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In search of Roman economic growth
Walter Schieidel

In 2002, R. I Saller urzed Rosman hestarizns to define thwir terms o discussing “ecenomic
arawth”. 112 emphasized the necessity of distinguishing gross or extensive growth from per
vagta ur iolecsive goowih and argued that the obsesved tptien in aconnmiv indicators in the
Late Repubiican ard Early Imperial penads may well be compatible will a Taicdy low anngal
rzte of inkensive growth of jess than 0.1%. He alse identified the need lor explanations of the
alratement ol s1ens of coonomic expansion and the Himing of this phenomenon.!

In the most basic terms, we musl ask whether Roman geonome growih was terminated by
endugenoes of exogenaus [actors, Was economic development the cesult of 2 Bmited and unre-
peatabile improvemnent in productivily thal was gradually offset by population growth (ue, by
Malthuaias pressuresh, ar was productivity growlh Gwaretically sustainable in the lorg ren buy
. praclzor curlailed by shocss by the svslem such as political or military crises? In the tormer
scenario, loman gxpansion and eventual pol:bcal unification of the entire Med:tereanean ard
its ninterlands would have relaced existing resource constraints by creating conditions that
boosted agrzeultural pulpat, trade, and Lthe fliow of inlormalion, thereby incecasing per capila
GIP Thie s taen, would have encouraped population groswth that increasingly erndec these
beawlils by Jdepressieyr real incomes and constralining Jurther development. In the latter scena-
rio, by contrast, economic growth might wetl have conlmueed lor longer thar it actually did had
d o been mberrupled by evenls (such 23 epiderros, political confhct, ar imvasions) that were
not themselves & direct consequence of economic development.?

This deliberalely schematic dichotomy primarily serves the purpose of intrgducing bwo
alternalive madels of the natwre of growth tar are susceptib.e o empirical testing, Testable
winwking hypotheses are essential to our understanding of economic history but have so far been
avsent from the debate Instead, recont years have wilbessced o sarge in publications that
merely weck to demonstrate the existence of Boman econemic growth and densily Jaclars that
are congsderzd o have oeen conducive ta this process. Some of Tnie work draws on quantifiazle
oy data laken to refeel ceonomic gros b While this drive towasd explicit guantificatior
is to be welcomed, the pervasive under-theanzatien of these studies remains a matter of
concern,! They share the implicit assumptios shat the data cpeak for themselves in the sensc
thal mcreages in g given praxy vaciable are ierpreled a5 o signan of economie growth, yet fai
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I The anly relevant caper By an coonoeist JSudver tbid 3 does hesle o address this delicit Tor 2 detailed
discusscn of wiat we would need w kaow o esplove RBoman ecoronie growth that inaplzicly Fagh-
wghts the shooleomings of eristng werk nothas Tield, see P Temin, “Uroowete theory lor ANTHENE BC0RO-
atics” forlwasming)
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