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Evolution from Exclusive Communal Land
Ownership to Private Land Ownership in Early
Chinese History
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( Xi’an Jiaotong University)

Abstract Historical and archeological evidence shows that China experienced a
period of communal land ownership in her Shang and West Zhou periods. As a response to
the population pressure, agricultural technology was improved considerably in these two
periods, increasing the capacity of individual cultivation as well as calling for fine-tuned
coordination in the field. As a result, private land ownership emerged in the Chungiu and
Zhanguo periods. In this process, technology played a critical role in defining the relative
scarcity of land, a point somewhat lost in Douglass North’s early theory of institutional
change.
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