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The population grew in the Mediterranean and adjacent regions from the start of the first millennium BC onwards. 
Cities grew even more than the population at large – in other words, there was a rapid increase in urbanisation rates. 
Adhering to a Malthusian model, increases in production and living standards are held inevitably to have caused a 
rise in fertility, resulting in long-term per capita stagnation, while the ‘positive check’ struck in the form of the 
Antonine Plague in the 160s AD, when rising population put resources under stress. In the Western and Northern 
part of the Roman world, growth seems to have abated at about 200 AD. The East and North Africa show a more 
diverse picture, with population growth and the presence of large cities continuing until the fifth or sixth century AD in 
some regions, while others showed decline. 
Following recent trends in economic history, the general validity of Malthusian models regarding the Roman world 
has come under debate. The Antonine Plague is often compared to the Black Death of the 14th century, but our 
evidence on the demographic impact of the Antonine Plague is largely impressionistic. There is no indication in our 
sources that the Antonine Plague hit the West harder than the East, nor is it likely that it did. Hence, the Antonine 
Plague by itself cannot explain the timing or divergent economic and demographic developments in both parts of the 
empire. It is precisely in those regions with a long history of dense habitation and urbanization that population 
continued to rise until the 5th and 6th centuries AD, while long-term population decline was most severe in regions 
where scope for intensification of land use was relatively large. All this seems at odds with a purely Malthusian 
scenario that is based on pressure on resources. 
De-urbanization is often related to ‘ruralisation’ of the late Roman economy, and this session focuses on the 
changes in the economic links between city and countryside. If we want to clarify the links between demography and 
economic performance and the validity of the Malthusian model in the Roman world, there is a need for more 
attention to regional differentiation and complexity and to the demographic and economic changes that occurred in 
the countryside. Hence, one aim of this session is to bring the debate forward by integrating archaeological studies, 
which are by their very nature aimed at local and regional phenomena, into the debate, specifically by linking 
demographic models to archaeological studies of settlement patterns, landholding, etcetera. Secondly, we should 
link demographic trends to other processes in the countryside. Ideally, we should try to combine two lines of 
investigation: on the one hand, applying economic theory and comparative research about the detrimental impact of 
de-urbanization on the countryside, on the other underpinning theory by regional case-studies that offer empirical 
evidence of the processes that happened regarding population size and settlement pattern, landholding and rural 
villas, non-agricultural sectors, land and labour productivity, crop management, equipment invested in, etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




