orientation, with
references, to recent scholarship. Also note the arguments of Roselaar, this volume.

1% Toynbee (1965, 2.87-105, 155-89); Brunt (1971, 345-75). It is fair to note that
Brunt is rather more circumspect in his portrait, conceding, for example, that “it is
absurd to pretend that no use, or little, was made of tenants and free labourers on the
property of great landlords, or that the yeomanry of Italy had been virtually eliminated
by the time of the Gracchi”—Brunt (1971, 353). See also Brunt (1971, 344). On the
other hand, he makes this admission only for Etruria, in response to the results of the
Tiber valley survey, and most of his use of the evidence is extremely strained.

1% Kron (2005a).

106 See e.g. Day (1932); Frank (ESAR 5.168-75); Kuziscin (1957); Frederiksen
(1970-1); Evans (1980); Evans (1981); Jones (1980); the references listed by Keppie
(1983, 125 n. 120); De Neeve (1984a, 159-73); Volpe (1990, 101-207); Lewit (1991);
Bradford (1993); Accardo (2000); Lo Cascio & Storchi Marino (2001); Buonopane (2003,
117-20).

17 See Col.1.3.12; Plin. Nat. 18.7.35-7; Sen. Ep. 90.39. For the rather hackneyed
and rhetorical nature of some of these traditional moralizing statements see Martin
(1971, 10-12).

1% For the continued role of small farmers, better attested in our sources when they
are leasing land from wealthy writers such as Pliny than when they are cultivating their
own land, see e.g Frank (ESAR 5.168-75); Sherwin-White (1966) 2549, 518-22; Gar-
nsey (1980); De Neeve (1984a); Scheidel (1994); Capogrossi Colognesi (1996); Kehoe
(1997, 139 f). Like de Ligt (2007), I do not endorse De Neeve’s claim that tenancy
was not a significant phenomenon in the early republic, however.
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What I wish to concentrate on here is the implausibility of the pre-
sumption—stated most clearly by Toynbee, but widely shared—that
peasants or small owner-occupiers are unable to compete with large
‘capitalist’ farms.'” Certainly, our sources never attribute the hardships
of small farmers to economic inefficiency on their part, but rather to
the use of intimidation or force by wealthy landowners,'"
historians of the ancient world simply take it for granted. I do agree
with Toynbee on one important point. He is surely right that Italian
agriculture was booming in the second century BC, with a flood of
money from Rome’s conquests, accelerating urban growth, and the
spread of Hellenistic standards of personal comfort leading to strong
demand for agricultural produce, including meat, wine, and olive oil.
But Roman peasants would have benefited a great deal more from
this increased demand than wealthy farmers, since any increase in the
market for livestock would erode the advantage normally enjoyed by
wealthy farmers in a depressed agricultural economy, by permitting
peasants to keep more animals.

More importantly, Toynbee’s claim that the Roman ‘establishment’
took advantage of this boom to convert ‘inefficient’ mixed farms into
highly lucrative ranches for large scale transhumant pastoralism is sur-
prising. It betrays a striking misconception about the relative productivity
of these two modes of farming, one which our Roman sources certainly
did not share. Extensive ranching cannot match mixed farming in
overall agricultural production per arable hectare, even for the produc-
tion of livestock, and is most lucrative in regions where environmental
constraints, severe poverty, depopulation, or feeble demand for meat
rule out more intensive methods and demand that one minimize the
cost of production.'! There is certainly no doubt among the Roman
authorities that intensive mixed farming was superior, morally or socially,

yet most

19 Toynbee (1965, 2.155-61, 286-312). See also, with rather more circumspection,
De Neeve (1984b).

10 See e.g. Sal. Jug 41.8; Sen. Ep. 90.39; Juv. 14.140-155; App. BC 1.7. Nor are
the victims in this topos always described as poor. The passage in Juvenal refers to an
estate coveted because it is larger and better cultivated.

1 See Kron (2004a) for a brief discussion. The literature one could cite is vast, but
see Cassa per il Mezzogiorno (1953) or, more briefly, King (1971) for the economic as
well as social benefits of replacing extensive wheat farming and rough grazing with
mixed farming on small family farms. See Franklin (1969, 129-35) for the high value
of intensively cultivated land in the South.
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but also in terms of productivity, to rough grazing or the farming of
latifundia,'* a term which was applied, very stringently and almost
always pejoratively, to refer to any farm so large as to require extensive
methods.'” The Romans certainly exploited salfus, mountain pastures
and wastes less suited for arable agriculture, using extensive ranching
and short and long transhumance,'"* as the Samnite, Bruttian, and
Daunian tribes presumably had for centuries, and did so very well.'"
There is no evidence, however, that they were so irrational as to convert
mixed farms into rough grazing worth a fraction of their value. On the
contrary, the disconnect between the agronomists’ bitter denunciations
of properties the size of nations and the relatively small size of most
Roman farms, as revealed by the epigraphical, literary, and archeologi-
cal evidence,''® shows that they were determined to take the opposite
approach. Roman farmers were endlessly optimistic that even North
African semi-desert pastures and Bruttian uplands could and should
be rehabilitated and brought into cultivation, and not without reason,
as Aemilius Scaurus’ massive drainage project in the Po valley''” or the
vast expansion of cultivation in North Africa'’® show.

It is precisely because of this Roman obsession for fine farming,
lavishing a great deal of capital, labour, and care on every ugerum,'"
that large slave-staffed plantations are unlikely to have supplanted to
any significant extent smaller farms run by tenant farmers and owner-
occupiers, as Brunt and Toynbee would have it. Even for a man as
wealthy as Pliny, staffing a huge (by Roman standards) estate of per-
haps 1,000 dugera'® entirely with slaves would have been prohibitively

112 Col. 1.3.8-16; Plin. Nat. 18.7; 18.20; Verg. G. 2.412-3; Palladius 1.6.8.

1% See the classic account in White (1967); Martin (1995); and the references in
Compatangelo (1995, 51 n. 21). Roman authors frequently classify as latifundia farms
of less than 1,000 wugera, often far less.

1" See Pasquinucci (1979); Pasquinucci (2002).

115 See Kron (2004b).

16 See esp. Mommsen (1884); Day (1932); Frank (ESAR 5.168-75); Kuziscin (1957);
Frederiksen (1970-1); De Neeve (1984a, 108-9; 163; 167-9).

17 See Strabo 5.1.11 and Dall’Aglio (1995).

18 See Mattingly (1996).

19" A phenomenon illustrated most starkly by the remarkable success of the gram-
marian Remmius Palaemon’s venture in viticulture and the disastrous attempt at high
farming of Tarius Rufus. See Plin. Nat. 14.49; 18.7.37.

120 See Sherwin-White (1966, 257) noting Col. 3.3.8 and Plin. Nat. 14.48-52 with
their estimates of HS 1,000 for unplanted land and HS 2500-3000 for vineyard.
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expensive, as Sherwin-White properly points out,'”" and this does not
include the cost of livestock, buildings, and moveable equipment.
The villa at Settefinestre illustrates just how much capital and labour
wealthy Roman farmers devoted to what were,'* by the standards of
the nineteenth-century English or southern Italian landowner, very
modest farms—in terms of area, but not in terms of their value and
productivity. Wealthy landowners farming even a few hundred wugera
to this high standard using slave labour would quickly exceed even the
equestrian or senatorial census. Even if the wealthy had in fact engrossed
much of the arable land of Italy—and we have very little evidence
that this was in fact the case, as we shall see—they could hardly have
farmed the land properly except through tenant farmers drawn from
the peasantry. Not only because of the prohibitive cost it would have
entailed, but because it is highly unlikely that the Romans will have
imported enough slaves to replace a very large proportion of Roman
Italy’s millions of peasants.'”

It is helpful to put Toynbee and Brunt’s vision of Roman landown-
ership into a broader historical context. Land tenure systems in which
most of the arable is held by a tiny percentage of the population are
familiar from the history of most European nations, so much so that
many historians easily assume the same of Roman Italy. But the vast
estates of the English aristocracy and gentry or the latifondi of the
modern Mezzogiorno were not built up gradually by surreptitious
expansion. They were the legacy of a feudal land tenure system in

Sherwin-White chooses HS 2,000 as a reasonable estimate of the average value of
Pliny’s estate.

12 See Sherwin-White (1966) 257. The same argument is made by Martin (1971,
352) without, however, drawing the most logical conclusion, that very large estates
exploited entirely by slave labour were exceedingly rare.

122 See Carandini (1985).

125 Toynbee (1965, 2.171-3) lays out the large numbers enslaved in the Greek East
during the campaigns of the Romans. While these campaigns will have significantly
increased the supply of slaves in the Mediterranean, the numbers flowing into Italy
are unlikely to have changed the nature of the Roman rural workforce as radically as
Brunt or Toynbee suggest. Chattel slavery had been a part of the Roman economy
long before the Hannibalic War, and many slaves, most of them probably better
suited for agricultural work in Italy, were taken during the conquest of Italy. Of those
enslaved in the East, even those enslaved by the Romans are by no means certain or
even likely to have been transported wholesale to Italy; many will presumably have
been sold to local inhabitants or sold by slave traders throughout the Mediterranean.
Most importantly, though, on any reading the numbers, while large, will have been a
small proportion of the population of Greece and an even smaller proportion of the
surely larger Italian population. See further Rosenstein (2004, 9-12).
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which the nobility had seized the vast majority of the arable land and
compelled the subject population to work the land as serfs."”* Rome’s
conquest of the Mediterranean will have had a significant effect on the
prosperity of the Italian peninsula, but it can hardly have armed the
Roman officer class with enough capital to sweep away a densely settled,
long established, and productive peasantry millions strong.

A comparison of Roman and nineteenth-century English landowner-
ship will reveal a vigorous and prosperous class of Roman smallholders
and a radically different distribution of land. As we can see from Table
2, Bateman’s survey of landholding in England demonstrated a stag-
gering concentration of landed wealth in the hands of a tiny elite of
fewer than 15,000. The richest 1% of landowners, those who owned
more than 300 acres, held just over 70% of England’s arable land.'®

Table 2. Ownership of landed property in the United Kingdom'?

Landowners Total % of Acreage
acreage land (avge)
held held

400 Peers 5,728,979 17.4% 14,300

1,288 Greater Gentry 8,497,699 25.8% 6,600

2,539 Gentry (1,000 to 3,000 acres) 4,319,271 13.1% 1,700

9,585 large farmers (300 to 1,000 acres) 4,782,627 14.5% 500

241,461 farmers (1 to 300 acres) 8,076,078 24.5% 33

14,459 public bodies 1,443,548 4.4% 78

703,289 cottagers & labourers 151,148 0.5% 0.2

12t See Warringer (1939, 7-17) for an admirably brief and clear sketch tracing the
origins of the land tenure regimes of modern Western Europe and the origin of its
highly productive peasant proprietorship. For further discussion see Blum (1978); Gibson
& Blinkhorn (1991). The legacy of feudalism still marks rural society and agriculture in
much of the Mezzorgiorno, as Arlacchi (1983, 152-62) argues, pointing out how seven
or eight great landowners continue to dominate agriculture in a region of 200,000
people, occupying almost 20% of rural Calabria. See also Blok (1966).

'3 Bateman (1883). The survey had been commissioned in the hope of discrediting
claims that the number of English landowners had declined significantly, but instead
showed much more concentration than had been imagined, with three-quarters of
the arable land of England owned by only 7,000 people. See Beckett (1994, 90-1).
This 300 acre threshold falls just below the 500 wgera ceiling imposed upon Roman
landownership by the Licinian-Sextian Laws of 367 BC (Col. 1.3.12; Var. R. 1.2.9;
Plin. Nat. 18.17). I am impressed by the arguments of Rich (in this volume) that we
need not doubt our sources, which put this law in the fourth century BC and argue
that it applied to all landownership, not simply ownership of ager publicus.

126 Source: Beckett (1986, 50 table 2.1); based on the results of Bateman (1883).
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English landowners could farm these massive estates only through ten-
ant farmers, and they preferred to turn exclusively to the wealthiest
members of the yeomanry. Caird suggested that in the grain growing
district most of the acreage was farmed in units of 430 acres, and
even in the mixed farming regions of the Midlands tenant farms
generally consisted of 220 acres.'” Larger farms of 1,000 acres or
more were relatively common.'”® English landlords strongly preferred
to let land to their tenants in large parcels. As a result, the census of
1851 revealed barely 250,000 active farmers (whether tenant farmers
or owner-occupiers) in the whole of England and Wales, employing
976,000 proletarian labourers.'* The number of Roman smallholders
was surely many times greater. Augustus and his fellow triumvirs alone
created by one estimate over 300,000 small farms'” in just one of a long
series of patronage and agrarian reform measures, and these individu-
als, drawn from the poorest strata of the Roman peasantry, will have
represented a very small fraction of their number. The Roman republic
frequently granted landless or impoverished peasants and demobilized
soldiers farms on public land or in colonies,”' often of significant
size and well suited for intensive cultivation as a family farm with the
labour of a handful of slaves.'” Even Roman conservatives had always

127 Mingay (1989, 608-9). For a more detailed analysis see Collins (2000, 1836-76).
Craigie (1887, 94) gives a breakdown of holdings farmed, rather than land owned,
which shows that only just over 31% of the acreage was farmed in units of over 300
acres, but 72% in units of over 100 acres. See also Collins (2000, 1844 Table 37.2a).
There were, of course, smaller farms, primarily on marginal lands or regions where
determined and often (as at Otmoor) violent resistance had prevented the engrossment
of all small farms. More than half of English farms were of less than 20 acres—Craigie
(1887, 91)—but these represented only around 6% of the arable land.

1% Frederick Law Olmstead (1859) comments with some disgust on the vast estates
common in southern England: “The farms are all very large, often including a thousand
acres of tillage land, and two, three, or four thousand of down. A farm of less than
a thousand acres is spoken of as small, and it often appears that one farmer, renting
all the land in the vicinity, gives employment to all the people of a village. Whether
it is owing to this (to me) repugnant state of things, or not, it is certainly just what I
expected to find in connection with it, that laborer’s wages are lower probably than
anywhere else in England—seven, and sometimes six, shillings ($1.68 and $1.44) being
all that a man usually receives for a week’s labour.”

129" See Mingay (1989, 295). The Census of 1851 also returned 111,604 relatives of
these farmers aiding in the cultivation of the fields.

130" See Frank (ESAR 1, 322).

"1 Amply documented by e.g. Mommsen (1883); Kornemann (1901); Frank (ESAR
1.40-1; 59-61; 110-124; 218-21; 315-22); Salmon (1969, 110-1; 158-64); Keppie
(1983, 122-7).

152 For the size of colonists’ plots see e.g. Frank (ESAR, 1.122-4); Keppie (1983,
91-6); De Neeve (1984a, 109 n. 214); Moatti (1993, 24-5). For the successful farming
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recognized the critical importance of land reform and a commitment
to the smallholder as an essential prop of successful Roman imperial-
ism. They publicly expressed their support for agrarian legislation in
principle, even when they bargained to limit its impact upon their
interests in private. The recognition of the economic as well as social
advantages of peasant cultivation persisted even after the fall of the
Republic stripped the peasantry of any potential electoral influence,
as the encouragement of peasant proprietorship on imperial estates in
North Africa illustrates.'*

The attitude of the English landed interest was diametrically opposed,
and the effect is apparent in the feeble state of the peasantry and the
destitution of the English rural labourers, who constituted the vast
majority of the rural population.””* For example, privileged English
tenant farmers opposed allowing their landless labourers to rent even
tiny plots of an eighth of an acre, suitable for little more than keeping a
garden or raising a few chickens, pigs, or other livestock."” Their attitude
is summed up neatly in a report of Poor Law Commissioners in 1834:
“We can do little or nothing to prevent pauperism; the farmers will have
it: they prefer that the labourers should be slaves; they object to their
having gardens, saying ‘“The more they work for themselves, the less
they work for us.””"* These tenant farmers recognized that even such
tiny plots, when combined with use of common or rented pasture,'’

of their plots by veteran colonists in the late Republic see Keppie (1983, 122-7). For
epigraphical evidence for the possession of a few agricultural slaves by Roman colonists
see Keppie (1983, 124 n. 117).

13 See Kehoe (1997). It is worthwhile to contrast the favourable terms granted to
Roman peasants with the exploitative nature of the 25 year emphyteutic leases granted
to southern Italian peasants. See Snowden (1986, 35-40).

13t See Mingay (1989, 953).

1% See Hasbach (1908, 75-6; 96-102; 209-16); Hammond & Hammond (1920,
60-3; 130-7; 208-9; 298-300). An Elizabethan law requiring that every cottage be
provided with a minimum of four acres of land was repealed in 1775 and the farmers
successfully resisted any attempt to reintroduce the regulation: Hammond & Ham-
mond (1920, 130).

1% See Hammond & Hammond (1920, 135-7). For similar attitudes see Hasbach
(1908, 13—4). Access to a small plot of land could be of great economic benefit even
to poor labourers. Most tenant farmers refused even to allow their labourers to keep
pigs. See Hasbach (1908, 206). Contrast Var. R. 1.17.7, advising farmers to reward
slaves by allowing them to pasture livestock of their own on the farm.

137 Roman peasants continued to enjoy free grazing of up to ten large animals, and
presumably 100 smaller animals (although this passage has been lost) on the common
pastures in the agrarian law of 111 BC. See the commentary of Lintott (1992) on lines
14-15. In marked contrast to England, common pastures, a very valuable resource
for small peasant proprietors, were preserved and respected even in this law, which
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Fig. 1. Percentage of Estates of Various Values at Ligures Baebiani & Veleia.

could have a dramatic and unwelcome eflect upon the independence
and standard of living of a labourer.'*®

Our evidence for Roman landownership is far less secure, but still
leaves little doubt that it was much more egalitarian than nineteenth-
century English or Italian landownership. The surveys of landed

property mortgaged to finance the Trajanic alimenta program at Veleia

and at Beneventum, among the Ligures Baebiani,'* show clearly that

extremely large farms were exceedingly rare, and that most wealthy
landowners owned several scattered holdings of relatively modest size.'*
(See fig. 1, above).

The alimenta inscriptions seem to have excluded small peasant farms
from the estates providing payments, given that there are in fact over 200
individuals named as neighbours of the 53 property owners recorded in

is normally considered a measure taken by the reactionaries in order to discourage
further agrarian legislation.

1% Hasbach (1908, 97) quotes Nathaniel Kent’s claim that he knew cottagers person-
ally who “were possessed of two or three milch cows, forty or fifty sheep, two or three
pigs, and fifty to a hundred head of poultry, including chickens, geese, and turkeys.
For all of which they only had to pay the rent of their house and vegetable garden,
together with that of a bit of meadow from one to three acres in extent.”

1% See further e.g. Mommsen (1884); De Neeve (1984a, 167-9); Criniti (1991); Cason
(1997); D1 Cocco & Viaggi (2003).

10 This is not surprising, of course. Day (1932) estimated that the vast majority of
villas excavated near Pompeii and Herculaneum were less than 100 wugera, with only a
few in the 200 to 300 zgera range. Sextus Roscius” HS 6,000,000 in landed property
was divided among thirteen separate farms (Cic. S. Rosc. 21).
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the inscription."! More intriguing, perhaps, the total value mortgaged
is only HS 13,500,000. If we discount the saltus from our consideration
and presume an average value of HS 2,000, as Frank suggests,'** this
would represent less than 17 km? a relatively small proportion of the
likely territory of Veleia.'* It seems tolerably clear therefore that the
farms listed represent the holdings of the wealthier landowners, and
that most of the smaller peasants have been excluded. This sample will
therefore tend to exaggerate the average size of Roman farms as well as
the level of inequality in Roman landownership. Moreover, there is some
evidence of a possible consolidation of estates since the late Republic
and early Principate.'* Nevertheless, almost 70% of these larger farms
are valued at less than HS 100,000 (presumably around 12 ha or so),'*
and these smaller farms represent over 30% of the total value of the
land donated. The wealthiest 1% of these landowners owned less than
8% of the total value of the land mortgaged: compare this to the 70%
of the total acreage in 1870s England owned by the richest 1%.

Figure 2, below, gives the Lorenz curve, graphically comparing the
relative inequality in the distribution of land ownership for England
in the 1870s and at Veleia and Beneventum. A completely egalitar-
ian distribution of wealth would run along the diagonal: the greater
the deviation of the curve from the diagonal, the greater the level of
inequality.'* The contrast could not be more dramatic, and it probably
understates the reality. We can be reasonably confident that a large
and vigorous class of small owner-occupiers, not just tenant farmers,
had survived into Trajan’s reign, and that at no time was there ever
a concentration of landed wealth in Roman Italy comparable to that
in nineteenth-century England, or nineteenth-century Italy, for that
matter.

"1 See e.g. De Neeve (1984a, 171).

12 See Frank (ESAR: 2, 173).

4 See Di Cocco & Viaggi (2003) for a reconstruction of the likely locations of the
pagi and estates attested in the inscription, and the extent of the region from which
the wealthier landowners were drawn.

" As pointed out e.g. by Mommsen (1884). One ought not exaggerate the extent
of this consolidation, however. See Tchernia (1986, 260-99); Lewit (1991); Marzano
(2005).

1% Although, as De Neeve (1984a, 172) rightly insists, the valuation of the lands,
particularly saltus, will often have had an uncertain relationship with the area being
farmed.

16 See Aitchison & Brown (1966, 101-2; 107-20) for an explanation of the calcula-
tion and use of the Lorenz curve.
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ITtalian landownership was also profoundly inegalitarian (the Borghese
possessed over 22,000 ha, more than all but the greatest English peers),'"’
although most central and northern Italian landowners continued to
rely upon the contadini to cultivate their lands in small peasant plots.'*
In Lazio and the Mezzogiorno, however, vast tracts were denuded of
inhabitants, the land divided into huge farms or latifond: of up to 4,000
ha,'” generally owned and managed by absentee landlords ignorant
of farming," poorly stocked, and abysmally farmed."””" The contrast

47 See Desplanques (1969, 119 n. 2). This estate alone represented over 10% of
the 205,368 ha of arable land of the Roman Campagna.

18 Estates of over 200 ha, which were restricted to only around 1% of landowners,
constituted 44% of the total arable acreage in Umbria in 1946, 46% of the acreage in
Tuscany, and 50% in Lazio. Even in regions with smaller estates, such as Emilia, estates
of over 200 ha covered 19.7% of the arable. See Desplanques (1969, 118).

19 See e.g. Blok (1966); Sereni (1968, 173); Prampolini (1981, 179-84) and Arlacchi
(1983, 124-40).

150 Prampolini (1981, 168-74).

1 See e.g. Franchetti & Sonnino (1925); King (1971, 19-24); Prampolini (1981,
93-111); Cuboni (1992).
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with Roman Italy did not fail to strike many. As Mill noted,"” and
Sismondi explains:

The Roman territories, so prodigiously fertile, where five acres fed a fam-
ily and provided one soldier, where vines, olives, and figs intermingled in
the fields, and allowed three or four crops per year... this land has seen
single houses gradually disappear, villages, the whole population, enclo-
sures, vineyards, olives, and all those crops which demanded continuous
attention, work, and above all human care. Then vast fields followed. ...
The native population in the Roman Campagna would be useless to the
farmers, and it has completely disappeared.... Nepi and Ronciglione
may quickly see their inhabitants, who were alienated from the soil by
which they ought to live, disappear, and one can calculate in advance
the expected day when the plow will go over the land where their houses
stand, as it has passed already over the ruins of San Lorenzo, Vico, Brac-
ciano, and Rome herself.!%

VI. The Productivity of Peasant Farming

Many Classical historians, but by no means all (Pleket, Kolendo,
Carandini, Capogrossi Colognesi, Spurr, Marcone, even White are
notable exceptions),”” have long portrayed the Roman peasant as an
unproductive subsistence farmer, often relying on theoretical models
of Russian and Eastern European peasant farming," which fit very
uneasily with Roman social conditions."”® Medieval and early-modern
agrarian history reveals, however, abundant evidence of peasant

2 See Mill (1906, 324).

1% Sismondi (1820, 185—6). The remarkable agricultural wealth of Roman Cam-
pagna, particularly the suburbium of the city, is admitted grudgingly by Brunt (1971,
345-50) and is amply documented by Strabo 5.3; Kolendo (1993); Morley (1996);
Dalby (2000, 30—42). For the very heavy settlement of Latium and South Etruria see
e.g. Potter (1979); Quilici Gigli (1993); Witcher (2005); Witcher (2006).

1t Pleket (1990); Pleket (1993); Kolendo (1980); Kolendo (1993); Carandini (1985);
Spurr (1986); Marcone (1997); Forni & Marcone (2002); White (1970).

1% Most notably Kula (1976); Chayanov (1966). The often ill-informed condescen-
sion of some social scientists towards peasant agriculture is striking. Rogers (1969) lists
the characteristics of the peasant as: “mutual distrust in interpersonal relationships;
lack of innovativeness; fatalism; low aspirational levels; lack of deferred gratification;
limited time perspective; familism; dependency upon government authority; localite-
ness; and lack of empathy”.

1% Eastern European peasants laboured under very heavy taxes and corvées, feudal
control, serfdom, low levels of urbanization and consequently of demand, and few
livestock. Many of these disadvantages have persisted throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. See Warringer (1939); Melton (1998). The transition to mechanization actually
exacerbated the uncompetitiveness of Eastern European agriculture by depriving the
arable of critical manure. See Warringer (1939, 177).
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157 who were

farmers, free owner-occupiers producing for urban markets,
remarkably productive, as Pleket recognized in a magisterial compara-
tive analysis. Pleket’s insights can be pushed further, however. He did
not fully appreciate the remarkable productivity and sophistication of
Greco-Roman agronomy. Nor did he ask whether a more democratic
and egalitarian Greco-Roman society could have opened up much
greater levels of demand, and hence production, than was possible in
Europe before the collapse of the ancien régime in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.'

Although economic historians have always lauded the large-scale
English ‘capitalist’ tenant farmer, the peasants of Holland, Flanders,
and Brabant were the true innovators in the agricultural revolution."”
Working smallholdings of 16—18 hectares, generally stocked with small
herds ranging from 15 to 24 cattle, they bred the first large modern
livestock (at least since Greco-Roman antiquity), and produced cheese,
meat, and vegetables for the densely populated Dutch towns and for
export.'®

The standard of living which these modest peasants achieved was
remarkable and should warn us not to underestimate the wealth which
many Roman coloni could have attained. By early 1700 most Dutch
rural houscholds enjoyed a large array of consumer goods. In one
region 55% owned books, over 70% owned clocks, 94% had mirrors,

157 Warringer (1939, 157) explains the highly productive model of Western Euro-
pean peasant farming, one which, I shall argue, is also well attested for Roman Italy:
“the type of animal husbandry in connexion with arable farming which is prevalent
in Western Europe and Great Britain needs a lucky combination of economic factors,
technical methods, and market conditions. First, market conditions favour pork and
veal, which a peasant farm can well produce. Second, technical conditions in West-
ern and Central Europe favour farming in family units, owing to the regular labour
requirements of meat and milk production, and the possibility of investing extra crop
production in additional livestock.”

198 While acknowledging the conservative and relatively inegalitarian nature of
Roman politics and society, as judged by Classical or Hellenistic Greek standards, the
real electoral influence of the Roman plebs was still radically greater than that of the
poor in most European states before the late nineteenth century. I therefore prefer to
credit the analysis of Millar, Lintott, Hélkeskamp, and Yakobson, endorsing Polybius’
assessment of Roman politics, against the old Miinzer orthodoxy. For a useful sketch
of the debate with recent bibliography see Yakobson (2006).

%9 The early English pioneers in new techniques, most notably Sir Richard Weston,
did not hide the critical role of peasants from the Low Countries in all the most impor-
tant innovations. See Weston & Hartlib (1650); Ambrosoli (1997, 305-20).

160 Slicher van Bath (1960); De Vries (1974); Van der Wee (1978). These methods
were also viable on considerably smaller farms, of course. See Vanhaute (2007, 123-25)
for references.
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and 63% some silverware.'®! This prosperous Dutch peasantry also
enjoyed a very high level of education and literacy,'™ as well as great
skill and knowledge of agriculture.

Yet, despite the resounding success of peasant agriculture in the
Low Countries, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century economists and
agricultural writers produced a flood of propaganda decrying the
ignorance, lack of innovation, traditionalism, and inefficiency of the
peasantry.'®® Arguing that only tenant farmers with considerable capital
were prepared to utilize the most advanced agricultural techniques,
this concerted campaign did a great deal to salve the consciences of
the English landed classes as they completed the dispossession of what
remained of the English peasantry.'® Anglo-Irish, Scottish, Prussian,
and southern Italian landowners also fastened eagerly on this literature
as a justification for brutally exploiting and ultimately driving off the
land millions of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century peasants and
rural labourers.'®

Jean-Charles Léonard de Sismondi (1773-1842), one of the most
prescient of nineteenth-century critics of Classical Economics, chal-
lenged the propaganda in favour of English agrarian capitalism with
incisive analysis and a thorough knowledge of the agricultural regimes
of Switzerland, Tuscany, and England. He ably argued that small owner-
occupiers consistently achieved very high levels of productivity:

The high state of culture to be found in the finest parts of Italy, above
all of Tuscany, where the lands are generally managed in this way; the
accumulation of an immense capital upon the soil; the invention of

151 De Vries (1974, 214-23).

192 De Vries (1974, 211-13).

188 See Hasbach (1908, 147-70) for a summary and his bibliography for full references
to the debate. Some of this literature, particularly Arthur Young’s jaundiced accounts
of French and Italian peasant farming, had a patriotic or chauvinistic tinge, but all was
well suited to appeal to the prejudices and self-interest of large-scale landowners and
tenant farmers. See esp. Hammond & Hammond (1920) and Hasbach (1908, 69-102)
for an incisive exposure of these biases.

15 For the course of the process Hasbach (1908) provides a classic account. See also
Beckett (1994) for more recent scholarship.

1% The Anglo-Irish landowning class and the British government callously exploited
the Irish potato famine as an opportunity to institute a system of large estates in Ireland
on the English model. Over the course of the crisis a million Irish peasants died, at
least another million were forced to emigrate, and millions more were stripped of their
small cottier tenancies. See Gray (1999, 8-12, 76-8, 331-3). Nearly 4.2 million people,
primarily peasants from the Mezzogiorno, fled Italy between 1861 and 1911. See Sereni
(1968, 351-6). For the situation in Prussia see Slicher van Bath (1963, 323—4).
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many judicious rotations, and industrious processes, which an intelligent,
observing spirit alone could have deduced from the operations of nature;
the collection of a numerous population, upon a space very limited and
naturally barren, shows plainly enough that this mode of cultivation is
as profitable to the land itself as to the peasant, and that, if it imparts
most happiness to the lower class who live by the labor of their hands,
it also draws from the ground the most abundant produce, and scatters
it with the most profusion among men.'®

Given the wretched poverty of the English and southern Italian rural
labourer,'®’ it was not difficult for Sismondi to demonstrate the relative
prosperity of the rural population in a peasant society. He also showed
how much more labour- and even capital-intensive peasant farming
can be,'® and pointed out the immense wealth of skill, innovation, and
knowledge derived from the direct experience of farming by a large
number of cultivators. The reduction of the peasantry to the status
of landless labourers' destroyed this rich human capital and store of
knowledge'” through much of England. In southern Italy the rural
labour force, in the words of an unemployment commissioner at Bari:
“merely carries out the physical tasks that he is ordered. He is a manual

labourer in the literal sense of the word and he has no understanding

of agriculture”.!”!

196 Sismondi (1820, 161). See also Sismondi (1820, 143-7; 180-6); Mill (1906,
324-6).

167 Conditions were significantly different for the contadini of central Italy, most of
whom were sharecroppers using the mezzadria system rather than owner-occupiers, but
fully engaged nevertheless in managing the farming enterprise. See e.g. Desplanques
(1969, 184-203).

1% Offer (1996, 84) cites the testimony of Albert Pell and Clare Read, MPs, before a
Royal Commission on the English agricultural depression of the late nineteenth century,
who explained the industry of owner-occupiers: “Few English farmers have any idea of
the hard and constant work which falls to the lot of even well-to-do farmers in America.
Save in the harvest, certainly no agricultural labourer in England expends anything
like the same time and strength in his day’s work. .. He adds to all the mental cares of
ownership the physical stress of manual labour of the severest description.”

1% Frederick Law Olmstead remarks of the rural labourers he met in his travels in
England: “...T did not see in Ireland, or in Germany, or in France, nor did I ever see
among our Negroes or Indians or among the Chinese or Malays, men whose tastes
were such mere instincts, or whose purpose of life and whose mode of life was so low,
so like that of domestic animals altogether, as these farm labourers.” See Olmstead
(1859, 238-9).

170 See Thirsk (1957); Whittle (2000).

7' See Snowden (1986, 21-4) for the dehumanizing working conditions and the
limited knowledge and experience of farming of most labourers. For the problems faced
by agrarian reformers in the 1950s in attempting to teach the rudiments of peasant
farming to southern Italian farm labourers see Carlyle (1962, 86-7).
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John Stuart Mill broke with the orthodox consensus in favour of large-
scale capitalist farming and strongly defended Sismondi. Mill recognized
the disastrous wastefulness of giving the English rural population no
share in the wealth of the countryside, no incentive to work harder,
and no opportunity to innovate. He devoted two full chapters of his
Principles of Political Economy to laying out a compelling case,'” helping
to reverse a long-standing prejudice of most upper-class Englishmen.
Further studies in a wide range of societies have corroborated his con-
clusions, showing that small farms are consistently more heavily stocked
with cattle,'” more labour-intensive, and more productive than large
farms.'* Even in the profoundly hostile social and political environ-
ment of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England, peasant farming
proved its extremely high productivity in those marginal areas, such as
the Fenland of Lincolnshire in Northern England, where it survived,
as Joan Thirsk has shown.'”

Mill helped inspire many others to question England’s long tradi-
tion of vast landed estates,'’® but it was a prolonged crisis in English
farming and the inexorable competition of England’s long-despised
competitors on the Continent that eventually settled the argument
decisively in favour of the peasant. As the feudal land tenure regimes
of the Continent were broken up and the land distributed to a free
peasantry,'”” and as the rest of Europe began to catch up with England’s
precocious urban growth and meat consumption, English agriculture
was driven into a prolonged depression.'” English tenant farmers,
saddled with inflated rents imposed on them in the tripartite land-
owner-tenant-labourer system, found themselves unable to compete

172 Mill (1906, 321-75).

175 Franklin (1969, 39 table 2.11). Mingay (1989, 183 table 2B.3). Craigie (1887,
104) yields the following figures for 1887, if one converts cattle, pigs, and sheep to
standard livestock units (LSU): farms from 1 to 5 acres: 259 LSU per 100 acres; from
20 to 50 acres: 229 LSU; from 100 to 300 acres: 187 LSU; for farms over 1,000 acres:
163 LSU per 100 acres. I have excluded horses from the calculation, but they only
increase the effect.

7t See e.g. Levy (1911); Warringer (1939); INEA (1964, 124-5); Villani (1968, 137-8);
Franklin (1969, 17-20; 51-71); Arlacchi (1983, 140 table 30); Carter (1984); Beckett
(1990, 48-53); Mingay (1989, 179-89); Allen (1992); Whittle (2000).

175 Thirsk (1957).

176 Offer (1996, 83—4).

177 For an analysis of the nature and limitations of the process see Gibson & Blink-
horn (1991). For the broader historical background see Blum (1978).

178 Mingay (1989, 590-615); Perren (1995); Collins (2000, 138-57).
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with European, Australian, or North American owner-occupiers.'”’
As Avner Offer puts it: “.. . history was soon to vindicate Mill and his
acolytes. Owner-occupiers from across the channel, the North Sea, and
the Atlantic, captured large parts of the British food market from the
British tenant farmer. Wheat, butter, eggs, bacon, apples, even hay: all
were imported in large quantities. Owner-occupiers overseas, working
with their own hands, had a capacity for adaptation, learning and
sacrifice which British tenant farmers on the whole did not.”'®™ When
English farming finally recovered from the crisis, many decades later,
much of England’s arable land had been abandoned or converted into
pasture, and owner-occupiers gradually came to play an increasingly
important part in the revival of English agriculture.'

VIL Further thoughts on Roman peasant farming

While equally productive and efficient, the Roman colonus enjoyed a
measure of social prestige, political influence, and personal dignity rarely
enjoyed by the peasants of the ancien régime, even in the Netherlands or
central and northern Italy."®” Idealized in Roman poetry and constantly
lauded in Roman stump speeches and literature,'™ the Roman peasant
farmer had won political influence and patronage'® through his crucial
military role,'® his tenacious resistance in the Struggle of the Orders,
and his industrious farming. Roman peasants were relatively free from

17 For the financial difficulties faced by the parties in English ‘capitalist’ agriculture
see Mingay (1989, 609-16). The huge social cachet associated with landownership drove
land prices up to 30 years purchase, leaving only about a 3.5% gross or 2.5% net return
on land, even at high rack rents: Mingay (1989, 552). For the uncompetitiveness and
high costs imposed by this system see also Sismondi (1820, 132; 197-208).

1% Offer (1996, 83).

81 For the increase in small farms during the agricultural depression see Collins
(2000, 1836-7).

182 See e.g. Blum (1978, 29-49) and, for Italy, Epstein (1998). For the antipathy or
paternalism that characterized the attitudes of urban landlords to peasant sharecroppers
in the Middle Ages and particularly in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Italy see
e.g. Desplanques (1969, 189-90); Laurent (1984). For the brutal treatment of southern
Italian labourers see Snowden (1986, 17-34; 41-64).

'8 The fopos is ubiquitous, with the assimilation even of early-republican senators to
the peasant lifestyle, but see e.g. the sources in Heitland (1921, 135—41); Col. pr. 12-18;
Var. R. 2.pr.3; Verg. G. 2.401; 2.458-540; Juv. 16.161-72; Plin. Nat 18.8; Cato Agr. pr. 2.
See also e.g. Tib. 1.1; 1.7; 2.1; 2.3; Cic. Sen. 51; S. Rosc. 47-52; Cic. Cato 15-7.

18 This is reflected most clearly perhaps in the electoral favouritism shown to the
rural tribes. See Millar (1998, 35-7).

18 Cato Agr. pr. 4; Vegetius 1.3.2; cf. Livy 42.34. See also e.g. Brunt (1962, 72-8).
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the punishing taxes, feudal dues, and corvées faced by peasants in
the ancien régime,'™ as well as the extremely heavy indirect taxes which
English and Italian rural labourers paid on their food and shelter.'®
Furthermore, as we have seen, Roman peasants were far more likely
to be landowners like the Dutch, rather than tenants, sharecroppers,
or labourers, as in England or Italy.'®® Military service, despite its hard-
ships, would have provided a valuable bulwark to the Roman peasant
economy, offering a source of steady income for underemployed farmers
as well as working capital for farming operations from the distribution
of booty.'®

The Roman equestrian and senatorial elite, whatever their true
feelings, consistently professed their admiration for the ndustria, parsi-
monia, and_frugalitas of the peasant,' and acquiesced in a long list of
censorial regulations designed to convince the people that they shared
their values.'”! Contrast this respectful attitude with the contempt of
the English tenant farmer or landowner for the rural labourer, well

1% See e.g. Blum (1978, 50-94). For the persistence of many of these burdens on
the peasant economy see also Gibson & Blinkhorn (1991). Boyd (1952) documents the
heavy burden of tithes on the Italian agrarian economy, particularly on the peasant.

1% Thompson (1963, 356) notes that in the mid-nineteenth century indirect taxes
paid by the working class could amount to as much as half their annual income. For
the shifting of the tax burden onto the rural labourers in southern Italy see Snowden
(1986, 50-6). For indirect taxes in Italy generally see Craigie (1887, 125).

18 Although central and northern Italy possessed a vigorous peasant class cultivating
the land in relatively small plots using the system of share-cropping, called mezzadria,
land ownership throughout Italy was very highly concentrated in the hands of the
Church, nobility, and bourgeoisie. See e.g. Desplanques (1969, 119-34; 147-8); Herlihy
& Klapisch-Zuber (1989, 115-7). In the South, peasant farming was overshadowed
by latifondi worked by labourers, with the exception of coastal areas furnished with
plantations at the end of the nineteenth century. See e.g. Prampolini (1985, 179-84);
Snowden (1986, 17—40).

'8 See Rosenstein (2004) for a critically important analysis of the impact of mili-
tary campaigns on the Roman farming economy. For a list of sources for the booty
taken in the period between 200 and 157 BC see Frank (ESAR 1.127-38). In the more
regular distributions described by Livy the ratio between legionaries and cavalry is only
one to three, although staff’ officers will have received much more. MacMullen (1974,
94-5) following Frank (ESAR 1.324-5) emphasizes the less representative figures from
Pompey’s triumph. Nevertheless, the soldiers received 71 million denarii compared to
25 million for Pompey and his staft officers (a sum which may include some of the
expenses of the triumph).

190" As in Cato’s claim that he had spent his entire youth in parsimonia atque in duritia
atque i industria. See Astin (1978, 3). The notion of individuals of relatively high social
status turning their hand on occasion to farm work is far from inconceivable even in
a much later age. See Juv. 3.223-9 and Mart. 14.49.

191" See Baltrusch (1989).
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attested in a rich vocabulary of abuse, including such choice epithets
as hodge, chaw-bacon, swain, hick, gaffer, bumpkin, boor, clodhopper,
churl, clown, bog-trotter, hayseed, yokel, hillbilly, hind, and village
idiot.'”” Ramsay MacMullen’s lexicon of Roman snobbery looks rather
tepid by comparison.'??

Although frequently portrayed as a villain in the alleged demise of the
Roman peasant,'™* Cato in his de Agricultura preserves for us one of the
best accounts of some of the traditional methods of the Roman small
farmer,'®
farming,'® which is the ultimate legacy of the Roman peasant. Cato’s
decision during his censorship of 184/3 BC to impose the censorial
nota upon any member of the senate who had failed properly to purge
and weed his fields, aptly highlighted by Fraccaro and Kolendo, per-
fectly encapsulates his determination to maintain this venerable Roman
tradition.'”” His manual gives an account of his own farming practice,
and therefore describes the farming of two relatively large farms by his

and more importantly of the labour-intensive philosophy of

192 Snell (1992, 162).

19 See MacMullen (1974, 138-41).

1% The connection is too commonplace to document in full, but notice the par-
ticularly colourful denunciation in Toynbee (1965, 2.296-310) reminiscent of Cobbett
in full flight, but with far less cause. For a more insightful and sensible discussion see
Astin (1978, 240-76). Interestingly, Astin notes the complete obliviousness of Cato to
any crisis in Roman peasant agriculture, without canvassing the possibility that perhaps
modern accounts of this crisis are somewhat overblown.

19 Cato has received far less attention than Columella as an agronomist, but see
Gummerus (1906) and Brehaut (1933) for analysis of the soundness of his advice. As
Frayn (1979, 52—6) shows, the later agronomists also include advice for, and preserve
information derived from, the practice of poor peasants and wealthier owner-occupi-
ers. Cato’s work is more representative of traditional Roman peasant farming, as he
seems consciously to eschew references to recent developments due to Hellenistic and
Carthaginian agronomy. For example, although Cato focuses a good deal on forage,
he makes no reference to several fodder crops which would be of critical importance
in later agronomists, most notably alfalfa and shrub trefoil. There are also no clear
references to the terminology of convertible husbandry. His references to peasant lore
and superstitions are also much more frequent than in the other Roman agronomists.
All the agronomists show a healthy respect for the experience and knowledge of the
peasant farmer. See e.g. Col. 1.4.3—4; 1.7.1-4; Verg. G. 1.51-3; Cato Agr. 1.4; 4.2; and
the sources cited by Frayn (1979, 53-6); cf. Plin. Nat. 18.7.28.

19 See Gummerus (1906, 15-49); Kolendo (1980, 57-70; 85-128); Kolendo (1993);
Dickson (1788, 1.502—4; 1788, 2.35-6; 75-80). Cato recommends more labourers
to cultivate both his 100 and 240 sugera farms than would be employed on 1,000
acre farms in England. See Hasbach (1908, 81-2). See also Craigie (1887, 102) for
a breakdown of the labour employed on English holdings, significantly lower than
Cato’s recommendations.

197 See Kolendo (1980, 122 and n. 202).
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slave familia under the supervision of a wilicus. It would be a mistake
to conclude from this, however, that Roman smallholders would not
have welcomed this ground-breaking work, very well crafted so as to
portray Cato as precisely the sort of tough, frugal, acquisitive,'” and
hard-working farmer whom the Roman peasant-soldier would most
admire.'” Cato’s work reflects the high standards of cultivation and
the emphasis on livestock, wine, olive oil, and a wide range of crops
typical of the most intensive nineteenth- and twentieth-century Italian
or Dutch peasant farming.®” It also constantly reveals, like the works
of Columella and many other wealthy Roman farmers,”" the sort of
direct experience and careful study of farming eschewed by their English
aristocratic counterparts, disinterested in lowly pursuits like agriculture,
as Dickson complains.?”

With a healthy market for meat, wine, vegetables, and olive oil, and
a commitment to mixed farming informed by generations of practical
experience, as reflected in the lore collected in Cato’s de Agricultura,
Roman colonz, like their Dutch counterparts, could make a respectable
income even from a plot of a few wgera.”™ Not that Roman peasants
will often have relied solely upon farming their own smallholdings.”*

1% Gummerus (1906, 15) and Martin (1971, 81-93) see in Cato’s attention to profit
the type of the cold calculating businessman or capitalist rather than the peasant, but
a keen interest in profit is characteristic of family farmers in many cultures. See the
extremely sensible discussion in Astin (1978, 258-61) and compare the unsentimen-
tal attitude in the words of modern family farmers collected by Robinet (1973) and
Scheuring (1983).

19 For Cato’s canny self-presentation as a farmer working with his own hands along-
side his slaves see Astin (1978, 1-3). See also the encomium of the peasant farmer in
Cato Agr. 2; 5.1-5.

20 See Desplanques (1969); Pazzagli (1973).

21 See e.g. Gummerus (1906); Kolendo (1980); Rinkewitz (1984); Kron (2004a);
Kron (2008).

22 See Dickson (1788, 1.94-5). Under the influence of Coke of Norfolk and George
IIT there was to be a brief vogue for agricultural experimentation on the part of the
English aristocracy, but the vast majority of the literature was written by men of much
lower status, such as Arthur Young or William Marshall.

203 Keppie (1983, 124 n. 113) cites the testimony of peasants in the Liri valley that
a holding of 3 ha or 12 ugera with some wine and vegetables was sufficient to support
a family in the early 1980s. For the viability of nineteenth-century Belgian peasant
farms of as little as 0.5 ha, combining a range of subsistence and cash crops with
one or two cattle, able to weather even under the extreme stresses of the 1845 potato
blight, see Vanhaute (2007, 123).

2% See e.g. De Neeve (1984a, 169-70). For the likelihood that the small 2 iugera heredia
and other small plots given to colonists in the early Republic were to be supplemented
by tenant farming see Frayn (1979, 90-3). Pace De Neeve (1984a) there is no warrant
for underplaying the importance of the activities of Roman peasants, both the landless
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The highly entrepreneurial activities of the ambitious Sienese peasant
Benedetto di Meo Massarizia show how aggressively farmers with a
bit of land of their own could buy, lease, or rent and then either work,
sublet, or sell a range of farms, often scattered over a broad area.’”

Although many assume, with Toynbee, that viticulture was over-
whelmingly dominated by slave-staffed plantations®” Roman peasants
must surely have played an important role in wine production, as
Tchernia has argued.””” Even in the extremely poor agrarian economy
of southern Italy today, strangled by poverty and the competition of
international and northern Italian farming, a peasant can make more
income from a thousand square metres of vineyard than from all the
grain, livestock, and olive oil he can cultivate on eight hectares of
land.*® The illuminating diaries of a family of contadini in Renaissance
Siena vividly illustrate how enterprising small peasants bought vineyard
plots whenever possible and relied heavily on selling such cash crops
in the market.””

De Caro’s excavation of the Villa Regina at Boscoreale illustrates
the sort of prosperity a good vine-dresser could achieve.?"”
worked a small plot of perhaps 3-8 wgera®"! planted with vines, fruit
and nut trees, and a small irrigated garden, and there is also evidence
for the keeping of some pigs. Nevertheless, the villa is furnished with
a torcularium, dolia, and a cella winaria with a capacity of approximately

The owner

and those with some land of their own, as tenant farmers before the Gracchi, just as
in the late Republic and Principate, when it is abundantly attested. See Capogrossi
Colognesi (1996); Kehoe (1997, 139 ff. and 139 n. 5); De Ligt (2000).

25 Balestracci (1999, 45-61). For the routine cultivation of a significant number
of scattered plots by Umbrian contadini see Desplanques (1969, 199-202 and figs. 11,
22; 1I, 23).

26 Brunt (1972); De Neeve (1984a) and (1984b); Carandini (1988).

27 Tchernia (1986, 114-5; 260-99). Italian vineyards remain relatively small to the
present. In the early 1960s, for example, vineyards in Piedmont ranged from 1.64 to
10.38 hectares, with an average area of only around 3.75 hectares but an average
value of 500,000 Lire. See INEA (1964, 46).

2% Brogger (1971, 37-8) summarizes the case of one peasant from the hamlet of
Montevarese who makes each year 600,000 Lire from his vineyard, compared to 30,000
Lire from cereals, 100,000 Lire from livestock, 150,000 Lire from olive oil, and another
905,000 Lire from wage labour.

29 Balestracci (1999, 25-6). For an excellent survey of the abundant Roman and
comparative evidence for the energetic participation of small peasants in the market see
also De Ligt (1990) and (1991). For the full integration of Renaissance Italian peasants
in the market see also Epstein (1998, 96-7; 101-6).

20 De Caro (1994).

211 De Claro (1994, 127-8).



THE MUCH MALIGNED PEASANT 107

10,000 litres, and the modest but comfortable uilla urbana is well deco-
rated with frescoes and has been expanded to include a triclinium and
lararium decorated in the fourth style.?’? De Caro’s calculations suggest
that the sale of wine could realize a gross revenue of up to HS 7,500.2"
As Jacopo Ortalli illustrates with a detailed survey of small farmsteads
in northern Italy?*'* the modest prosperity of the farmhouse at Villa
Regina is by no means atypical and would likely be much better repre-
sented were excavators more inclined to investigate surface scatters from
smaller farmsteads, as Dominic Rathbone argues in this volume.
Given the lively market for meat, livestock farming, even more per-
haps than viticulture or olive oil production, would have been very well
suited, as it was in the Netherlands, for Roman small farmers eager to
make a living and build up some capital.?”® Dairying and mixed farm-
ing, along with market gardening, often represented the only refuge for
small farmers determined to survive the concerted onslaught of the great
landowners in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England.?'® Livestock
farms would not have faced the additional labour or capital costs of
harvesting and processing grapes or olives. Moreover, livestock are not
only extremely valuable, they are the most easily and inexpensively
transported of all agricultural products,”’ and so peasants need not
have been as adversely affected by escalating costs for land located near
cities or major transport arteries, as argued by Yeo and De Neeve.?'®
Market gardening is very labour intensive and virtually demands
peasant proprietorship for maximum productivity.”’? The potential
return and labour demands are such that plots of two or three hectares
are generally beyond the ability of most peasant families. In most of
carly-twentieth-century Campania market gardening was carried out

212 See Jashemski’s analysis in Jashemski (1987) and De Caro (1994, 95-114) as well
as De Caro (1994, 115-30).

213 Plin. Nat. 14.50 f. claims that Atticus’ vineyards at Arretium and Nomentum
could produce a revenue of up to HS 7,500 per wgerum.

21+ Ortalli (2006).

25 Var. R. 2.4.3 has Tremelius Scrofa declare that no Roman who cultivates a farm
fails to keep swine.

26 Beckett (1990, 50-1).

217 Kautsky (1899, 1.35-6). In the Roman context see Yeo (1946).

2% De Neeve (1984b).

219 See Sismondi (1820) and Mill (1906) for the importance of market gardening
in Continental Europe and the contrast with England. For the development of Dutch
market gardening see De Vries (1974, 153-5).
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on plots ranging from one half to two hectares.”” As we have already
alluded, gardening was a particularly highly developed segment of
Roman farming, in marked contrast to its limited role in English agrar-
lan capitalism.

VIII. Conclusion

Considering that most modern interpretations of the Gracchan politi-
cal crisis are rooted in the hypothesis of an even more profound social
crisis in Roman peasant agriculture, it is surprising how little serious
critical scrutiny historians have given to the economic viability of the
smallholder in Roman peasant agriculture. Rosenstein’s important book
is a welcome exception, exposing the weakness of many of the ratio-
nales offered for the alleged failure of Roman small farmers and their
deracination.??! Significantly, he is able to undermine such claims while
working, for the sake of his argument, with a model of the productiv-
ity of Roman peasants based on Brunt’s decidedly pessimistic views.
Brunt, like many of the ancient historians who have offered estimates
of Roman agricultural productivity since, assumes extremely low yields
(consistent with little or no manuring, weeding, or hoeing), biennial
fallow, and concentration solely on inexpensive cereal crops, grown for
subsistence, neglecting any role for market gardening, wine, olive oil,
tree crops, or livestock, even pigs or barnyard fowl. This is the crude
extensive farming of the worst latifondi of the Italian Mezzogiorno,
stripped even of rough grazing on fallow or stubble fields, not the sort
of farming normally practiced by independent small farmers in any
culture, except occasionally in conditions of extreme depopulation
and 1solation or exclusion from markets, or of the direst poverty and
social injustice.

As I have argued above, a reading of the Roman agronomists, of
our archaeozoological, palacobotanical, and archaeological evidence,
as well as the analysis of peasant farming in cultures comparable to
late-republican and early-imperial Italy, reveals a picture markedly
different from the grim scenario sketched by Toynbee and Brunt.
Roman smallholders remained a vital force in Roman agriculture and
society. They continued to own, not just work as tenant farmers or day

20 See Prampolini (1981, 92).
21 See Rosenstein (2004).



THE MUCH MALIGNED PEASANT 109

labourers, a significant proportion of Italy’s arable land. As in northern
Italy and the Netherlands, many Roman peasants will have practiced
intensive mixed farming, and there is little evidence from studies of
English, Dutch, or Western European farming that smallholders need
have been any less productive in applying these methods than larger
‘capitalist’ farms described by Cato, Varro, or Columella.

Given the evidence for the continued viability and vitality of peasant
farming in Roman Italy, how does one explain the historiographical
tradition of the demise of the Roman peasantry? I cannot address
this question here, but we must remember that this is a modern and
not an ancient consensus, and an increasingly controversial one. Most
of our sources, particularly the Latin writers who were closest to the
events, betray little awareness of the existence of an agricultural or
social, as opposed to a political crisis. As Astin notes, the most knowl-
edgeable contemporary source, Cato the Elder, seems oblivious to any
revolutionary changes in the Roman agricultural economy.””? Cicero’s
silence can perhaps be attributed to his ideological stance, but there is
also remarkably little to be gleaned from Sallust, a historian of strong
popularis sympathies and an eloquent critic of the reactionary oligarchy
of Sulla. Even those ancient sources which allude most explicitly to
a crisis in Roman peasant farming, primarily Appian and Plutarch,
stop well short of endorsing the prevailing modern theories. Appian’s
account of the antecedents to the Gracchan reforms deals most fully
with the plight of the Roman rural population, yet it contains little
if any information which could not have been extrapolated from the
legislation itself, or from the writings of the Gracchi or some of their
embittered partisans. Nor is there much evidence elsewhere in his extant
writings that Appian, a Greek-speaking professional orator from Alex-
andria in Egypt who turned to universal history, had any great interest
in or knowledge of Roman agriculture or peasant life. References to
a Roman agrarian crisis certainly fade from view in subsequent books
of his Civil Wars.

Plutarch takes a broader and more sophisticated view, emphasizing
the political nature of the crisis, and placing even less credence in a
serious agrarian crisis as the underlying cause of the conflict. He does

22 See the discussion in Astin (1978, 240-76). Toynbee (1965, 2.296-310) attacks
Cato for callously ignoring the plight of the small farmer in his de Agricultura, without
allowing for the possibility that Cato’s apparent complacency accurately reflected the
rural economy of his day.
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a much better job than Appian in showing how the Gracchi canvassed
support from several segments of Roman society with grievances against
the senatorial ruling elite. Consequently, in Plutarch’s account the vio-
lence of the senatorial reaction is more comprehensible. The Gracchan
program differed significantly from previous agrarian legislation in that
it seemed systematically to attack important interests of the wealthy,
rather than simply providing patronage for the poor. It was therefore
more radical than any passed since the Licinian-Sextian laws of 367
BC. Nevertheless, opposition to land reform on the part of the rich was
not the spark that led to social strife, any more than a desperate need
for such reform among the poor. The senatorial elite recognized the
serious challenge which a new model of politics based on the aggressive
use of tribunician legislation represented, and when defeated through
the normal mechanisms of government chose to use violence to reassert
their control. The political ramifications of the Gracchan revolution
were great, but we must be more cautious in inferring a broader social
crisis still so tenuously attested by our ancient authorities.
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URBANISATION AND DEVELOPMENT IN ITALY
IN THE LATE REPUBLIC

Neville Morley

1. Cities and Development

The aim of this paper is to sketch some parameters for future debate
on the relationship between the phenomenon of ‘urbanisation’ and
other developments associated with the transformation of Roman Italy
and the ‘Gracchan crisis’ in the late Republic.! This is a surprisingly
neglected subject, despite widespread agreement amongst historians
that Roman society and culture should be characterised as “urban’,
especially in comparison with other pre-modern societies.? It is clear
that there were significant changes in both the numbers and fortunes
of urban centres in Italy in the third and second centuries BC, not
least as a result of the Romans’ treatment of conquered cities and
the establishment of different types of colonial foundations, but this
development plays at best a secondary role in accounts of demographic
and economic change, which focus above all on the city of Rome. In
Hopkins’ famous model, for example, the growth of towns is mentioned
as a consequence of the influx of wealth and the displacement of the
peasantry, resulting in the expansion of the market for the produce of
new slave-run estates; however, apart from his efforts at making the
figures for population change and migration add up—his estimate for
the scale of Italian urbanisation seems to be based solely on the dif-
ference between the most plausible estimate for the size of Rome and
the number of displaced peasants who, according to his model, need
to be accommodated somewhere in the peninsula—there is no attempt

! Tam especially grateful to Luuk de Ligt and the other organisers of the conference
for the stimulus to reconsider the subject of Roman urbanisation. I owe special thanks
to John Bintliff; Guy Bradley, Michael Crawford, and Paul Erdkamp for their comments
in the discussion. I have also benefited greatly from participation in a conference on
Religiose Vielfalt und Soziale Integration in Dresden, organised by Martin Jehne, Bernhard
Linke, and Jorg Riipke, which suggested some interesting parallels between the trajec-
tories of economic, social, and religious developments in late Republican Italy.

? There is no index entry for ‘city’, ‘town’, or ‘urbanization’ in Flower (2004), for
example. On the ‘urban’ nature of Roman society see Alston (2002).
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at establishing the relative importance of towns and the metropolis or
considering whether their growth might have had different effects.’

As key elements of the Hopkins model have been questioned, for
example by emphasising the degree to which the villa was a geographi-
cally limited phenomenon and reinterpreting the scale and nature of
migration, towns have fallen out of the picture, and are scarcely men-
tioned in recent collections of papers. At best they may be invoked,
rather as they were by Hopkins, in the context of hypothetical calcula-
tions of the population dynamics of the peninsula; the estimated overall
level of urbanisation is offered alternately as proof of the high estimate
of population, since otherwise the proportion of Italians living in cities
was historically unprecedented and implausibly high, and as proof of
the low count, since the annual rate of increase required for the high
count is rendered implausible if one takes into account the demands
of urbanisation.* In such arguments urban centres are simply taken
to echo the role of the city of Rome as population sink, just as the
Hopkins model assumed that they echoed its role as market for villa
produce. The sheer size of the metropolis, perhaps ten or more times
larger than its nearest rival in Italy, might seem to justify giving it the
lion’s share of attention—but it should surely also raise the question
of whether the impact of other towns on their immediate hinterlands
was the same, on a smaller scale, as that of the capital, or qualitatively
different. Equally, even the influence of Rome needs to be understood
in the context of the broader phenomenon that was Italian (and
Mediterranean) urbanisation and the elaboration of different kinds of
networks.” While one can make reasonable generalisations about the
impact of the capital at a national and even regional level, locally we
must always be dealing with the complex interaction between different
urban centres, of different natures, sometimes operating in harmony
(as local towns played a role in the supply networks of the metropolis)
and sometimes in competition.

There are two obvious problems in the study of Italian urbanisation in
the late Republic, either of which might account for its relative neglect
as a theme. The first and most obvious is the problem of evidence.
Whether the size of a city or town is estimated from its built-up area,

* Hopkins (1978).

* E.g in Morley (2001); Lo Cascio (1999); Scheidel (2001) and in this volume, with
full bibliography.

> Morley (1997).
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or from the area enclosed by the city walls, or from the number of
recipients of the largesse of local benefactors, the margins of error
are considerable.® This is clearly illustrated by the degree of variation
even in the cases of well-explored and well-preserved sites like Pompeii
(from a low estimate of less than 10,000 to a high one of 30,000) or
Ostia (from 20,000 to 60,000), and by the fact that, for an idea of the
overall level of urbanisation in Italy, historians are still relying on a
highly speculative model intended primarily to differentiate between
the levels of the urban hierarchy.” More recent archaeological work,
using sampling techniques to establish the likely population density of
an urban centre, promises to narrow down the range of reasonable
estimates for population sizes of different categories of centre. However,
a critical point is that in most cases this will relate to a single moment
in the history of any given site; without extensive excavation we shall
continue to have to chart the development of most urban centres using
the dates of construction of major public buildings rather than any
more direct proxy for population size, while estimates of the overall
level of urbanisation relate either to a hypothetical maximum, based
on the total number of known cities, or to the second half of the first
century AD, when the Elder Pliny listed over 400 cities in Italy. It is
thus difficult to relate the process of the expansion of cities, let alone
changes in their nature or function, to other processes of social and
economic change. The same can of course be said of the growth of the
city of Rome, where the rate of expansion up to the time of Augustus
is a matter of pure speculation, but at least there the general trajec-
tory is undisputed.? The history of Roman intervention in the Italian
urban system, founding new centres (some of which flourished while
others did not), punishing or restricting existing ones, and altering the
conditions within which cities operated (for example, by building roads),
means that we can safely assume that the development of urbanisation
in Italy in the late Republic was not so straightforward, but we lack the
material to chart the process in different regions in any detail.”?

The second issue is theoretical and methodological, namely that
of the definition of the city, or rather the tendency of the debate to

¢ Nissen (1902, 36-9) and Duncan-Jones (1982, 259-77), but cf. De Ligt’s speculative
reconstruction of the urban population of Cisalpine Gaul in this volume.

7 Namely Morley (1996, 181-2); still being employed by Scheidel in this volume.

% Brunt (1971, 383-4).

? Summaries of the process in Lomas (2004, 207-13) and Patterson (2006).



124 NEVILLE MORLEY

become bogged down in an entirely unhelpful understanding of the
issues involved. An association between the growth of towns and the
development of the economy in early modern Europe has long been
identified, and this has led many historians to posit a direct causal
connection.'’ If the emergence of towns or cities is at least a marker
and perhaps also a promoter of economic development, then the iden-
tification of whether or not such centres are present becomes a critical
question for historians of other periods and societies. However, attempts
at developing a cross-cultural definition have foundered, being either too
specific (taking the early modern European model as the sole template
for urban status) or too general (encompassing centres that manifestly did
not have a positive effect on the development of their hinterlands). It is
worth noting in passing that the typical Italian city during the Roman
period, with a population of a few thousand, would not qualify as a
city in studies of early modern urbanisation, and so comparisons of
rates of urbanisation in the different periods are entirely meaningless."!
The alternative approach has been to recognise that not all cities are
economically productive, and hence to seek to develop typologies, of
‘generative’ and ‘parasitic’, or ‘producer’ and ‘consumer’ cities, on the
basis of more detailed studies of their economic or political structures
and role. The debate about whether the ancient, or the Roman, city is
appropriately described as a ‘consumer city’ of the ideal type established
by Weber and Sombart is familiar in ancient history, and generally
recognised to have run into the ground.'”” However, the difficulty of
discussing the economic role of classical urban centres without getting
drawn back into that debate—as recent discussions of non-agricultural
production and of trade in classical antiquity have demonstrated—may
account for the reluctance of historians to engage with the part played
by urbanisation in the development of Roman Italy."®

Three problems can be identified with both the population thresh-
old and the typological approaches to the definition of the city and
its relationship with its hinterland. First, they seek to impose a binary

' Theoretical and methodological discussion in Holton (1986). Studies of early
modern urbanization in De Vries (1984) and Van der Woude, Hayami & De Vries
(1990).

"' De Vries (1984, 21-2), taking 10,000 as the threshold; cf. Horden & Purcell
(2000, 92-3).

12 Finley (1981), discussed in Parkins (1997) and Scheidel (2007, 80-5). On the
historiography of the concept Morley (1996, 14-21).

1% Compare Parkins & Smith (1998), Mattingly & Salmon (2001).
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structure, in which a given centre either is or is not a proper city, on
what is inevitably a continuum of urban forms and functions. Such an
approach may be sustainable in developing a synchronic analysis of the
level of urbanisation in a given society at a given period, but it offers a
misleading perspective when attempting to chart development over time;
the assumption that an urban centre suddenly becomes economically
progressive when it reaches a certain population level, or that a society
will take off in economic terms when it possesses a sufficient number
of the right kind of urban centres, produces a narrative in which both
continuity and discontinuity are hugely exaggerated.'"* Second, such
approaches show a tendency to assume that the early modern European
city is ideal in more than a Weberian sense, and that other cities can be
expected to be economically and socially productive to the extent that
they match that template. Hence Finley’s insistence that the ancient
city could not be productive because it corresponded to the ‘consumer’
ideal type, and the equally misleading insistence of his opponents that
they could prove that it was productive by identifying the presence
of urban crafts and trade; in both cases the argument is intended to
establish the degree of similarity to the early modern template, on the
assumption that this will determine the economic impact of the urban
centre. This kind of urbanism, it has been suggested, is “a myth in the
strictest sense”, “an ideology of modernity ethnocentrically identified
with the crystallization of the social forms of liberal capitalism”."
This leads on to the third problem with seeking to define ‘the city’,
namely the underlying assumption that the city (or a particular type of
city) is an independent social object acting upon the society in which
it is located. ““The town as a physical object is turned into a taken-for-
granted social object and a captivating focus of attention in its own
right.”'® We have a cultural predisposition, it is clear, to associate cit-
ies with modernisation and to regard them as agents of change, but
in understanding economic and social developments, in early modern
Europe or elsewhere, it makes more sense to focus on wider processes
of change—the division of labour, economic specialisation, and the
expansion of the market—rather than restricting our focus to the city
or regarding it as the source, rather than as one manifestation, of these

'* Cf. Horden & Purcell (2000, 93).
15 Castells (1976, 70).
6 Abrams (1978, 9).



126 NEVILLE MORLEY

processes. Exclusive concentration on the ‘city’ is an example of the
fallacy of misplaced concreteness; it is, as Whittaker argued for the
ancient world, “only an imperfect way of studying the operations of

power in society”."’

II. Processes of Urbanisation

This might suggest that historians’ neglect of the place of urbanisation
in the history of republican Italy has, inadvertently, saved us from a
range of misconceptions; attention has focused on wider social and
economic processes, such as demographic change and the reorganisation
of the countryside, rather than being distracted by the epiphenomena
of city foundations and development. However, the call from sociologists
like Abrams for historians to abandon the town or city as a concept
1s not intended to suggest that towns and cities should henceforth be
ignored altogether; rather the tendency to take cities for granted as
real and important social objects should be “replaced by a concern
to understand towns as sites in which the history of larger systems—
states, societies, modes of production, world economies—is partially,
but crucially, worked out”.'® The city is not the only manifestation of
and location for wider processes of change, but it may be a crucial
location; its development is often one of the more visible products of
change, and hence a useful barometer, but it may take on a still greater
significance as the space where different processes come together and
interact, whether to reinforce or oppose one another. Further, we need
to consider how far the particular nature of urban space may in turn
have influenced the trajectory of those processes, and the ways in which
different social groups might seek to manipulate or control that space
as a means of accumulating social power."”

This emphasis on the role of the city as a site where wider develop-
ments in late republican Italy are (partially but crucially) worked out
might seem to invite further discussion of questions of definition, despite
the problems discussed above. I want to focus rather on urbanisation as
an ongoing and variable process that is the continually-reshaped product

7 Whittaker (1993, 15).

'8 Abrams (1978, 10).

19 These ideas are heavily influenced by the sociology of Mann (1986) and Harvey
(c.g. 1985; 2001).
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of the confluence of a broader set of processes. The fact that we can,
within more or less any given historical context, identify particular sites
as being worthy of the label ‘urban’ is in part a matter of reading the
past through our own prejudices; however, it suggests that there is at
least a possibility that we can identify cross-cultural and transhistorical
constants; relating not to the nature of the urban site itself but to the
processes which it embodies. That is to say, urban centres do resemble
one another, despite all the manifest differences between them even
within the same historical context, because they come into being and
develop as the result of similar developments within their society. This
approach owes a great deal to recent archaeological discussions of
urbanisation and the emergence of social complexity in early Iron Age
societies, and suggests that it is appropriate to characterise the emer-
gence of nucleated settlements of less than a hundred people and the
growth of cities of tens and hundreds of thousands of inhabitants in
the same way.?’ At very different scales, from the local to the regional
and the supernational, and in quite different (and continually modified)
contexts, we are concerned with the material product of the interaction
of four critical processes.

Concentration. 'The concentration of people at a specific location, which
might equally be termed ‘nucleation’, but also the concentration of
resources, is manifested above all in investment in the built environ-
ment. In so far as this model of urbanisation might be employed for
other periods and historical contexts, there is scope for argument about
whether the concentration of population needs to be permanent or
whether temporary cities of nomads, focused on oases and periodic
markets, might hold the same significance. For the case of Roman
Italy what matters is that concentration is always relative to its context;
rather than focusing on a magic threshold of populations of 1,000 or
10,000 within a limited area, any shift in the distribution of population
between nucleated centres and the countryside and/or between different
nucleated centres is of interest. In addition to its interaction with other
processes, the concentration of population has two clear implications for
economic and social structures: the necessity of investing resources in
transporting food and other supplies from their place of production to
their place of consumption, even if the same individuals are consuming

% E.g. Osborne & Cunliffe (2005).
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what they produce, and the demographic consequences of increased
opportunities for the spread of different diseases in a nucleated rather
than a scattered population.

The measurement of concentration is, as discussed in the previous
section, problematic; ideally we should require information on the
numbers and the range of sizes of nucleated centres and the propor-
tion of the total population living in nucleated centres at any given
time. However, the advantage of an emphasis on concentration as a
process is that absolute figures matter less than change over time; it is
equally significant whether a previously scattered population is moving
into villages of a few hundred people or the balance between small
towns and the metropolis is shifting in favour of the latter, and either
of these developments is more likely to be archaeologically visible,
sufficient to allow us to make qualitative judgements on the relative
extent of concentration between periods. We can hope in the future to
be able to draw upon detailed studies of changing settlement patterns
in specific areas, not least because the preliminary indications are that
there are significant differences according to local circumstances; con-
trast the apparent disappearance of the colonial foundation of Cosa
with the development of new centres in Samnium.?" Across Italy as a
whole there is an impression of increasing concentration during the
late Republic, not only through the ongoing expansion of Rome but
also through the development of new centres in areas, like Samnium,
previously characterised by more scattered settlement patterns, along
with evidence for increases in the size of some existing centres. Many
significant questions remain, however, not least whether growth of
centres outside Rome was proportionate to growth of the capital—as
one might expect on the basis of comparative evidence showing that
migration is usually stepwise—or whether this period sees changes not
only in the overall level of concentration but also in its pattern, with
the distribution of people and resources increasingly biased towards
the centre of the urban system.

Crystallisation. Arguably this is a better term than the obvious alternative

of ‘centralisation’, emphasising that the progressive concentration in
specific locations of power and the institutions through which it is medi-

2l See Patterson (2006).
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ated and exercised is not necessarily a directed or deliberate process.?
There is a clear tendency in late-republican Italy for political, social,
religious, and cultural institutions to become located in the same space
at the heart of the urban centre, to the extent that cities can be seen
as machines for establishing and wielding power—which would explain
the willingness of elites to invest resources in developing them. The
urban centre mediates power at different levels; it may serve not only
as a means of exerting control (politically, economically, culturally, and
symbolically) over the territory surrounding it, but also as a means for
higher orders of power to control larger regions; seen above all in the
way that Rome extends its influence across Italy through the network
of urban centres of colonies and allies and the lines of communication
established between them. This then suggests two different but closely
related fields of enquiry: the means by which control is established over
a territory via the institutions of the city (generally, of course, this is
not a question of an urban elite dominating the countryside but of a
single elite exercising its power above all through urban institutions),
and the means by which Roman control is extended over wider regions
and the empire as a whole, both formally and informally (for example,
through networks of kinship, patronage, and other forms of obligation,
maintaining links between different levels of the urban system).®

The most obvious consequence of the crystallisation of power in the
urban centre is the investment of considerable resources by the elite in
an elaborate built environment, both to enhance the effectiveness of
the city as a means of control and influence and as a result of the city
becoming the arena for competition within the elite. Thus crystallisation
promotes the concentration of population and resources, attracted by
the possibility of employment in the building and service industries and
of gaining a share of the elite expenditure. In turn, the concentration
of population may increase the influence of the elite, or at any rate
influence the means employed in the exercise of power, as it proves
more effective to work through mass patronage with banquets, dona-
tions, and public building works than through the individual patronage
more characteristic of traditional rural social relations. The rewards
for control of economic, political, and economic institutions are clearly
greater the more individuals participate in them.

# On crystallization see Eisenstadt & Shachar (1987, 68-74).
% Cf. Morley (1997) and references.
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It is relatively straightforward to take the construction of public
buildings in urban centres as a proxy for the centralisation of political
and other institutions; thus the process of crystallisation is easy to chart
in the late Republic in areas like Samnium, where the elite moved to
adopt the conventional model of the urban centre as political centre.**
It is less visible in regions that were already urbanised and where most
centres already possessed a full complement of public buildings. In order
to determine whether crystallisation had reached its limits in regions
like Latium and Campania, or whether it was simply less dramatic,
we need to look for alternative indications, for example the disappear-
ance of terracotta votives and many associated rural sanctuaries after
the third century BC, suggesting the crystallisation of religious power
in fewer separate locations (many of which were now urban), or the
inscriptions that suggest that the decuriones of Veil came to meet in the
Forum of Caesar in Rome.”

Integration. 'This 1s closely related to the consolidation of elite control
over territory and population, but is clearly a separate process. It can
take a range of different forms, many of which are mutually reinforc-
ing. Political integration, drawing ever larger numbers of people into
participation in the same or similar political institutions, or at any rate
subjecting them to the same laws and coercive forces, establishes similar
relationships between mass and elite across Italy. Social and cultural
integration brings about the erosion of differences of language, cus-
toms, and material culture, establishing similar habits of eating, dress,
and behaviour; it fosters the gradual development of a social identity
beyond that of kinship and, in later periods, an Italian or Roman
identity rather than one focused entirely on the local area.”® Economic
integration, with the establishment of common means of exchange and
legal frameworks and increased traffic between individuals and regions,
led to increasing numbers of people dependent upon systems of redis-
tribution rather than being primarily self-sufficient, and to an increased
dependence of cities and even regions on wider market networks. The
urban centre plays a key role in all of these developments, as the loca-
tion of the main political, cultural, and economic institutions and the

2 Patterson (1991).
% On votives and cult sites, see Comella & Mele (2006); on the decuriones, Purcell
(1983).

% See Dench (1995) on developments in the central Apennines.
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place where individuals—visitors as well as permanent residents—were
most likely to encounter, and to be encouraged to adopt, new cus-
toms, language, ideas, and norms. The city was clearly not the only
institution promoting the integration of Italy—the army was at least
as important, for example in the spread of Latin and the adoption of
coined money—but it must have been an important one. Besides the
declining number of inscriptions in languages other than Latin, and
the evidence for the spread of Roman material culture, it is difficult to
get beyond the literary evidence, which clearly shows (and promotes)
the development of an integrated Italian elite but whose relevance
to the mass of the population may be questioned.” It is easier to show
the development of economic integration by charting the patterns of
distribution of goods like imported pottery and wine amphorae, and
also by using the evidence of the nundinae tablets from Campania, which
shows that markets in different towns, including Rome, were increas-
ingly interconnected.”

Dafferentiation. Again this is a broad category covering a number of
different but related processes. Economic differentiation goes hand in
hand with economic integration. Individuals become integrated into the
market system and increasingly dependent on the economic activities of
others because economic roles are increasingly differentiated: producers
begin to specialise rather than concentrating solely on achieving self-suf-
ficiency, most obviously in urban centres, where individuals may focus
entirely on secondary or tertiary industry, but also in the countryside
with increased involvement in the market and changing patterns of
production in response to market incentives.” Limited regional spe-
cialisation also becomes possible as a Mediterranean-wide network of
markets and information emerges, above all in response to the growing
demands of the metropolis and the army.”” Differentiation supports the
increased concentration of population in larger centres, which might
be prohibitively expensive if all urban inhabitants continued to farm
and had to walk out to their fields every day.

Political differentiation sees the emergence of elites and their growing
separation from the masses, with the elaboration of political institutions

7 See generally Lomas (1993; 2004).
5 Morley (1996, 166-74).
9 De Ligt (1990; 1991).
o Morley (2007).

IS
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providing a formal basis for exercise of power, and the development of
a rhetoric and ideology that offers the less formal basis.”! At a higher
level there is the process of differentiation within the elite, broadly
defined; as Italian politics becomes more integrated, hierarchies inevi-
tably develop, dividing Roman and provincial, established family and
new man. Such distinctions are reinforced by social differentiation,
expressed through material practices in the form of luxurious residences
and ostentatious lifestyle, performed above all in the urban centre. They
are also reinforced by cultural differentiation, with the establishment
of a divide between town and country and the appropriate forms of
behaviour for each context, and the ever more elaborate sets of rules
and expectations governing elite activities—including, as Habinek has
argued, the practice of discrimination (differentiation) itself.*

Once again this process is fairly easy to chart for the political elite,
whose writings discuss at length competition within and between dif
ferent levels of the hierarchy and the relation between the elite and
the masses; clearly, however, this is neither a complete nor a neutral
perspective. Similarly, discussions of the cultural and ideological sphere
are themselves fully implicated in the processes of social differentiation
and competition for which they provide the evidence. The range of
evidence for economic differentiation and specialisation is wider; lists
of occupations recorded in inscriptions, not only from the capital,
show increasing division of labour and specialisation of tasks in at least
some urban centres, while there is extensive evidence for professional
merchants and developing structures of trade and distribution, and a
reasonable quantity for increased specialisation in agriculture, especially
but not only from the farms of the elite.”

IIL. Contradictions and Conflicts

In summary, a wide range of evidence suggests that late-republican
Italy experienced significant developments in all four of the processes
associated with and frequently located within urban centres: increased
concentration of population and resources, ongoing crystallisation of
political, social, economic, and ideological power, increasing integra-

31 Millar (1998), Mouritsen (2001), Morstein-Marx (2004).
32 Habinek (1998, 34-68); on city and country: Braund (1989).
% See e.g. Kehoe (2007), Morley (2007).
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tion, and increased differentiation in all spheres of society. There is a
clear risk of this picture turning into the invariably positive view of
urbanisation as a straightforward phenomenon of development, both
manifestation and cause, but this time all-encompassing—the agent
of political and cultural change as well as economic and social. The
extent to which the different processes seem frequently to reinforce one
another, as the growth of cities promoted integration and specialisation,
and economic integration promoted crystallisation and concentration,
increases this risk. It is important therefore to take into account vari-
ous countervailing tendencies; and this may in fact offer ideas on how
to relate this general model of urbanisation to the specific context of
Roman Italy and the Gracchan crisis.

First, the processes of urbanisation are clearly not indefinite; indeed
in a pre-industrial context they may rapidly run up against the limits
of ecology, technology, and demography. Excessive concentration of
population could become unsustainable as supplies needed to be sourced
from ever more distant regions; even the growth of Rome eventually
came to a stop, and no other centre possessed either the resources or
the power to imitate its Mediterranean-wide hinterland. Similarly, the
progress of economic specialisation and integration was limited by the
productivity of agriculture and the speed and cost of transport, while
the progress of crystallisation and integration in the political, social,
and cultural sphere was constrained by the speed of communication
and, arguably, by cultural resistance to the excessive dominance of
Rome and its values.

Second, the four processes involved in urbanisation did not nec-
essarily proceed in step with one another. Certainly it is possible to
identify cases of the crystallisation of political institutions with only
limited degrees of concentration or integration, or of concentration
of population without obvious signs of crystallisation. This represents
a clear warning against taking evidence for one aspect of urbanisation
as proxy for others, for example taking changes in public buildings as
a straightforward indicator of population change or growth, or the
development of nucleated centres as evidence for increased division
of labour. However, it is also possible that processes might be not only
mutually supportive but also mutually dependent, so that limited devel-
opment in one area acted as a brake on development in another. The
[talian urban system remained one organised around a large number of
relatively small centres focused on Rome, rather than developing into a
more mature and integrated system; without wishing to assume that all
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urban systems ought to develop along the same lines as that of early
modern Europe, the roots of this history still seem worth exploring.** It
seems equally possible that overdevelopment in one area might create
problems elsewhere; the upheavals of the late Republic seem, at least
to some extent, to be connected to the concentration of population in
urban centres before either the political institutions or the economic
structures had developed sufficiently to sustain and manage this.

Third, the different processes were not necessarily supportive at all,
but on the contrary were permeated with the potential for conflict and
contradiction. There is an obvious tension between the processes of
integration and differentiation: the widening separation of mass from
elite and town from country might work against the process of eroding
differences in the adoption of a common way of life or political and
social identity. The political integration of the peninsula turned indi-
vidual local problems into a single national problem, creating conditions
where a Gracchus could seek to win popular support through the same
networks and structures that the traditional elite used to exert control,
while the possibility of a more or less united Italian front against Rome
was essentially created by the eflorts of Rome to integrate Italy into a
single system. Tensions were equally likely between developments in
the economic sphere, where differentiation and integration clearly could
work together, and the social or political sphere, where the consequences
of economic change created problems for institutions. The system was
built upon competition, not only within the elite but between different
levels within the emerging system; different interests might prevail at
local, regional, or national levels, while the growth of some centres
would often be at expense of others (most obviously in the case of
Rome), competing for the same resources or influence.

This leads to the fourth qualification of the optimistic perspective:
these developments were not necessarily beneficial at all, but above all
they were not consistently or universally beneficial. The transforma-
tion of Italy was clearly not a directed or planned process, but equally
it was not a completely spontaneous process; it was, at least in part,
the consequence of deliberate attempts by some sectors of society to
exert and increase their power over others. Increasing economic dif-
ferentiation and market integration can equally be seen as increasing
the vulnerability to market uncertainties of an ever larger proportion

% Cf. Rozman (1978-9).
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of the population, with merchants and especially wealthy landowners
benefiting at their expense. Social differentiation involved the articula-
tion of the idea of lower status and poverty, so that certain groups were
now defined in terms of their exclusion, shame, and vulnerability—a
phenomenon, and political problem, that tended to be associated with
urban centres rather than the countryside.”

There is a conventional historiographical contrast between the
crisis-ridden late Republic and the stable Italy of the Principate. One
interpretation of this contrast is that by the second century AD Italy
had attained a functional equilibrium in which different parts of the
system worked in harmony and were not greatly disturbed by exogenous
factors, whereas republican Italy was undergoing far-reaching structural
change promoted and aggravated by external factors. The Gracchan
crisis stands then as the critical moment of a political response to
barely-understood symptoms of change. The aim of this paper is not
to establish a new model of the city as an independent social agent
driving forward the development of the Italian economy, but rather
to focus attention on these long-term structural changes, and above all
the interaction and conflict between the different processes which both
took place within and produced the Italian urban system.
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THE POPULATION OF CISALPINE GAUL IN THE
TIME OF AUGUSTUS!

Luuk de Ligt

In order to put the arguments of this article into a realistic perspective,
I want to start by making it clear that we do not know and shall never
know for certain how many people lived in Cisalpine Gaul during the
late Republic and early Empire.” In theory, then, this could be the
shortest article on ancient demography ever written. The reason why
I have nevertheless decided to devote a short piece to this seemingly
unpromising topic is quite simply that there are, in my view, many
interesting things to say about the population of Cisalpine Gaul that
have never been said before. It is also my contention that even though
the new considerations that will be put forward in this paper do not in
any way prove a low-count interpretation of Italy’s demographic history
to be correct, they at least highlight some difficulties in the high count
that have not received the attention they clearly deserve.

My attempt to shed new light on these issues will concentrate on the
shape of the urban network and on the size of the aggregate urban
population. I shall begin by looking at the physical size of the towns
of Cisalpina and by examining some of the variables that are likely to
have influenced the number of town-dwellers per hectare. My next step
will be to discuss briefly the problem of urbanization rates. In theory,
if it were possible for us to recover both the approximate number of

! Tam grateful to John Bintliff and Michael Crawford for simulating comments made
during and after the conference, to Giovanella Cresci Marrone (Universita Ca’Foscari,
Venezia) for providing me with detailed information on the important results achieved
by archaeological research at Altinum during the past twenty years and for alerting me
to the important new volume Forme ¢ tempi dell’urbanizzazione nella Cisalpina, to Giovanna
Nepi Scire (Soprintendenza Speciale per il Polo Museale Veneziano) for tracing a
copy of the collective volume Luoght ¢ Tradiziont d’ltalia, Veneto, vol. 1, and for sending
me xeroxes of some important articles contained in this volume, and to Francesca
Bulgarelli (Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici della Liguria) for sending me some
highly informative publications on Vada Sabatia. Without the generous help provided
by these Italian colleagues and friends this article could not have been written.

% For an interesting discussion of the demographic make-up of early-imperial Cis-
alpina from a high-count perspective see Kron (2005). For developments between 225

BC and 28 BC see Bandelli (1999).
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town-dwellers (POP,,;,) and the overall urbanization rate (URB.RATE)
for Cisalpina, the overall population of the North could be extrapolated
from the urban population, using the following formula:

POP,, = (100: URB. RATE) x POP,,,

If we could put an approximate figure or even a range of approximate
figures on average urban population densities in the North (DENS,,;)),
the size of the urban population could be calculated by multiplying
the total number of urban hectares (HECT,,,) by the average number
of town-dwellers per hectare. The next step would be to look at the
overall urbanization rate in Cisalpine Gaul. If it were possible for us to
put an approximate figure on this third variable as well, the population
of the North could be extrapolated from the urban population using
the following formula:

POP,, = (100: URB. RATE) x HECT,,, x DENS,,,

Finally, if we also had a rough idea of the number of slaves in the
North, the size of the free population could be calculated using the
following formula:

POP;.. = PERC,. x (100: URB. RATE) x HECT,,;, x DENS,,;,

In what follows I shall demonstrate that of the four variables contained
in this formula the number of urban hectares can be reconstructed with
a fairly high degree of confidence. Unfortunately, we have very little
information on urban population densities, and even less on urbaniza-
tion rates and slave numbers. It is precisely for this reason that the
size of the population of the North cannot be accurately determined.
However, it is my contention that a systematic discussion of the four
variables just mentioned helps us to see more clearly the startling con-
trast between the two reconstructions of Cisalpine Gaul implied by the
low count and the high count.

L. The physical size of the northern towns

Let me start with what I have come to regard as the least problematic
variable, the number of urban hectares in regiones VIII to X1 in the age
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of Augustus.” My first step in approaching this seemingly unreward-
ing topic was to create three different categories, one comprising the
most important urban centres, another comprising centres of second-
ary importance, and a third comprising all remaining agglomerations
of urban status. My next step was to assign each of the 78 towns of
Cisalpina to one of these three groups. In doing so, I took into account
various indications contained in the literary sources. Three examples
of this are Strabo’s use of the phrase polis axiologos in regard to Medio-
lanum and Dertona, and his well-known characterization of Patavium
as a wealthy and populous city.* He also calls Verona ‘a large city’
(polis megalé), lists Placentia, Cremona, Parma, Mutina, and Bononia
among the ‘famous towns’ (polets epiphaneis) of the North, but uses the
term polismata (small towns) for Opitergium, Concordia, Atria, Vicetia,
Regium Lepidum, Claterna, Forum Cornelii, Faventia, and Caesena.’
Unfortunately, we cannot always be sure that Strabo’s classifications
and descriptions are valid for the late Republic and early Empire.
At least in some cases he can be shown to have missed or neglected
recent developments, such as the expansion of Forum Cornelii and
the establishment of veterans at Ateste after 30 BC.® However, even
if some of the information provided by Strabo is demonstrably out of
date, it remains the case that many of his classifications are accurate
for the time of Augustus. I have also used some later sources, such as
Pliny the Elder’s list of the notable towns (nobilia oppida) of northern
Liguria, and Tacitus’ statement that Mediolanum, Novaria, Eporedia,
and Vercellae were ‘the strongest of the Transpadane towns’ ( firmissima
transpadanae regionis municipia).’

Although these impressionistic clues shed some light on the relative
importance of many northern towns, they do not of course allow us to
put any figures on their physical extent. Fortunately, this problem can
easily be resolved with the help of the many topographical studies on

3 For an excellent survey of the evolution of the urban network of Cisalpina up to
the end of the Social War see Bandelli (2007).

* Str. 5.1.6, 5.1.11, 5.1.7.

> Str. 5.1.6, 5.1.8, 5.1.11.

6 Chilver (1941, 54) infers that “Strabo is drawing on information about conditions
in the region before the principate of Augustus, indeed before the colonizations of the
triumviral period.” Cf. the data assembled in Appendix I.

7 Plin. Nat. 3.49: Libarna, Dertona, Iria, Vardacate, Industria, Pollentia, Potentia,
Forum Fulvii, Augusta Bagiennorum, Alba Pompeia, Hasta, Aquae Statiellae; Tac.
Hist. 1.70.
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the cities of Cisalpine Gaul that have been published during the past
fifty years. Many of these studies give a precise figure for the extent of
the inhabited area or contain maps from which an approximate figure
can be derived. In other cases we are given information only on the
number of hectares enclosed by the town walls. In these cases I have
assumed that the entire walled area was inhabited. One reason for this
is simply that the scattered evidence we have does not support the view
that a large proportion of the areas enclosed by the town walls of the
North was not built-up. My personal impression is that in this respect
the towns of Cisalpine Gaul were more compact than many of the
cities of Etruria and Magna Graecia during the archaic and classical
periods.? It seems significant that several towns in the North acquired
suburbs in the early-imperial period.” If there were large empty spaces
within the town walls, one would expect most of these to have been
built up before sizeable extramural quarters started to develop. In any
case, 1n assessing the merits of the high count for North Italy we should
try to avoid minimizing the urban population by assuming—without
good evidence—that a significant proportion of the areas enclosed by
town walls did not have buildings. In other words, even in the absence
of conclusive evidence, it seems advisable to assume that the entire
walled area was built up.

If we apply these ideas to the extensive body of literature on the
towns of the North, it is possible to put an exact or at least a rough
figure on the size of 61 northern towns, making up some three-quarters
of the total. In many cases the impressionistic indications supplied by
the literary sources are confirmed. One example of this is Patavium. In
his well-known article on the size and population of Greek and Roman
cities Beloch gave Patavium 85 ha, on the assumption that only the
area enclosed by the two branches of the river Meduacus was built up
during the early Empire. Later research has revealed this assumption
to be incorrect. In reality there was a substantial built-up area to the
cast of the central ‘island’ which may have comprised a further 40 or
45 ha. On this view, early-imperial Patavium would have covered some
130 ha, confirming Strabo’s statement that it was ‘the best of all cities’

8 Chevallier (1983, 149): “Méme si les plans d’urbanisme, congues largement, pré-
voyalent des extensions futures a I'intérieur des murs, la totalité de I’espace urbain a
¢été en general garnie.”

% Chevallier (1983, 149).
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in the North."” Another important centre was Mediolanum, whose
town wall enclosed some 80 ha in the late Republic and early Empire.
This confirms Strabo’s description of Mediolanum as an axwlogos polis.
It may be noted in passing that the figure of 133 ha given by Beloch
refers to the area enclosed by the longer town wall of the late third
century AD."" A third example is Bononia, which covered some 50 ha
in the age of Augustus.'”” This time Beloch’s estimate, 83 ha, turns out
to be too high. However, even with 50 ha Bononia remains one of the
largest centres in the North, confirming Strabo’s statement that it was
among the ‘famous’ cities of the North.

If we define the most important towns of Cisalpine Gaul as those
covering 40 or more ha, we end up with 15 very important towns. It
is striking to find that the existing archaeological literature permits us
to put an exact or approximate figure on the size of all of these towns.
The reason for this must be that archaeological research in the North
has been biased towards the larger centres. The average number of
hectares per town is 59.9, the total number of hectares is 898.4."

My second category comprises those cities which are known to have
covered or are likely to have covered between 20 and 40 ha. Interest-
ingly, three of the four firmissima municipia mentioned by Tacitus fall into
this category, suggesting that even towns half the size of Mediolanum
were regarded as substantial. All in all, 29 towns can be assigned to this
category on the basis of their physical extent. To these 29 towns I have
added Ateste and Atria. Ateste is poorly documented but is known to
have received a substantial body of colonists after the battle of Actium.
Atria possessed a theatre and a substantial amphitheatre, suggesting that
it was far from negligible. In estimating the physical extent of the towns
making up my second category I have given each of these towns 27.6
ha, the average for the 29 towns for which we have secure evidence.
The total number of hectares for my second category is 854.3."

Finally, we get to the lowest tier in the urban hierarchy, for which I
have used 19.9 ha as an upper limit. The sizes of 17 of these smaller
centres can be determined with a reasonable degree of confidence. They
range from 2 ha in the case of Forum Novum to ¢ 15 ha in the case of

1 Ser. 5.1.7.
! Beloch (1886, 487).
References in Appendix 1.
Appendix I.1.
Appendix 1.2.

13
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Feltria and Potentia. The average for the towns whose physical extent
can be determined is 10 ha. If we apply this figure to those centres
for which no data are available (sometimes because their locations are
unknown), we end up with a total of 320 ha for the smallest towns."

Before proceeding with my argument, I want to draw attention to
the fact that the foregoing analysis refers solely to those settlements
which were ‘towns’ in a juridical and administrative sense. It does not
take into account the numerous vic: which must have existed. In this
context a comparison with the settlement system of North Italy at the
beginning of the seventeenth century is instructive. In this period the
region appears to have had ¢. 60 cities and towns having 5,000 inhabit-
ants or over, but alongside these larger centres there were between 150
and 200 small towns having populations of between 2,000 and 5,000.'°
Similarly, there must have been several large uict and numerous smaller
lower-order settlements in the territories of each of the 78 ‘towns’ of
Roman Cisalpina. In fact, a considerable number of large wici covering
between 5 and 15 hectares have been located.'” If these centres had 150
persons per hectare (cf. below), their populations would have ranged
between 750 and 2,250. One lesson to be drawn from this is that at least
some wuici were bigger than some of the “‘unimportant towns’ making
up the third tier of my urban hierarchy. Another is that a functional
understanding of the settlement system of the Roman North can only
be achieved if we take these lower-order centres into account.'

5 Appendix 1.3.

1% For the large towns of northern Italy in the early-modern period see Appendix
IL; for the number of small towns see Musgrave (1995, 254-255).

17 See e.g. Zaccaria (1979), Strazzulla Rusconi and Zaccaria (1984), Gregori (1993),
Maggi and Zaccaria (1994; 1999), Sena Chiesa (1995; 2003), Arnaud (2004; 2007),
Grassi and Slavazzi (2007), Barra Bagnasco and Elia (2007), Ventura and Cividini
(2007), Ambrosini (2007), Spagnolo Garzoli (2007), Janke (2007).

'8 T am grateful to John Bintliff for helpful comments on this point. For a useful
discussion of what a fully functional settlement system may have looked like see Bintliff
(2002). Unfortunately, the archaeological data presently available offer no sound basis
for estimating the proportion of the ‘rural’ population living in the many lower-order
central places that must have existed. It may, however, be noted that in the early-modern
period the vast majority of the rural population of North Italy lived within walking
distance of the 60 large and ¢. 200 small towns which provided ‘urban’ goods and
services, including administration (Musgrave 1995, 255). If the total number of settle-
ments performing central-place functions was roughly identical in the early Empire,
there would have been some 214 (260 minus 46) small towns and large uici. Of these
smaller settlements the 32 ‘unimportant towns’ of Cisalpina appear to have covered
¢. 10 ha on average. If the remaining 182 centres also covered 10 ha on average,
and if they had 150 inhabitants per hectare, the total population of the hypothetical
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At the same time my list of 78 towns is too long in the sense that it
includes many settlements which would never be classified as ‘urban’
in a late-medieval or early-modern context. In his study of the urban
network of early-modern Europe, Jan de Vries applies the label ‘town’
only to those centres having 10,000 inhabitants or over."” In my view,
only a few towns in early-imperial Cisalpina fulfilled this criterion.
In other studies focusing on late-medieval or early-modern towns the
critical threshold is 5,000 or 3,000.° In the case of late-medieval and
carly-modern Italy we cannot go below the latter threshold, for the
simple reason that there are no reliable lists of settlements having
fewer than 3,000 inhabitants. If those towns meeting this threshold had
urban population densities of approximately 150 persons per hectare,
they would have covered ¢. 20 hectares.”" It follows that if we want to
make a rough comparison between the sizes of the urban populations
in Roman and early-modern times, all Roman settlements which were
towns in a juridical sense but covered less than 20 hectares must be
classified as non-urban. If we apply this criterion, we are left with 46
towns in early-imperial Cisalpina which can be compared to the ¢ 63
northern ‘towns’ which had populations of 3,000 or over at the start
of the seventeenth century AD.*

If we add up my estimates for these 46 towns, we obtain an estimate
of 1752.7 urban hectares in Cisalpine Gaul. Since some of the underly-
ing data are rough approximations, there can be no doubt that there is
a considerable margin of error. It must, however, be emphasized that
my estimate of the number of urban hectares in the North is almost
certainly too high rather than too low. As I have already pointed out, I
have consistently assumed that the areas enclosed by the town walls of
the North were entirely built up. Second, although my analysis focuses
on the size of the North-Italian population in 28 BC, my list of northern
towns includes some urban centres, such as Augusta Pr