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1. Introduction 

 
In his classic book, Structure and Change in Economic History, Douglass North 

sums up the nature of the ancient Egyptian state. As religious ruler, the pharaoh was the 
ultimate owner of land, which was controlled mainly by temples and state officials. But 
when the Romans conquered Egypt in 30 BC, agrarian property rights were at a turning 
point. Private landowners became politically dominant and demanded secure rights.1 The 
New Institutional Economics has developed two models to explain land privatization. 
According to the interest-group model, property rights are the product of political 
negotiation and therefore they tend to benefit whatever interest group holds power.2 
Others use a demographic model of agrarian change. Communal institutions evolve in 
under-populated regions as an adaptation to environmental risk.3 Private property rights 
evolve as the population grows and land becomes more scarce.4  

North elaborates the interest-group model in his economic history but population 
growth still plays a crucial role, especially for the transformation of ancient economies. 
Since then a growing literature in the New Institutional Economics has debated the 
influence of political and demographic factors on agrarian property rights in modern 
Africa.5 What we need is historical evidence that allows us to study long-term economic 
change. Egypt is a good case study because its dry climate has preserved tens of 
thousands of papyrus documents from the Hellenistic, Roman, and later periods, 
including land surveys, tax accounts, census lists, and private contracts.  

My argument is that the interest-group model provides an explanation only for the 
proximate causes of Roman land reform in Egypt. It fails to explain the counter-trend in 
the under-populated Fayyum region toward communal ownership of public land. The 
Roman privatization of land was most successful in areas where population pressure was 
already high. A demographic model better explains the regional variation. This suggests 
that the two models work at different levels of analysis. Social and political relations 
better explain the immediate impetus of land reform but ecological conditions constitute 
basic parameters that influence long-term economic change. To make this argument I will 
first test the hypothesis that population growth leads to privatization by looking at the 
pre-Roman period. Second, I will discuss the political impetus behind Roman land 
reform. Third, I will consider the persistence of communal ownership in the Fayyum 
region and how this relates to shortages of manpower and problems with irrigation.  

                                                 
1 North 1981. 
2 Eggertsson 1990; Firmin-Sellers 1996. 
3 Park 1992; 1993. 
4 North and Thomas 1976; Anderson and Hill 1975; Hayami and Kirkuchi 1982. 
5 Shipton 1988; Firmin-Sellers 1996; Platteau 1996. 
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2. Pre-Roman Privatization 

 
Before the Roman conquest, Egypt was ruled by the Ptolemaic dynasty that was 

established by one of Alexander the Great’s generals. The new kings adopted the 
Egyptian tradition and claimed absolute ownership of the land. The system was similar to 
what has prevailed recently in some West African countries, where the state claimed 
theoretical ownership of the land while local traditions of communal administration or 
private rights evolved at the village level.6 Ancient land registers and private archives 
from Ptolemaic Egypt suggest that the prevalence of communal and private property 
rights correlates to the density of population.  

An illustration of this trend is the high proportion of communal property in the 
Fayyum region. In the early Ptolemaic dynasty, around 300-250 BC, there was a major 
irrigation project that tripled the amount of arable land, encouraging farmers from the 
more densely populated Nile Valley to immigrate and cultivate public land. A survey 
from one Fayyum village from 240 BC, shows that farm sizes averaged about 66 ha. and 
the farmers collectively redistributed 38% of their land each year. That means they gave 
land back to the village or other farmers and received new land in response to flood 
conditions. Similar redistribution practices were developed to spread the risk of bad 
harvests on the Senegal River in West Africa where agriculture was also based on annual 
river floods.7 The demographic model predicts that as population grows such 
redistributions should become less common. Indeed, land surveys from a nearby village 
in the Fayyum 130 years later shows smaller farms on public land, averaging just 23 ha., 
where only 9% of the village land is redistributed. The reluctance to relinquish land is 
also evident in the inequality of holdings as the Gini coefficient rose from .310 to .337.8 
This level of concentration for public land is still low when compared with private land 
ownership in villages of the Roman period, which ranges from .431 to .518.9  

 
 
Table 1: Public Land in Two Nearby Villages in the Southern Fayyum 

Fayyum 

 
 240 BC 115 BC 
Average farm size 66 ha. 23 ha. 
Total land redistributed 38% 9% 
Gini coefficient .310 .337 
Estimated population density 67 p/km2 129 p/km2 

 
 

 
Based on evidence from these two villages and ancient census records we can 

estimate that rural population density in the Fayyum grew from about 67 people per sq 
                                                 
6 Park 1993. 
7 Park 1992. 
8 Monson 2006. 
9 Bagnall 1992. 
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km of arable land to about 129 per sq km.10 However, this was still relatively low. 
Estimates for the early 19th century, when the population was probably similar in size, 
suggest about 350 people per sq km of arable land in Egypt with most of the density 
probably concentrated in the Nile Valley rather than in the Fayyum.11  

The evolution of property rights in the Nile Valley before the Roman period was 
considerably more advanced than in the Fayyum. We have numerous examples of land 
sale contracts and records of inheritance from villages in southern Egypt that are lacking 
from the Fayyum.12 A land survey from Edfu in southern Egypt shows that about 80% of 
the region was regarded as “private land” even though an earlier text refers to the same 
land as public land belonging to the king.13 It is now generally accepted that de facto 
property rights had already evolved at least in southern Egypt even though the king 
claimed to be the ultimate owner of land. This trend is consistent with the demographic 
model. 
 

3. Roman Reforms 
 
 I now move on to the Roman land reforms in Egypt. The demographic model fits 
into the neo-classical tradition of institutional analysis. Critics call this approach the 
“naïve model of property rights” because it neglects the social and political dynamics of 
institutional change.14 This criticism is basically correct. It would indeed be naïve to 
explain the Roman reforms simply as a continuous evolution from the Ptolemaic period.  

The correlation between land reform and political reform in Roman Egypt 
supports the interest-group model. The Roman conquest in 30 BC suddenly diminished 
the power of the old bureaucracy and temples. In the reign of Augustus the Romans 
created a new system of local administration that handed responsibility over to secular 
landowning elites.15 The protection of property rights gave them an incentive to provide 
civil services. Three characteristics make the new ownership laws different from the de 
facto property rights under the old regime. First, restrictions were removed on who could 
buy private land. Soldiers, officials, and priests who had hereditary claims to land 
through their office now became full owners. Second, private land had to be declared and 
registered in state archives, which would serve to prevent land disputes. Third, taxes on 
private land were reduced to a low flat rate, which was about one quarter of what was 
often paid under the former regime and on public land.  

Urban elites in Egypt flourished as they benefited from secure rights to their rural 
estates and from their access to the integrated markets of the Roman empire. The result 
was agricultural intensification, investment in water-lifting technologies, urbanization, 
and probably even per capital economic growth.16 It is hard to imagine the same path of 
development if the Ptolemaic dynasty and its institutions had not been overthrown. This 
discontinuity speaks in favor of the interest-group model. 
 
                                                 
10 Clarysse and Thompson 2006; Crawford 1971: 124. 
11 Scheidel 2001: 212, 221. 
12 Manning 2002; Cadell 1994. 
13 Christensen 2002. 
14 Eggertsson 1990; Firmin-Sellers 1996. 
15 Bowman and Rathbone 1991; Rowlandson 1996; Rathbone forthcoming a. 
16 Rathbone forthcoming a; forthcoming b. 
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4. Regional Development 

 
I now come to my third and final point, which is regional variation after the 

Roman reforms. The Fayyum is unique for its high proportion of public land and for the 
tendency for public land to remain under communal ownership. These pie charts show 
the proportion of public to private land in Egyptian villages based on ancient land survey 
data. As you can seen, the villages located in the Nile Valley consistently have about 
80% private land while the Fayyum villages have less than 50%. We have little evidence 
for the Delta region, but one village is known with a higher proportion of private land 
than in the Fayyum and a lower proportion than in the Nile Valley.  
 
Chart 1: The Proportion of Public to Private Land in Villages of Roman Egypt 

 

Public 
Private 

Delta 

Nile Valley 

Fayyum 

I suggested earlier that access to public land became more exclusive as population 
increased. During the Roman period this trend is much more pronounced in the Nile 
Valley than in the Fayyum. In the Fayyum the public land remained under the authority 
of villages and local elders. Unlike private land, having rights to public land usually 
required continuous occupation and cultivation, otherwise it could be redistributed. The 
public farmers in the Fayyum formed associations for collective farming. The desire to 
spread risk was probably a powerful incentive for public farmers to maintain communal 
ownership.  

Evidence the Nile Valley suggests that de facto privatization of public land was 
another possible outcome. One land survey from southern Egypt shows that women often 
became the owners of public land through inheritance, which they probably leased out to 
male farmers. This is in strong contrast to the Fayyum where public land was always 
distributed among male farmers. It shows that public land was not only less common in 
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the Nile Valley, it was also inherited and treated more like private property. The main 
difference was that public land usually had higher taxes than private land. 

The question is, why wasn’t public land in the Fayyum converted into private 
property? Given their political influence, we should expect the landowners’ incentives for 
investment to take precedent over the peasants’ desire to spread risk. But the Fayyum was 
not a typical region. After reclamation and initial population growth in the early 
Ptolemaic period, the Fayyum remained relatively stagnant under Roman rule. Taxation 
lists allow us to estimate population densities at about 124 and 106 people per sq km of 
arable land in two Roman period villages.17 This is similar to the 129 people per sq km 
attested in one village of the late Ptolemaic period.18 It is also consistent with estimates 
for the late nineteenth century, which indicate about 166 people per sq km in the Fayyum 
and about three times that amount in the rest of Egypt.19 Even if we cannot project the 
numbers into past, nineteenth century data suggest major differences in population 
density between the Fayyum from the Nile Valley.  

The population dynamics are linked with productivity and disease. Large areas of 
standing water, including lakes, swamps, and irrigation basins, put the Fayyum at high 
risk for malaria and other infectious diseases.20 The expanded Fayyum also required a 
labor-intensive irrigation system. Reports of labor shortages for dike work and field 
reclamation were common in both the Ptolemaic and Roman periods. Areas of public 
land were leased to farmers in neighboring villages due to insufficient manpower. In the 
late second century AD the region was hit by the plague. In the third century AD there 
was a sharp decline of arable land as canals were not maintained. Only in the early fourth 
century AD, as many villages became dry and unproductive, was public land integrated 
into private estates.21 Before that time the persistence of communal ownership probably 
owes to the high land-to-labor ratio and the labor-intensive irrigation system. 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

The Fayyum’s trajectory illustrates the ecological parameters to institutional 
change. I have argued that the evolution of property rights before the Roman reforms was 
linked to population pressure. The political influence of landowning elites in the new 
regime was the proximate cause that accelerated the process of privatization. However, 
regional variation in land tenure illustrates the underlying environmental constraints. The 
impact of political reform was strongest in areas with high population density and high 
demand for exclusive rights. It made the least impact in the Fayyum where established 
customs and ecological conditions favored communal ownership. The models based on 
political bargaining and those based on population growth are complementary rather than 
conflicting. I take this to be the essence of Douglass North’s explanation for ancient 
economic change. The Roman reforms were the culmination of a long-term process of 

                                                 
17 Rathbone 1990: 108-9, 134. 
18 Crawford 1971: 124. 
19 Assuming 1,200 km2 and rounding the 1887 figure given by Boak 1926; For total Egyptian population 
densities in the 19th century, see Scheidel 2001: 212, 221. 
20 Scheidel 2001: 75-91. 
21 Bagnall 1985. 
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agrarian change that undermined the traditional Egyptian state and introduced an 
economy based on private ownership.  
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