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The topic of economic performance has be-
come a key issue in scholarship on the Ro-
man economy. One group of scholars uses ar-
chaeological (proxy-)data to investigate whe-
ther the Roman period witnessed per capita
economic growth, and how sustained and wi-
despread such growth may have been. Some
indeed argue that such moderate growth oc-
curred. Another group of scholars has turned
to New Institutional Economics (NIE) to high-
light the role of social institutions, both formal
(laws and regulations) and informal (conven-
tions and customs) in setting transaction costs
and hence promoting or inhibiting economic
growth.1 Drawing on NIE, it has been argued
that the primary focus of imperial institutions
on tax extraction (rather than on stimulating
trade as such) and the reliance on personal
networks in trade relations limited the degree
of integration and development of the Roman
economy.2

The papers in „Work, Labour, and Professi-
ons in the Roman World“ add to this second
line of scholarship. The volume arises from
the Ghent/Brussels research centre „Structu-
re and determinants of economic performance
in the Roman World“ that aims to „unravel
the driving forces behind the long-term de-
velopment of Roman economic performance“
(p. vii). As the editors Verboven and Laes
point out in the preface, the volume focuses
on „how Romans were able to mobilize, train
and direct human efforts“ (p. viii). They re-
gard NIE as a tool that „makes work of social,
cultural and economic historians and archaeo-
logists relevant for one another and allows for
more realistic, embedded views on the econo-
my as part of society“ (p. vii).

The well-edited volume contains a preface,
single bibliography and indices for persons,
places and subjects. Its main body consist of
13 chapters that draw on ideas from NIE – so-
me more explicit than others – to discuss orga-
nisational aspects of labour. Whilst the papers

are not strictly ordered as such, there are three
main themes they engage with: the diversity
of labour and the labour market (mainly dis-
cussed in chapters 1 to 6); the social context of
production and the identity and status of pro-
ducers (chapters 7, 8, 11 and 12); and the role
of collegia, especially in reducing transaction
costs (chapters 9 and 10).

The editors introduce the terminology re-
lated to work and labour and theories on la-
bour systems in the first chapter. Studying
work means studying how past societies con-
ceptualised efforts as work, how they mo-
bilized labour and organised cooperation –
and how all this affected economic perfor-
mance and social organisation. As do several
other papers, they rightly stress that the fo-
cus on coerced (slave) labour in the dominant
Weberian/Finleyan and Neo-Marxist frame-
works has obscured the fact that most la-
bour was provided in different ways. By con-
trast, neoclassical economic theory, NIE and
recent work within the broader field of Euro-
pean social history highlight the flexible natu-
re of labour provisioning. Thus, Zuiderhoek
argues that in Roman Asia Minor, the frag-
mented and underdeveloped nature of wa-
ge labour markets, where skilled labour was
rare and transaction costs high, forced both
households and cities to employ dependent
and semi-dependent types of labour. Equal-
ly, Hawkins argues that labour markets we-
re tight and transaction costs high as em-
ployers could not rely on relational contracts
based on reputation and social sanctions to
enforce wage labour contracts. Hence, work-
shops mainly operated with permanent skil-
led slave-labour, even though demand was
volatile and employing slave labour could
lead to seasonal underemployment. Bernard,
by contrast, argues that the building industry
in Rome depended mainly on temporary wa-
ge labourers with different levels of skill and
different wages, but also with different soci-
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al statuses. A thoughtful analysis of Diocle-
tian’s Price edict by Groen Vallinga and Ta-
coma equally suggests that wages varied ac-
cording to the level of skill, and that urban
wages in general are higher than rural wa-
ges. Interestingly, they suggest that the varia-
bility in wages implies that skilled wage la-
bourers could indeed attain fairly high stan-
dards of living. On the other hand, low-wage
tasks could be considered as additions to fa-
mily incomes that (especially for farmers) al-
so drew on child and female labour. Holleran
analyses how information would have spre-
ad through the wage labour market: oral ad-
vertisements and congregations would main-
ly be used to acquire short-term labour, while
social networks (migrant communities, neigh-
bourhoods and collegia) and clientelism were
more likely important in establishing longer-
term labour contracts.

The theme of labour identity formation is
addressed from diverse perspectives. Chap-
ters by Tran and Lis & Soly discuss litera-
ry and epigraphic sources to show that skil-
led labour was indeed a source of respect
and status in the Roman World. This posi-
tive (self-)representation in antiquity stands
in stark contrast with attitudes to labour in
the Middle ages, when the dominance of
Christian ethics made the use of material cul-
ture for work-related identity-building unac-
ceptable. In a study of mint workers, Bond
shows that the social status of labourers al-
so changed through time in response to the
changing spatial organisation of mints and
the desire to control minting activities. Chap-
ters by Murphy and Flohr focus on work-
shops and manufactories. Flohr assesses pro-
fessional identity formation in light of the in-
tensity and frequency of interactions within
workgroups, with customers and wider urban
communities. Workers in tabernae and, to a
lesser extent, medium-sized domestic work-
shops would, in contrast to labourers in lar-
ge manufactories, have had ample possibili-
ties to develop a professional identity. Mur-
phy (in the only archaeological paper) uses
excavation data from pottery production sites
to show that both within a seemingly uniform
industry (such as terra sigillata production)
and within the individual workshop, work-
groups could regularly be reorganised, even

within short periods of time. These observa-
tions form a welcome reminder of the com-
plexity and dynamics of labour organisation.

The third theme, the role of collegia as po-
litical and economic institutions, is addressed
by Verboven and Liu. Verboven argues that
considering their size, a substantial proporti-
on of the urban population was involved in
crafts. Membership was beneficial in provi-
ding a social network and obtaining contracts,
but while larger collegia (dendrophori, cen-
tonarii and fabri ) attained importance in lo-
cal urban organisation and had direct ties to
the imperial court, smaller collegia might on-
ly have functioned to allocate corvee and ta-
xes. Liu then proceeds with a critical evaluati-
on of the role of collegia in lowering transac-
tion costs. She stresses that collegia were al-
so mechanisms of exclusion, and membership
could also have high costs without secure be-
nefits: they needed considerable resources in
order to function, and especially the smaller
ones could disappear because of mismanage-
ment and economic downturn. Membership
of other networks could be equally beneficial,
especially if one attained a position as broker
between such networks and collegia. Liu the-
refore rightly urges for caution in attributing
collegia a role in lowering transaction costs.

The written sources and epigraphic data
that many of the papers draw upon is frag-
mentary; hence some chapters draw conclusi-
ons that are not unlikely, but also not stron-
gly supported by the evidence (as for examp-
le Holleran acknowledges). In some cases,
the nature of the evidence also leads to dif-
ferent evaluations: where Hawkins considers
apprenticeships as rare because of high op-
portunity costs, Tran and Liu seem to suggest
they were more common; Flohr’s generalising
comments regarding the identity formation of
labourers in larger manufactories sit uncom-
fortably with Murphy’s more nuanced discus-
sion of the archaeologically attested variabili-
ty of labour organisation; and finally, whereas
Zuiderhoek and Hawkins suggest that labour
markets were underdeveloped, other papers
assume a larger and more varied wage la-
bour market. One can think of good explana-
tions for such apparently contrasting evalua-
tions: regional and chronological variations in
socio-economic and demographic conditions

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



Koenraad Verboven u.a. (Hrsg.): Work, Labour, and Professions 2018-1-002

could lead to different types of demand for la-
bour and hence different forms of labour mo-
bilisation and training (Rome should not be
expected to operate in the same way as ci-
ties in Asia Minor). To clarify such differen-
tial assessments and outline the implications
and potential for further work, a concluding
section would have been useful. In light of
this, a particular issue to be addressed more
fully is the confrontation of written sources
and epigraphy with archaeological evidence:
as the editors stress, it is this interdisciplina-
ry dialogue that makes NIE particularly use-
ful. Especially at the firm level, archaeological
evidence holds considerable potential for bet-
ter understanding labour organisation and its
implications.

That being said, the limitations of the evi-
dence are recognised in many of the papers,
and as a whole the volume clearly illustrates
the potential and limitations of NIE as a com-
plementary perspective on the Roman econo-
my. The papers highlight the variability of la-
bour forms employed, and how firms, social
networks and administrative institutions af-
fected the organisation of labour. As such, the
volume advocates more nuanced understan-
dings of how social contexts affected econ-
omic performance – without necessarily ascri-
bing a positive role to social institutions in
lowering transaction costs. Chapters such as
that by Liu show a healthy critical attitude
in pointing out that with the available evi-
dence we simply cannot say if institutions
such as collegia actually lowered transaction
costs and stimulated the economy. Rather, the
importance of NIE and the focus on the so-
cial context of labour is „[. . . ] more indirect:
to provide a richer account of how the anci-
ent economy worked, what strains are likely
to have affected its operation, and the ways
in which ancient institutions were contrived
in response to the strains.“3 In this sense, this
collection of essays forms a welcome addition
to the scholarly debate.
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