
NOTE: What follows are some thoughts that had to be left on the cutting room floor when I 
reviewed Joe Manning’s book, The Open Sea: The Economic Life of the Ancient Mediterranean World From 
the Iron Age to the Rise of Rome (Princeton, 2018), for BMCR (bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2018/2018.12.02).  

Below, I discuss some methodological questions about the nature of the evidence and the goals of 
ancient economic history as currently practiced, exemplified by Manning’s book. Some of what 
follows is just half-baked, more-or-less private thoughts not yet shaped and tamed into professional 
exposition—I had intended to expand this all into a review essay on the state of work on ancient 
Greek/Mediterranean (therein lies a rub) economic history today. Obviously, I have yet to get 
around to it and am unlikely to do so anytime soon. Reading Kim Bowes’s new article, “When 
Kuznets Went to Rome: Roman Economic Well-Being and the Reframing of Roman History” 
(Capitalism: A Journal of History and Economics 2 [2021]: 7-40), recalled this document to mind and 
encouraged me to post it as part of a discussion ancient economic historians should be having about 
the nature of the field (unlike her fantastic article, of course, the below is simply a draft of some 
ideas that others might find useful or provocative). In that spirit, please feel free to cite in whatever 
way seems best. I am of course always happy to hear from other scholars interested in these issues.  

Eric Wesley Driscoll, American School of Classical Studies at Athens 
(eric.driscoll@ascsa.edu.gr)  

 

Irrigation 

To archaeologists and ancient historians, “Wittfogel” stands for the proposition that ecologies 
capable of supporting large populations only insofar as they are transformed by big hydraulic 
projects, most notably Mesopotamia and Egypt, will necessarily give rise to highly centralized and 
rigidly hierarchical states. Wittfogel’s ideas have been widely attacked, but Manning goes further than 
most in disputing the top-down bureaucratic approach to Egyptian irrigation; he argues that 
irrigation was “always managed at the local level” (99).1 However, he is (sensibly) unwilling to 
jettison any connection between the irrigated landscape and human society, replacing the idea of 
despotic centralization with cooperative local institutions tied together with layers of rights and 
obligations at different scales. Indeed, Manning suggests that it was collaborative improvements to 
the agricultural landscape that resulted in surplus for elites to appropriate, neatly reversing 
Wittfogel’s logic (139). This model also has consequences for property rights because, according to 
Manning, the atomized rights to the land typical of (for example) Greece do not make sense in 
landscapes reliant on communally run irrigation systems (210–11). At the same time, Manning 
concedes that Egyptian monarchs managed large estates, and we have much evidence for royal land 
especially in the Ptolemaic period. Manning’s approach is strongly informed by NIE, which he 
briefly introduces at pp. 27–28—mentioning Ronald Coase, Oliver Williamson, and Douglas North, 
but (as usual in ancient history’s encounter with NIE) omitting Elinor Ostrom, who shared the 
Nobel Prize with Williamson and whose work on the commons, and specifically irrigation systems, 
could significantly buttress Manning’s view of Egyptian hydraulics as well as help conceptualize the 
different kinds of property rights relevant to common-pool resources.2 NIE analysis plays an explicit 

1 Cf. Brendan Haug, “Water and Power: Reintegrating the State into the Study of Egyptian Irrigation,” History Compass 15 

(2017; available online at https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12394). 
2 See, e.g., E. Schlager and E. Ostrom, “Property-Rights Regimes and Natural Resources: A Conceptual Analysis,” Land 

Economics 68 (1992): 249–62; E. Ostrom and R. Gardner, “Coping with Asymmetries in the Commons: Self-Governing 



role when he discusses irrigation and property rights later in the book (210–11). But, dispersed 
throughout several chapters, Manning’s views on the overall economic and institutional significance 
of irrigation remain somewhat underdetermined, and the potential contradiction between rejecting 
Wittfogel but embracing the transhistorical significance of the irrigated landscape is left 
underdeveloped. This amounts to an invitation for future research to extend and deepen the 
comparison of irrigation and rain-fed agriculture in an institutional perspective. The problem with 
this way of phrasing the comparison, though, is that it unhelpfully papers over heterogeneity within 
the supposed ideal types, while also imputing to them an ahistorical timelessness in a way similar to 
some of the crude models Manning criticizes; for example, Manning seems to suggest that rain-fed 
agriculture entails land ownership’s serving as the basis for citizenship, whereas the more communal 
systems fostered by irrigation naturally lead to conscripted labor provision to the state, thus pairing 
state service versus citizenship with irrigation versus rain-fed agriculture. This does not seem so far 
from Wittfogel as Manning might intend. 

 

The Natural Archive 

The Open Sea conveys a great deal of enthusiasm for new scientific results and the growing richness 
of the “natural archive.” The fifth chapter, where these ideas are most systematically discussed, is the 
best and most innovative part of the book. But this only makes a major shortcoming in Manning’s 
discussion all the more surprising—he makes little use of the large, slightly less flashy perhaps, but 
certainly more important, “natural archives” that archaeologists have been producing for many years 
now, especially palynological and zoological data. The impact of volcanic activity on Egyptian 
society is well discussed, but this is an atypical case for the Mediterranean. As Manning lucidly 
explains, the extremely close relationship between the Nile and Egyptian history, straightforward by 
comparison to that obtaining in much of the fragmented Mediterranean world, renders Egypt more 
susceptible to general climate trends or shocks. But elsewhere in the Mediterranean—and indeed 
beyond, as the Little Ice Age’s opposite effects in the northern and southern parts of France 
illustrates—the short-term shocks generated by various forms of “climate forcing” would not 
necessarily have had effects different from the run of everyday bad years, those effects, crucially, 
falling heterogenously across the landscape.3 While eruptions and megadroughts are of course real 
phenomena, their effects must be studied at a microregional level, as Manning himself suggests even 
for Egypt (162, 165, 171). The “3.2 ka event,” for example, is here credited with pushing the Bronze 
Age system to collapse, and the “4.2 ka event” with fostering the emergence of nomadic groups like 
the Amorites.4 Research in Iron Age Jordan has shown how discrepant the impact of global or 
supra-regional climate change can be across microregions.5 The megadrought starting around 1200 
BC, for example, can be detected in Levantine pollen cores. But in this region, the drought is not 
uniform in its effects, instead oscillating for much of the time between relative aridity and rainfall 
levels sufficient to enable agriculture in this marginal area. The inevitable conclusion is that our new 
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3 On the Little Ice Age and for a whole host of highly relevant and provocative insights related to climate history, see now Mike 
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natural archives will have to be include careful, small-scale, local work in archaeological science, not 
just global trends appearing in the distant ice cores to which Manning restricts himself.6 

In reading Manning’s praise for ancient DNA studies, a second concern arose for me. Here, in 
addition to whatever internal analytic problems and scientific advances remain for the future, it is 
crucial to avoid assuming that the nature archive offers a form of pure truth.7 Scientific evidence 
obviously offers much that is promising, but no approach can be allowed to demand unquestioning 
assent to its practitioners’ propositions. The epistemological considerations of the natural archive’s 
confrontation with the human are compounded in some cases by an ethical dimension. While 
ancient DNA can clearly shed light on issues of population dynamics and mobility, historians must 
not forget that this is a dangerous game. There is little reason to expect that scholars in a hundred 
years will look with greater favor on some of these claims than do we on the science of race from a 
century ago. Archeogenetic research can risk becoming fuel for essentializing nationalism, as some 
modern stakeholders deploy its results to redescribe some people as being “really” something else—
to replace human and historical contingency with a sense of natural necessity.8 To be clear, Manning 
does nothing to encourage such misuse, but I was disappointed that he did not discuss any of these 
significant challenges. Manning’s exhortation in favor of collaborative research drawing on natural 
archives certainly points the way to a fruitful kind of research that should, and will, play a larger role 
in the field’s future. The natural archive is no handmaid to history—it possesses transformative 
potential—but it must be interpreted with the same sophistication and critical sensitivity historians 
bring to bear on our other evidence. 

 

Quantification and ‘The Economy’, or, what are we studying and why? 

By far the largest and most significant set of questions raised by The Open Sea pertain to what it is 
ultimately about and why that topic might be interesting. The subtitle speaks of “economic life,” and 
Manning insists that there is no such thing as “the ancient economy,” partly because that phrase 
tends inaccurately to elevate the so-called Greco-Roman world to the status of the one and only 
ancient world (as in Finley’s book), but more fundamentally because, he says, it denies the 
multiscalar and interconnected nature of the Mediterranean. It might be pedantic too closely to read 
a rhetorical gesture, but it is hard to see why either argument is persuasive, unless we are to believe 
that the modern world economy exists but is less interconnected or complex than premodern ones. 
The issue is worth mentioning because it is bound up with another of Manning’s concerns, 
economic growth and performance. It is contradictory to assert that there is no such thing as the 
ancient economy, or to critique discussing national economic histories, and then to treat the 
performance of the ancient economy, or of the ancient Greek economy, as a major topic of inquiry. 
But this is precisely what The Open Sea does. 

6 Cf. Ruben Post, “The Environmental History of Classical and Hellenistic Greece: The Contribution of Environmental 
Archaeology,” History Compass 15 (2017; available online at https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12392). 
7 For some related issues, see Latour’s well-known, unsettling 2004 article, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters 
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A corresponding tension within Manning’s exposition makes it hard to tell whether he thinks ancient 
economic history is primarily validated by its place within a much longer-term history of the rise of 
modernity and capitalism, or precisely because it is not part of that story but instead provides 
another perspective, discontinuous with it, on the interrelationships of culture, institutions, and 
performance. While different scholars have different ideas as to the value of ancient economic 
history, my own instinct is to query the assumptions on which rests some of the recent work 
Manning draws on. 

The interest of recent scholarship in characterizing the level of growth in ancient economies is quite 
ideological, and corresponds to a historically very recent conceptualization of political economy. 
While growth—as a form of change over time—might seem an obvious concern of historians as 
well as economists, the notion dates only to the 1940s. Growth is built on the idea of an economy, 
whether the national or the world economy, which began to emerge as a cogent entity after the first 
World War when economic nationalism, business interests, and academic research into business 
cycles combined, especially after the onset of the Great Depression, to shift the object of economic 
thought from the static market to the dynamic, but coherent, assemblage of forces to be called “the 
economy.”9 Given the origins of this thinking in projects like the Harvard Economic Service, which 
in the 1920s published a “barometer” of economic health that tracked three banking-and-stocks 
statistics and was meant to measure and predict business cycles, most of the concepts associated 
with macroeconomics are inextricably linked to forecasting, and influencing, future performance.10 
Their success at doing so might be thought rather mixed, which could raise the question of whether 
neoclassical macroeconomic concepts are always especially useful historically or analytically. More to 
the point, however, the rhetoric surrounding growth has had more to do with debates between rival 
policy proposals or political systems than with the real experiences of humans. The postwar 
institutionalization of economic research as a powerful branch of statecraft, especially in the United 
States, cannot be separated from its Cold War context and the need to prove the American market 
economy superior to Soviet communism; these metanarratives recur in The Open Sea when Manning 
is noncommittal about growth in the East while celebrating the Greek achievement, and above all 
the Classical Athenian miracle that Ober and others have worked so hard to redescribe as a triumph 
of American-style liberalism.11 What makes the lengthy discussion of growth in The Open Sea all the 
more puzzling is Manning’s eventual declaration that “explaining real growth . . . is not especially 
important for understanding premodern economies” (265). 

Hand-in-hand with the interest in growth comes, necessarily, a focus on quantification. And in the 
study of the ancient economy, quantification entails mainly a reliance on material remains that 
provide proxy data. Thus much work has gone into the method of dealing with proxy data. When 
we call something a proxy, we mean, of course, that it is different from what we are really interested 
in: thus, variation in the chemicals deposited in polar ice is not, itself, important, but it is a proxy for 
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processes of industry that are. But what about house size? Manning, following Morris and Ober, uses 
this as a proxy for economic growth, but is it any such thing? The problem is not the 
epistemological one well addressed by Morris, that something other than a rising GDP per capita 
could explain increasing house sizes; nor is it that such proxy data is imperfect and the resultant 
comparisons necessarily impressionistic (although this is also true); rather, what seems misguided is 
the whole process of treating house size as a proxy for the economy—a construct in the mind of a 
scholar—and then using that abstraction to explain the house sizes. Apparently it was the houses 
that we were interested in to begin with, not what they might reveal about ancient world GDP. And 
this is as it should be. Archaeology is inherently a materialist discipline; the best archaeological work 
occurs when we stay with the messy reality of fieldwork and its fruits, rather than retreat into 
reductive abstraction. Moreover, though, a house will always be more than its square footage, a pot 
more than a few words describing its decoration. And similarly the vacuity of thinking of “an 
economy” as a single number, or even as two—GDP and population—should be obvious. Indeed, 
as Quinn Slobodian shows in his new history of neoliberalism, in the 1930s and 1940s many thinkers 
turned precisely away from trying to understand business cycles in the world economy toward the 
elaboration of the aspirational, rule-based international liberal order for economic behavior in large 
part because (foreshadowed by Mises’ famous calculation argument in the 1920s) they came to 
believe that the economy was too vast and sublime to be grasped by the human mind.12 What one 
economist called “the perplexing multiplicity and heterogeneity presented by the economic world” is 
not best represented by one or two index numbers, regardless of the sophistication behind their 
collection.13 There are therefore reasons of both theory and evidence to reject the recent literature’s 
obsession with growth, and to accept enormous limitations on our ability to discuss ancient 
economies as such. In this situation, our evidence’s aversion to ready simplification or generalization 
should perhaps be taken as a virtue rather than an irritation. It forces us to attend to the concrete 
specificity of Manning’s titular economic life. 

In doing so, then, perhaps we should also follow early neoliberalism to its logical conclusion—as it 
were—in NIE. Without pursuing absolute quantification, the comparative study of Mediterranean 
economic institutions, in the broadest sense, could elucidate and explain differentials in performance 
over space and time. While NIE, or a focus on transaction costs, has been a mainstay of research in 
the ancient economy for some time, its potential contributions have not been exhausted. As I tried 
to convey above, in fact Manning’s book brilliantly illustrates this potential by raising so many 
questions precisely about how legal, political, and economic practices intersected. He asserts that, 
across the Mediterranean and Near Eastern worlds, legal institutions broadly became “more 
systematized, specialized, and logical” over the first millennium (203), but such a claim presents that 
evolution as a natural process instead of as the result of discontinuous, variegated, and choppy 
experimentation. 

In studying the ancient economy, then, I think it is most promising, not to disclaim big history or 
the wide lens—Manning’s chronological frame, the long Iron Age, is brilliantly chosen for his aim to 
illuminate something truly important in world history—but to begin from the evidence, from small-
scale comparisons and carefully grounded generalizations. What will remain to be seen is how, after 
The Open Sea has been crossed, our visions of a unified or specifically Mediterranean world will look. 

12 Slobodian, Globalists (above, n. 9), ch. 2 and 7. 
13 Michael Heilperin, International Monetary Economics (1939, London and New York), p. 267, quoted by Slobodian, 
Globalists, pp. 85–86. 


