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In this chapter, I argue that inequality in Viking Age Iceland can be best un-

derstood as a result of control over labor in an environment of increasing

marginal returns. Viking Age Iceland was created by a rapid colonization of a

chiefdom-level society in an uninhabited land. In Viking Age Iceland, labor

was the key resource that needed to be controlled for an elite class to exist. A

political economy based on scarce but highly productive labor can create sta-

ble societies that seem to defy classical and neoclassical economic doctrines

and have some unusual features that can be attributed to specific institutions

of property that develop in such an environment.

DIMINISHING RETURNS

The law of diminishing marginal returns states that when other factors are

constant, the output from extra units of any factor of production will eventu-

ally fall. David Ricardo (1817) imagined that an empty environment with land

resources of variable quality would be settled in a predictable manner and that

the settlement would produce a socially differentiated society. He thought that

the best or most productive resources or land would be claimed first—land

that new settlers later claimed would be inferior, or as he called it, marginal.

He imagined that the same amount of labor would be required to produce

anything on any land, regardless of the land’s quality, but that the same labor

on the best land would produce more, a quantity he called rent, which would

217

05-319 Ch 10.qxd  10/19/05  10:26 AM  Page 217



be unequally distributed, just as the best land was unequally distributed. The

unequal distribution of rent (or land) made the people who owned the best

land—probably inheriting it from their ancestors—richer than those on infe-

rior lands, creating social inequality. Like Thomas Malthus (1985/1789), Ri-

cardo imagined that as population expanded, not only would some have more

than others but that eventually some would be forced to use land that was

barely productive enough to support them. Since Ricardo held that this mar-

ginally productive land constituted the majority of the land and, like Malthus,

supposed that people inherently multiplied, he thought that eventually most

people would be living at the edge of subsistence.

Because the best land is taken first, and because it is inherently more pro-

ductive than secondary or marginal land, the rent that the best land generates

goes straight into the pockets of the owners. Ricardo proposed the funda-

mental relationship between labor and property in the creation of social dif-

ferentiation: better land made labor more efficient and created social

stratification. The theories now used to understand the development of social

inequality as evidenced in the archaeological record usually identify the im-

portant but scarce resources with diminishing marginal returns that incipient

elites are able to control (e.g., Hayden 1995; Sahlins and Service 1960) and on

the whole, it is land (Finley 1973).

Ricardo’s scenario is tenable in an environment in which property rights

are enforced, a scenario characteristic of a state society. Morton Fried (1967),

putting Ricardo’s ideas into an evolutionary framework, realized that unequal

distributions of property rights—an organization he called stratified—with-

out state enforcement was inherently unstable because of the problem of de-

fending property rights. Fried argued that stratified societies must create

institutions of state enforcement to protect claims to differential access to re-

sources. Without such institutions, society would collapse because vital rights

of the elite could not be defended.

Another reason archaeological theory has unquestionably adopted dimin-

ishing marginal returns as a base of prehistoric economics is that primary civ-

ilizations seem to develop in environments where good land is becoming

scarcer. Scarce resources, particularly land, provide opportunities for both

managerial and predatory elite (see contributions to Earle 1991; Ehrenreich,

Crumley, and Levy 1995; Hunt and Gilman 1998; McIntosh 1999; Price and

Feinman 1995; Renfrew and Shennan 1982; Winterhalder and Smith 1981). A
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predatory elite can prosper when land is scarce and labor abundant (i.e.,

where there is population pressure), because returns to labor for the majority

of the population move to a level close to subsistence; and the majority is eas-

ily exploited by a property-owing elite class (Engels 1986/1884). The spread of

complex societies need not be based on the same economic foundations as

their origins. According to Ricardo and most of classical and neoclassical eco-

nomics, the existence of abundant productive land should be a temporary sit-

uation. Abundant land can be created by a variety of events beyond discovery

or population reduction, such as technological or environmental change.

General trends in the evolution of human societies associate newly abundant

land with a reduction in social complexity (Johnson and Earle 2001). On the

other hand, expansion of complex societies into areas of uninhabited or un-

derutilized land should be a common event in the archaeological record and

an economics of scarce labor and abundant land may well help us understand

complex societies in these unusual environments.

INCREASING RETURNS

Ricardo held that as new resources were opened up, the most productive

would be captured first. Simply being first, regardless of which land is chosen,

is important and is a central idea in economic theories of path dependence

and other founder effects (Arthur 1989, 1991; Goodstein 1995; Mueller 1997;

Pierson 2000). That is, once an economic organization is in place and stan-

dards are established, it becomes difficult to change the system, even though

the change would increase productivity in the long run. Ricardo’s emphasis

was not on being first, but on claiming the best land. He has been criticized

for his emphasis on the scarcity of land, especially since he witnessed much of

the New World being opened up (Galbraith 1998; Pollard 1995, 1997).

Few economists have dared to propose an alternative simplification of the

relationship of land and labor for fear of ending up in the dustbin of the his-

tory of economic thought. One of those who did propose such a theory was

Henry C. Carey (1848) who took great notice of how America was being set-

tled. In most situations, he observed increasing, not decreasing, marginal re-

turns to land. That is, land that could be put into production quickly and with

minimal labor investment was settled first. Marginal land was that which re-

quired substantial labor to put into production, but once in production was,

in the long run, quite possibly more productive than land claimed first. This
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scenario is almost the opposite of a Boserupian sequence that outlines the

events close to carrying capacity (Boserup 1965; see also Hunt 2000; Lee 1986;

Wood 1998).

If increasing marginal returns to land and labor is a better description of

colonizations, especially those observed in the archaeological record, then we

must adjust our economic assumptions accordingly (Winfrey and Darity

1997). The concept of increasing marginal returns is different from economies

of scale, but it has the same outcome—greater returns to additional inputs, or

even to a single input. Increasing marginal returns assumes fundamental re-

source abundance—a world usually inhabited only by Robinson Crusoe in

economic textbooks (e.g., Samuelson and Nordhaus 1992). Crusoe must de-

cide which activities warrant his labor because that is what is scarce, not his

resources.

The basic difference between diminishing and increasing marginal returns

is to be found in assumptions about the relative amount of labor necessary

to put land into production. Under the scenario of diminishing marginal re-

turns, Ricardo assumes that the same amount of labor could be applied to

both the best land and to marginal land and that both would produce some-

thing. Carey supposes that some land would not produce anything until 

a substantial amount of labor had been input. He argues that the land that

would ultimately yield the most would need substantial labor input before 

it would produce anything. For example, before farming could take place,

trees would have to be cut down, swamps drained, and fields flattened. The

start-up costs for agriculture would be substantial. In many cases, the greater

the start-up costs, the more productive the land would be in the long run. For

example, the more dense the tree growth, the more productive the land, once

the trees were cut. From this point of view, his general rule of increasing mar-

ginal returns makes some sense. Under specific conditions, the more labor

needed to put land into production, the more productive that land would be.

That is, the more labor input, the greater the long-run productivity or, as he

called it, increasing marginal returns.

Carey was a protectionist, an abolitionist, and early founder of the Repub-

lican Party. At the same time, Marx praised him as the “only original econo-

mist among the North Americans” (Marx 1993). These seemingly inconsistent

characterizations are the outcome of his theory of increasing marginal returns

and high start-up costs that essentially inverted Ricardo’s ideas (Conkin 1980;
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Dawson 2000; Marx 1967/1867, 706). He felt that fledgling industry had to be

protected, not only for its own sake but also to keep workers’ salaries high.

Therefore, for Carey, the interests of workers and capitalists were not neces-

sarily at odds, in contrast to the ideas of Malthus and Ricardo. That is, the in-

herent differences in the quality of land did not produce social stratification,

control over labor did.

Carey worried that in situations of increasing marginal returns, profit was

not only to be made by owing good land and using it efficiently but also by re-

ducing the cost of labor to an absolute minimum. That is, an economic sys-

tem characterized by increasing marginal returns could degenerate into a

relatively short-term economic program in which the reduction of labor costs

was paramount in order to make a profit. The extreme form of the reduction

of labor costs is slavery—the un-economic control over labor. For Carey,

classes were not an inherent part of complex society with a healthy division of

labor but the misguided result of apparent free trade. He believed that the

forceful control over labor was really responsible for social stratification. He

argued that protectionism was necessary to end slavery.

Following on the heels of Carey, Herman Nieboer (1900) proposed an un-

derstanding of the conditions under which slavery could exist that was sys-

temized by Evsey Domar (1970). In the strong version, they propose that free

land, free peasants, and nonworking landowners cannot exist simultaneously.

If good land is abundant, then a nonworking landowner elite can only exist if

there is a state organization in place to keep peasants unfree. Therefore, slav-

ery and slave societies are most common in conditions of state expansion into

land-abundant environments—the classic examples being the southern

United States and the Roman Empire (see contributions to Engerman,

Drescher, and Paquette 2001). In land-abundant environments, social stratifi-

cation is a result of the control over labor, with slavery being an extreme form.

Both Carey and Ricardo see production at the margins as a key factor in

understanding the overall political economy. Marginal productivity is the link

between economic activity and social stratification. Both models of marginal

production employ the concept of margin to the fullest, seeing it as both the

addition of extra labor and the addition of extra land to increase production.

From there, the two models diverge. Ricardo sees the combination of marginal

land and marginal labor as fundamentally less productive but with similar

setup costs. That is, extra people and extra land are and will be inherently
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poor, making social classes inevitable. Carey sees the combination of marginal

land and labor as greatly productive but with almost prohibitively high setup

costs. That is, extra land and extra people could be greatly productive, if not

for the inability to take advantage of it. In Carey’s optimistic view, as opposed

to Marx’ gloomy Ricardian view, workers and capitalists made a natural

match, since industrial wages would be inherently high.

IMPLICATIONS OF INCREASING MARGINAL RETURNS

There are some very good reasons for exploring the implications of increasing

marginal returns to labor because it seems to be an excellent description of

broad economic activities (David and Wright 1997; Romer 1996). Human

economic history, since the beginning of the Neolithic, has been characterized

by increasing returns to labor because of advances in technology and organi-

zation. While it is true that at a given technology and organization, diminish-

ing returns are inevitable, Adam Smith’s (1976/1776) fundamental idea was

that the division of labor essentially creates increasing marginal returns. Clas-

sical and neoclassical economics have always been torn between the gloomy

predictions based on the fundamental scarcity of land (diminishing marginal

returns) and the optimistic predictions for the unlimited possibilities of man-

ufacturing (increasing marginal returns) due to better technology and better

labor organization (Buchanan and Yoon 1999; Foley 2000).

Archaeologists usually understand labor—like land—under conditions of

diminishing marginal returns (e.g., Arnold 1993; Bogucki 1993; Friedman

and Rowlands 1977; Milisauskas 1977, 1978; Stone, Netting, and Stone 1990;

Webster 1990). Flannery (1972) and others have recognized that the goal of

elites is to get more people to work harder, but this is usually attributed to the

power of ritual and ideology (DeMarrais, Castillo, and Earle 1996; Mann

1986), in keeping with classical economic paradigms.

Another key reason that Ricardo’s model holds broad appeal to prehistori-

ans is that it inherently explains social stratification as a result of the substan-

tial advantages of being first. The best strategy, according to Carey, would be

to move into an environment where substantial labor had already been input,

and then to take advantage of the substantial increases in productivity. While

Carey’s optimism is commendable (Marx [1993] called it naïve), it is unlikely

that people who owned improved resources would share them voluntarily.

Carey imagined that within sight of highly productive land, early coloniz-

ers would be barely eking out a living on inferior land because they did not
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have access to the labor necessary to put that good land into production.

Carey assumed that the first land settled would be rather unproductive at any

level of labor input. While low productivity is critical for Ricardo’s model,

there is nothing in Carey’s model that requires it. All that is necessary for

Carey’s model to be consistent is that land first claimed be subject to lower in-

creasing marginal returns and that it would reach the point of diminishing

marginal returns sooner than land claimed later. If land that is claimed first

were quite productive at low labor inputs—but rather unproductive at high

inputs—there would be tremendous advantages to claiming land first.

This small twist—land chosen first is productive at low labor inputs, but

land still available, while unproductive at low labor inputs, is much more pro-

ductive when production is intensified—makes the Careyan model much

more applicable to archaeological societies. According to this alternate forma-

tion of Carey’s model, the first settlers into a landscape would take land that

was quite productive at low labor inputs, most likely under extensive ex-

ploitation strategies. Later settlers would take land that would need higher la-

bor input and actual investment into the land and environment. In the long

run, this investment into the land would produce much greater returns to ad-

ditional labor than the first land settled. The conditions under which this aug-

mented Careyan model can take place are relatively specific. First and most

obvious, productive resources would have to be highly variable. The most pro-

ductive resources would only be available with substantial initial investment.

Second, technology and labor organization would have to play a critical role

in subsistence in a nonmobile adaptation. Third, there would have to be a

technological or organizational change where previously underutilized re-

sources became central to the economic system.

There are three consequences of this model for the development of social

stratification. First, secondary settlers would be in dire need of labor and other

resources that the earlier settlers might possibly possess. The loan of resources

from earlier settlers to secondary settlers would create a debt that later settlers

would have to repay. Second, because of the increased investment of the sec-

ondary settlers into the landscape, the secondary settlers would be locked into

the land and the high returns it produced. Any time there are advantages to

being first, especially combined with mechanisms for lock-in (Gilman 1991)

and the creation of debt (Parker-Peterson 1982), the refusal costs can easily

become greater than the compliance costs, and complex societies can develop

(Haas 1982). In the scenario described above, this can happen even in the
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presence of abundant land (Hayden 2000; Junker 1999) because later settlers

would be both in debt to and easily exploitable by earlier settlers. Finally,

property rights could be stable, from the beginning, even without state insti-

tutions to enforce them (Hirshleifer 1995). There is incentive to respect prop-

erty rights simply because land that, in the long run, might be better is still

unclaimed. Although the unclaimed land may require more labor to put into

production, the effort might be about the same as that required to take an ex-

isting claim.

Following this logic, the social differentiation in land-abundant situations

would be different from the situations close to carrying capacity. There is

much description of the difficulty encountered by initial colonizers depen-

dent on intensive technology (Andrews 1934; Ellickson 1993; Scott 1977) as

they pave the way for later colonizers. However, the level of exploitation is lim-

ited because land is not a scarce resource that can be controlled. This might

lead to a situation where the elite who arrive early compete with each other,

each wooing later entrants to be part of their entourages. In this situation,

stratified groups would not be land based, but settler based. The overall effect

is that elites might start out the sequence as functional, increasing the overall

production of the society, and become parasitic as the lock-in became more

effective. This means that complex societies based on scarce labor should have

two very distinct phases: a rush phase, where there is a race to claim resources

first (Anderson and Hill 1990; Haddock 1986; Lueck 1995; Schiff 1995), and a

developed phase, where the increasing returns to labor are exploited.

ICELAND DURING THE VIKING AGE

Iceland was settled as part of a population expansion that was apparently

driven by political and economic desires, rather than any necessity brought

about by population pressure. Once in Iceland, the chiefdoms established by

the immigrants were not territorially defined. Furthermore, the location that

the earliest and most powerful original settlers chose does not seem to be as-

sociated with long-term success. These observations are all consistent with a

chiefdom where social stratification is achieved by differential control over la-

bor.

Both the nature and causes of Scandinavian expansion has been a topic of

substantial debate (e.g., Barrett et al. 2000; Griffith 1995; Haywood 1995; Ólaf-

sson 2000; Sawyer 1971). Although large areas of Northern Europe were at one
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time or another under Viking control, Iceland and the Faeroe islands were the

only permanent and successful extensions of the Viking world. In other areas,

settlements either died out or were assimilated into local cultures. While the

long-term success of Viking expansion was limited, they were relatively suc-

cessful during the power vacuum of early medieval Europe (Roesdahl 1998).

The western Viking expansion, which started about A.D. 793, covered vari-

ous parts of France and England as well as Iceland and Greenland. Prior to the

Viking expansion, the Scandinavian states themselves started to develop. Den-

mark, with its relatively homogeneous and rich soils, was the first to consoli-

date in about 750. Much of the impetus for state formation was a Danish fear

of Frankish expansionism (Griffith 1995). Almost 150 years later, state forma-

tion in Norway was complete, as Harald Finehair, during a lull in Danish in-

fluence, began to control the sea passage between the coastal islands and the

Norwegian mainland. In the sagas, Icelanders attribute their immigration to

their wish to avoid living under a state controlled by Harald Finehair (Dur-

renberger 1992). Almost three hundred years later, Sweden, the most environ-

mentally variable, with small patches of good agricultural land and large tracts

of sparsely populated forest, began to consolidate. Finally, one hundred years

later, in 1264, pastoral Iceland was incorporated into the Norwegian state.

Slavery played an important role in the economic development of all four

states. Not only were slave raiding and slave trading important but slaves

themselves (thralls) also seem to have been an important part of Viking Age

farm productivity (Karras 1988). The voluntary abandonment of slavery (and

its usual replacement with serfdom) is generally associated with an increasing

abundance of labor and a relative scarcity of land (Bloch 1975). Scandinavia

only partially follows this pattern and the same forces that produced states

over 515 years of consolidation do not seem to correlate with the 175 years

over which slavery was abandoned (table 10.1). In fact, slavery ends first in

Iceland (before state formation) and last in Sweden (well after state forma-
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Norway 890 1200
Sweden 1172 1325
Iceland 1265 1150
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tion), indicating that the processes involving population densities that pro-

duce states are very different from those of manumission.

Iceland was settled as part of the westward Viking expansion, mostly from

Norway. This island society produced a remarkable literature that relates not

only Icelandic events and myths but also much of Viking Age history (e.g.,

Sturluson 1964). Some of the stories are actually histories, written down im-

mediately after the events (e.g., McGrew 1970; McGrew and Thomas 1974),

while the more famous family sagas (e.g., Smiley and Kellogg 2000) and the

laws (Dennis, Foote, and Perkins 1980) were written down several hundred

years after the supposed events. The documents (Pálsson and Edwards 1972)

and the archaeology (Vésteinsson 2000) concur in showing that Iceland was

settled starting about A.D. 874. By the end of the landnám (land-taking or set-

tlement period, A.D. 930), Iceland is said to have been fully claimed and its

population numbered between 40,000 and 100,000 (Sveinbjarnardóttir 1992,

16). The rush phase of settlement lasted just over fifty years but most of the

habitable areas were occupied within a few years (Vésteinsson 1998, 2000).

During the following Commonwealth (A.D. 930–1264), the island was di-

vided into quarters and each quarter had about nine chieftains, for a total of

thirty-six. This developed phase lasted over three hundred years. After A.D.

1180, individuals having more than one chiefdomship, as well as extraordi-

narily wealthy farmers, became more common. In the early thirteenth cen-

tury, most of the Icelandic chieftaincies fell into the hands of just seven

families. By mid-thirteenth century, these families were engaged in a bloody

struggle for power. In 1264 the last claimant to chiefly title killed his only re-

maining rival and became a subordinate to the king of Norway.

In Viking Age Iceland, the household was the basic unit of production

(Smith 1995). In some areas of Iceland, before 1300, grain was grown but

sheep and cattle were the main source of subsistence and wealth (Amorosi et

al. 1997; McGovern et al. 1988; McGovern 1990). One of the lures of expan-

sion into the islands of the North Atlantic was the extensive grazing land.

Nonetheless, collecting enough fodder to bring livestock though the winter

would have been a major labor bottleneck (Durrenberger 1990). Winter fod-

der was predominantly grass cut with iron scythes. Increasing grass yield with

manure or flooding, along with properly scheduled labor, would be critical for

intensifying farm production. In particular, access to labor during the harvest

would have been essential to increase herd size and thereby to generate wealth.
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Archaeologically, a household is a farmstead, and in medieval Iceland, it usu-

ally consists of one large central building and several smaller outbuildings

spread out over a hectare or so of infield used to grow grass fodder (Eggertsson

1992; Friðriksson 1973). The pastoral economy that required winter fodder pre-

scribed a dispersed settlement pattern (Gibson 1988). During the Common-

wealth, large long-halls, housing between twenty and ninety people (Wallace

1990), punctuated the landscape (Vésteinsson 1998). As Iceland was being in-

corporated into the Norwegian state, architecturally related central-passage

manor houses began to develop (Sigurðardóttir 1998). While the timing of the

appearance of smaller farms is unclear (Sveinbjarnardóttir 1992), it appears that

the overall settlement pattern was in flux during the Commonwealth.

The Commonwealth chieftaincies are essentially Germanic chieftains (En-

gels 1986/1884; Gilman 1995; Tacitus 1999). The Icelandic chiefdoms were

neither circumscribed by landmarks nor delineated by specific houses, farms,

or fields. Chieftaincies were heritable and alienable property that were as-

signed to a given quarter, not to a particular region. Within a quarter, chief-

tains had to vie with each other for entourages of followers by giving gifts and

feasts as well as support in disputes. Conversely, farmers had to pledge alle-

giance to a chieftain from within their quarter, although the farmers could

switch their allegiance yearly. The location of a farm did not dictate the patron

to whom a farmer would give allegiance.

The lack of territoriality means that elite finance did not come from own-

ing the land, the most common source of chiefly wealth (Earle 1997). Dur-

renberger (1998) argued that chiefs gained followings and thus power by

enforcing property rights of other settlers while Gelsinger (1981) emphasized

control over foreign trade as a source of chiefly finance. These and other pro-

posed sources of chiefly wealth revolve around control over labor: armed la-

bor to resolve disputes and to enforce property rights, and productive labor to

generate wool for export.

Petty chiefs emigrating from Norway did, in fact, claim proportionally

larger areas than did other settlers. However, these early large land claims do

not seem to be directly connected to the long-term locations of chiefly activity.

The Landnámabók, written in the early twelfth century, describes the land

claims of approximately 450 individuals and their retinues who settled Iceland

between A.D. 874 and 930 (Pálsson and Edwards 1972). The first settlers ap-

parently removed large tracks of coastal scrub birch to grow grass for animals
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(Buckland et al. 1990; Hallsdóttir 1987). The trees may have been used for fod-

der as well or possibly for fuel for iron production (Friðriksson 1973). In Ska-

gafjörður, a fertile northern fjord valley where my research takes place, the

Landnámabók outlines thirty-one original land claims. The description specif-

ically designates three of the settlers as leading men from Norway and that their

status carried over to Iceland where they were chieftains. In general, these three

chieftains took larger areas than other recorded claimants (table 10.2) and have

spaced themselves so as to be as far apart as possible (figure 10.1). The Land-

námabók also mentions that the west side of the valley was settled before the

east side of the valley. The slopes on the west side are more gradual and there

are a number of north-running tributaries, as opposed to the steeper east side

where the tributaries primarily run westward. On the whole, land claims on the

west side are also larger than those in other parts—except for the lower-pro-

ductivity uplands in the south of the valley, which are the largest.

Although the chieftains did take large land claims, their size is either much

smaller than would be expected in a hierarchical society or, from another per-

spective, the size of nonchiefly land claims are greater than expected. Figure

10.2 is a Lorenz curve of the distribution of the size of land claims as a per-

centage of the claimants. The shaded areas measure the relative inequality. In

this depiction, the largest 10 percent of claims (which do not include any

chiefs) control about 24 percent of the land, the top 25 percent (which does

include the chieftains) control almost 50 percent of the land. Conversely, the

bottom 50 percent of the land claims control 27 percent of the land. These

proportions are only slightly skewed and are indicative of an evenly distrib-

uted land area.
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Table 10.2. Original Claim Size by Location and Status as Described in Landnámabók
Landnámabók (Pálsson and Edwards 1972).

Mean Size
Area Claims (Sq Km)

By Region
Coast 11 1.0
West 6 1.2
East 5 0.7
Side Valleys 5 0.5
Upland 4 2.1

By Status
Common 28 1.0
Chiefly 3 1.8

All 31 1.6
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FIGURE 10.1

Skagafjörður with original land claims described in Landnámabók out-
lined in black (Pálsson and Edwards 1972). Shaded claims indicated
chiefly ownership. Not all land claims in Skagafjörður (Table 10.2) are
shown on this map.
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By 1300, inequality of land control in Skagafjörður has become much

greater. There are over four hundred farms in the region, and by 1400, the

bishopric at Hólar controls about one hundred of them. Hólar is most pow-

erful in 1550 when it controls over three hundred farms. Census data is most

complete from 1710 when Hólar controls 180 farms. At that time, 34 farms (7

percent) control 300 other farms (63 percent). Of the 35 farms that own more

than one other farm, the top two—Hólar and Reynistaður—control 213

farms (45 percent). A comparison of the inequality of the top thirty-four

farms (figure 10.3) puts the relative equality of the settlement (figure 10.2)

into perspective. The hierarchy, described in the documents at the beginning

of the Commonwealth, does not seem to be related to differential control over
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land. After 1300, when the state-level medieval manorial system had super-

seded the chiefdom organization, inequality of land control is apparent.

The locations of chiefly settlements in Skagafjörður were not the same as

in the later medieval manorial centers. There does not seem to be a strong re-

lationship between claiming large areas and chiefly power. Furthermore, nei-

ther Reynistaður nor Hólar is located on an original chiefly settlement. On the

east side, the area that would become the bishopric at Hólar was first claimed

by Kolbein, who then gave that valley to Hjalti, whose descendants then gave

part of their claim for the bishopric. Hólar, one of the most powerful farms in

Iceland, would have been one of the last areas in Skagafjörður to be occupied.

It would seem that any advantages to being first to claim land, or any advan-
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Inequality of the ownership of farms in 1714 based on the Jardabók (Magnússon and
Vídalín 1927).
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tages of ownership of slightly larger settlements do not translate into long-run

power.1

Orri Vésteinsson (1998) has proposed a comparable model for the settle-

ment of Iceland. After a very short period of trial and error, the first settlers

chose wetland areas and those early settlements eventually formed into large

estates. Slightly later settlers established smaller farms in between those estates.

A second phase of settlement that lasted into the second millennium saw the

land of lesser quality divided into small units and occupied by final immigrants

and later generations of Icelanders. In this model, the best land is both easy to

put into production and highly productive under more intensive agricultural

regimes. Furthermore, these productive locations chosen by the first settlers are

also ideally situated to take advantage of nonagricultural resources (e.g., up-

land pasture, fish, building material, bird eggs). While the model emphasizes

the role of labor (by calling attention to early sites with multiple contemporary

houses), it places a primacy on the ownership of good land in the creation of

social stratification. Similar to the augmented Careyan model presented above,

Vésteinsson’s model suggests that substantial inequality between households

should appear very early in the settlement sequence. The difference is that the

Careyan model predicts a reorganization of the political economy, while

Vésteinsson’s model underscores the continuity of social differentiation. Both

of these models are in contrast to the more common interpretation, hinted at

in the sagas, of equal and independent farms dotted throughout the landscape

during the whole of the Commonwealth period (e.g., Byock 2001).

To sum up, I argue that the social structure of Settlement and Common-

wealth Iceland seems to be best explained by a Careyan sequence in which

land that requires the least labor to be put into production is chosen first. The

advantages to being first are not a result of owning more productive land but

rather in controlling labor. Secondary settlers, in greater need of labor and re-

sources to put their land into production, would have been dependent on

early settlers and chieftains for labor. Once settled, these settlers would have

been locked into their improved farms, making them easy prey for an ex-

ploitative elite. In the long run, the secondary settlers would have chosen more

productive land. The medieval manorial state organization that arose several

hundred years after the colonization was based on control over land (Júlíus-

son 1995) and, therefore, it is understandable that there should be little rela-

tionship between the medieval manorial organization and the chiefly
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Commonwealth. For a few hundred years it would appear that differential

control over labor maintained the Icelandic chiefly social organization.

CONCLUSION

Viking Age Iceland may not be unusual. For some years, Peter Bogucki

(1988, 1993) has been working on a similar argument for north-central Eur-

ope. He argues that labor is the limiting factor of Neolithic production.

More recently, he has augmented this position with an application of com-

plex adaptive systems based on increasing returns to the spread of agricul-

ture (2000). He outlines a theory in which Neolithic agriculture expanded

rapidly across north-central Europe because increased knowledge of the en-

vironment and how to make it productive would have substantially reduced

start-up costs (cf. Romer 1986). Bogucki argues that this knowledge explains

the rapid and homogeneous settlement across the European plain. House-

hold interdependence, he elegantly argues, produces the social differentia-

tion of the north-central European Neolithic. The argument made here for

Iceland is similar, relying on increased returns to explain a punctuated set-

tlement.

I differ from Bogucki in arguing for substantial and even ever-increasing

start-up costs—not for reduced start-up costs—as the cause of social stratifi-

cation. Under specific conditions in which the most productive resources

would only be available with substantial initial investment, there would be ad-

vantages to being first to claim the most productive land that required the

least labor. Later entrants would face ever-greater start-up costs, and once in-

vested, would be both in debt to earlier settlers and locked in to their now-

productive resources, making them easy targets for exploitation.

A Careyan model is, oddly enough, much more in keeping with ideas of

agency (e.g., Blanton et al. 1996; Johnson 1989) than is a Ricardian model. Fol-

lowing Ricardo, agency is usually concerned with controlling surplus labor (e.g.,

Saitta 1994) and its application to scarce resources, rather than with choices un-

der conditions where labor is critically scarce. According to Ricardo, people on

marginal land are marginal themselves and they follow the lead of those on the

best land. This means that social stratification is as fixed as the variation in the

land. Conversely, in the augmented Careyan model, secondary entrants control

very productive resources. The result is a dynamic political economy where so-

cial change could be an inherent part of increasing marginal returns.
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The augmented Careyan model presented above and applied to Viking Age

Iceland is as simplistic as Ricardo’s model (Pollard 1997). The correct application

of either model depends on a whole series of factors, including the type of pro-

duction, its start-up costs, the population densities, carrying capacity, and the

rate of technological change. The type of returns to labor is an empirical ques-

tion and it may well be that the type of marginal returns (increasing or decreas-

ing) are very different foundations for alternate pathways to complex societies.

NOTES

1. Recent excavations by Fornleifastofnun Íslands at Aðalstræti in downtown

Reykjavík suggest that the very first Icelander did choose the land that would

become the center of the Icelandic capital. Despite its historic beginnings and

present importance, Reykjavík was not an important place in the Middle Ages or

early modern times.
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