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content: four papers

1 Mesopotamia and Egypt

❏ Mayshar Joram, Omer Moav and Zvika Neeman (2017), “Geography, Transparency, and
Institutions,” American Political Science Review, 111 (3) 622-636.

❏ Jones, ”Taxation in the Antiquity.”

2 Egypt revisited

❏ Allen, Robert, C., Mattia C. Bertazzini, and Leander Heldring (2023). “The Economic
Origins of Governments,” American Economic Review, 113(10): 2507-2545

3 Cereals and roots

❏ Mayshar, J., O Moav and L. Pascali (2022). “The origin of the state: Land productivity or
appropriability,” Journal of Political Economy, 130(4), 1091-1144.
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Mesopotamia and Egypt (assignment)

Mayshar Joram, Omer Moav and Zvika Neeman (2017), “Geography, Transparency, and
Institutions,” American Political Science Review, 111 (3) 622-636.

Jones, ”Taxation in the Antiquity.”

Assignment 1: answers
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Jones (p. 156)
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Egypt revisited

Allen, Robert C. (1997). “Agriculture and the Origins of the State in Ancient Egypt,”
Explorations in Economic History, 34, 135-154.

successful states can extract a surplus (...)

Conditions for Egypt: circumscription theory of Carneiro
❏ Nile Valley

❏ Conquest by the South of the North

!
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Egypt revisited (2)

Carneiro (1970): all early states “have one thing in common: they are all areas of
circumscribed agricultural land. Each of them is set off by mountains, seas, or deserts, and
these environmental features sharply delimit the area that simple farming peoples could
occupy and cultivate.”

Allen: the creation of a social surplus:
1 storability
2 production per ha
3 production per worker
4 seasonability of labor

Migration and exploitation: “The Egyptian state was essentially an institution for
exploiting farmers, so the importance of geography can be explained only in terms of the
economics of exploitation.”

Land scarce / labor abundant: private property generates rent (Domar, 1970)

Land abundant / labor scarce: restrict movements (unification of Egypt, serfdom in Russia
in the XVI)
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Egypt revisited (3)

“Recent evidence situates Egypt in this paradigm. During the fourth millenium, two
distinct cultures developed in Egypt-the Maadi in the North and the Nagada in the South.
The Maadi culture remained relatively egalitarian during the fourth millenium, while
Bard?s (1994b, pp. 111-112) analysis of Nagada tombs indicates a rise in inequality and
social hierarchy beginning in 3600 B.C. (the Nagada II period). This change in the
mortuary evidence is probably the counterpart of early state formation in Upper Egypt.”
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Egypt revisited (4)

1 control of population: “labor utilization was largely under state control and most
Egyptians could be forced to work for the state. Peasant labor was conscripted during the
floods and these corve?es provided the workforce to build the pyramids. Hassan has argued
that Herodotus? account of the building of the Great Pyramid was essentially correct and
that it involved 84,000 men working 80 days a year for 20 years (Butzer, 1976, p. 87n4).
If the Egyptian population was 2 million, there were perhaps 500,000 adult males, so the
pyramid building labor force was about one sixth of the adult male population. An
administration that could conscript labor at that rate had firm control over the labor force”

2 “A biennial cattle census was carried out for taxation purposes, but most property could
be taxed. One must imagine a network of government agencies spread throughout the
country, attempting by bureaucratic methods total assessment and management of
resources.”

3 Projects: Fayum
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Cereals and Roots

Mayshar Joram, Omer Moav and Luigi Pascali (2022). “The Origin of the State: Land
Productivity or Appropriability?,” Journal of Political Economy, 130(4), 1091-1144.

“The conventional theory about the origin of the state is that the adoption of farming
increased land productivity, which led to the production of food surplus. This surplus was
a prerequisite for the emergence of tax-levying elites and, eventually, states. We challenge
this theory and propose that hierarchy arose as a result of the shift to dependence on
appropriable cereal grains.”

“ McNeill (1999, 71) reports that European farmers initially resisted adopting the potato
and did so only during the Dutch Wars in 1557-1609, when ?villagers along the route [of
the Spanish army] swiftly discovered that by leaving the tubers in the ground and digging
them only as needed for their own consumption, they could safely survive even the most
ruthless military requisitioning. Foraging parties were unwilling to dig for their food when
stores of grain were available in barns.”
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Ethnoatlas (1967)

Around 1200 societies

3% before 1800, 1/4 19th century, 70% first half of 20th century
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Ethnoatlas (1967)

10/19



Estimates using the Ethnoatlas

Yi = α1CerMaini + α2LandProdi +X ′
iβ + ui. (1)

Yi measure of hierarchy,
CerMain dummy for society relying mainly on cereals,
LandProd a mesure of land productivity.

First stage regression

Cermaini = β1CerAdvi + β2LandProdi +X ′
iβ + ϵi. (2)

CerAdv: difference between the maximum potential caloric yield of cereals and that of
roots or tubers under a rainfed subsistence agriculture
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Results
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Early Civilizations Cross Section of Archaeological Sites
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The Roman empire
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Shipwrecks
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Rome: trade and silver
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Silver production: the mines
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Rome: army size
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Legionnaire pay
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