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1
Introduction

After pondering the disparity in income between rich nations 
and poor, Robert Lucas famously stated: “Once one starts to 
think about [the problem], it is difficult to think about anything 
else.”1 Humanitarians, policymakers, and scholars have joined 
Lucas in addressing the determinants of development; and in 
this volume, I, a political scientist, join them.

Among those who seek to account for the disparities in in
come that mark the modern world, economists, such as Lucas, 
stand supreme. Not only do they rank among the most skilled 
and insightful of those who study development, but also they 
dominate the agencies that fund programs and design policies 
for those who strive to achieve it. But clearly, the problems be
deviling efforts to promote prosperity in the developing world 
are not purely economic in nature. Some arise from cultural 
values and religious beliefs; others from biological and envi
ronmental forces; and still others from politics. I shall focus on 
the impact of politics. I shall focus in particular on politicians, 
their use of power, and their impact on development.
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Development, I contend, contains two elements: one eco
nomic, the level of prosperity; and the second political, the 
degree of security. From this perspective, societies can be con
sidered more developed the greater their prosperity and the 
more secure the lives and property of those who inhabit them. 
Some might object to the use of  income, and especially average 
income, as a measure of development. But clearly the attain
ment of other valued outcomes is costly and prosperous socie
ties are better positioned to secure them than are those that are 
poor. As for security, I take counsel from Hobbes, who noted 
that where “the life of man is nasty, poor, brutish and short,” 
there is “no place for industries, because the future thereof is 
uncertain . . . no knowledge of the face of the earth; . . . no arts; 
no letters; and what is worst of all, continuous fear, and danger 
of violent death.”2 Both prosperity and security are valuable, 
then, not only in their own right but also because they make 
possible the attainment of other values.

Throughout this book, I probe the political foundations of 
development.

Method and Substance

Most who study development proceed “cross sectionally”; 
that is, they compare poor nations to rich ones and note how 
differences in, say, education, gender equality, investment, or 
corruption relate to differences in standards of living. But de
velopment is a dynamic phenomenon and involves change over 
time. It is best studied, then, by seeing how nations evolve. Not 
only that: only a handful of nations in today’s developing world 
have achieved a standard of  living comparable to that of nations 
in the developed world; and in many, life and property remain 
imperiled. The number of “successes” is small; and because 
most of these reside in the Pacific Rim, so too is the amount 
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of variation in the sample they provide. Today’s world thus 
provides us little information. The implications are profound: 
today’s world supplies little insight into how nations develop.

In response to this difficulty, I turn to history. Rather than 
proceeding cross sectionally, and comparing poor countries 
with rich in the contemporary world, I proceed “longitudinally” 
and explore, for a given set of countries, how they changed over 
time. For reasons that I will soon discuss, I focus on England 
and France in the medieval and early modern periods. At the 
end of the latter, England stood poised to undergo the “great 
transformation” whereas France stood on the verge of  political 
collapse. Attempts to isolate the factors that rendered the one 
more successful than the other can therefore offer insight into 
the factors that promote or impede the attainment of  prosper
ity and security.

To use historical materials in this fashion, we have to assure 
ourselves that at least two conditions are met. The first is that 
the historical cases be sufficiently similar that inferences can 
be drawn from their divergent responses to similar stimuli. The 
second is to find a way of moving from “what is known”— the 
historical cases— to what cannot yet be known— the determi
nants of development in the contemporary world. We now turn 
to these issues.

TuRnInG To HISToRY

The principal justification for drawing inferences from a com
parison between England and France is that politically, eco
nomically, linguistically, and culturally, in the medieval and 
early modern periods, England and France shared important 
characteristics in common.

The England we first encounter was ruled by the Normans. 
And the Normans, like the Angevins that followed, presided 
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not only over England but also over their “homelands” in what 
now is France (see figure 1.1). England’s governing classes held 
properties on both sides of the channel, which they crossed 
and recrossed to manage and defend. The ruling lineages in
termarried and incessantly fought each other. On both sides 
of the channel, the elite spoke the same language and until the 

0 100 200 300 400 km
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The Plantagenet
Empire of Henry II

FIGuRE 1.1. England, France, and the Angevin dynasty. Source: “Henry II, Plan
tagenet Empire” by Cartedaos (talk) 01:46, 14 September 2008 (UTC), own 
work. Licensed under CC BY SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons.
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sixteenth century belonged to the same church. That the two 
cases shared such basic characteristics in common, I argue, en
ables us to relate their differences to variations in the develop
mental outcomes that emerge over time: the one, becoming 
richer and more powerful; the other, a failed state.

uSES oF THE PAST

Turning to a second challenge, we ask: How are we to employ 
our knowledge of  history to gain insight into the contemporary 
world?

We do so by noting that in the medieval and early modern 
periods, Western societies were agrarian and that the under
developed nations remain largely so today. The attributes that 
commonly mark agrarian societies offer a framework that en
ables us to compare the two sets of cases; they enable us to 
treat them as members of a similar class. While accommodat
ing, the framework (see box 1.1) is also powerful: it highlights 
regularities that enable us to draw on what is known about one 
set of cases to shed light on another. By so doing, it enables us 
to better comprehend the impact of power upon the process 
of development.

AGRARIAn EConoMIES

As can be seen in box 1.1, two powerful regularities charac
terize agrarian economies, one governing production and the 
other consumption. The first is the law of diminishing returns. 
Derived by David Ricardo, a student of England’s agrarian 
economy, the law states that as population grows, because 
the quantity of land remains fixed, per capita output declines. 
The first settlers would work the most productive land; as the 



6 CHAPTER 1

population grows and people spread out, they then move to 
lands of  lower quality. Should they instead remain on the most 
fertile plot, as their numbers increase, they would have to farm 
more intensively or make use of less productive labor, such as 
the aged. The increase in population therefore results in less 

BoX 1.1. An Agrarian Society

The Economy. Rural economies abide by the law of diminishing returns. As 
populations grow, in the absence of technical change, incomes decline. And 
by Engel’s law, poor people devote a greater percentage of their incomes to 
the consumption of food than do those who are betteroff. Taken together, 
diminishing returns and Engel’s law imply that if an economy is agrarian, its 
people will be poor.

The Society is organized by kinship.

Families constitute the active agents of an agrarian society.
In the economy: They control not only the spending but also the 

generation of income.
In the polity: They govern the use of power.

In addition, the nature of the assets they control shapes the 
preferences they hold.

From these characteristics, several phenomena emerge:

Migration: To elude the impact of diminishing returns and thereby 
prosper, people migrate; they seek additional land. Note the 
implication: Contrary to common beliefs, agrarian societies are 
not static. People move frequently, either as families or hordes.

Specialization and Trade: To elude the impact of diminishing 
returns, people specialize in production and exchange. They make 
intensive use of the productive factors with which they have been 
comparatively well endowed, be it meadows, wetlands, forests, or 
a position beside a waterway. Harvesting more than they wish to 
consume, they exchange the surplus for goods produced by others. 
Note the implications: (1) Not only farming but also trade takes 
place in agrarian societies. Not only farmers but also merchants 
inhabit them. In addition to farms, there are towns. (2) Relations 
between town and country mark the politics of agrarian societies. 
The two quarrel over the price of food: something that town 
dwellers buy and consume and that rural dwellers produce and sell.
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output per unit of labor. By the law of diminishing returns, as 
this regularity is known, in agrarian societies, over time, aver
age incomes decline and people become poor.3

The second law characterizes consumption. Named after 
Ernst Engel— a statistician who studied household economics 
in Germany— the law holds that the lower a person’s income, 
the greater the percentage of her budget that she will spend on 
food. Food is a necessity, after all; to survive, a person must eat. 
Should she become poor, she will therefore curtail her expen
ditures on other commodities and devote her income to the 
purchase of food.4

The two laws pertain to individuals who produce and con
sume. While thus “micro” in scope, they generate “macrolevel” 
implications. By Engel’s Law, poor societies are agrarian; and 
by the law of diminishing returns, agrarian societies become 
poor.5 These regularities permeate both premodern Europe 
and the less developed portions of the contemporary world 
and mark them both as underdeveloped.

There are few laws in the social sciences. That two of the 
few we possess pertain to agrarian societies is fortuitous and 
encourages us to believe that premodern Europe and the con
temporary developing world may abide by common logics. 
They encourage us to believe as well that insights extracted 
from the one can deepen our understanding of the other, even 
if the two inhabit different places and times.

From these laws, other regularities follow, and these too 
offer points of entry for those who wish to use history for the 
study of development. To fend off declines in income in agrar
ian societies, people specialize in production and engage in 
trade. One result is regional differentiation, with wine, say, 
being produced in one location; timber and charcoal in an
other; and meat, hides, and dairy products in yet a third. An
other is commerce. As trade and markets span these diverse 
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settings, they enable people to exchange the surpluses they pro
duce locally for goods that may be produced more cheaply in 
other locations. In response to diminishing returns, people also 
migrate. They venture forth in search of new places to settle. 
As we shall see, regional differentiation and migration— both 
responses to decreasing returns— shaped the politics of devel
opment in medieval and early modern Europe and shapes it in 
the developing world today as well.

As suggested by Engel’s Law, a third, “macrolevel” impli
cation emerges: as incomes rise, the relative size of the rural 
sector declines. With development, agriculture gives way to 
industry and manufacturing, with factories replacing farms, 
towns displacing villages, and labor shifting from farming to 
commerce and industry. Development thus involves “structural 
change,” in the words of some,6 or a “great transformation,” in 
the phrasing of others.7 To study the political foundations of 
development is to study the politics of these changes.

Two economic “laws” thus provide a structure that enables 
us to place medieval and early modern Europe within the same 
framework as the contemporary developing world and to focus 
on a common set of themes: regional specialization, migration, 
and the impact of structural change.

A last major regularity characterizes agrarian societies. It is 
the importance of kinship. In both agrarian and industrial so
cieties, families govern consumption; they allocate the house
hold budget. But in agrarian societies, they govern production 
as well; they assign tasks in home and field to the members of 
the household. Kinship and the family also govern the polity. 
Offices and titles are transmitted by the rules of descent. Poli
ties are often governed by dynasties and localities by groups of 
kin. And it is the family that provides security: by brandishing 
arms, its members deter those who might seek to encroach 
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upon them.8 When we study the economics and the politics 
of agrarian societies, be they in the historical West or the con
temporary developing world, we shall focus on the role of the 
family.

Because of their agrarian nature, medieval and early mod
ern Europe and the developing world share key features in com
mon. This common set of features constitutes what I call a “po
litical terrain”: a setting within which politicians compete for 
power. As we shall see, the composition of that terrain deter
mines what kinds of actions are “winning” and therefore how 
those with power are likely to behave. Examining the historical 
cases enables us to infer the features that appear to have led to 
the productive use of power in one case and to its destructive 
use in another, thus suggesting lessons that should inform our 
understanding of development in the contemporary world.

THE RoLE oF EMPIRE

Many will bridle at this approach. Conceding the presence of 
commonalities, they would also stress the importance of dif
ferences between medieval and early modern Europe and the 
developing world today. The challenge of development today 
differs from that in the past, they would contend, for nations 
today are attempting to develop in a world dominated by those 
who are far richer and more powerful than themselves.

By way of rejoinder, I advance two counterarguments. First, 
as does the developing world today, in the medieval and early 
modern periods, Europe confronted others whose wealth and 
power were greater than their own.9 It felt threatened by the 
Caliphates, the Turks, and invaders from the steppes. It had lost 
holy shrines and religious capitals to those who fought in the 
name of a god other than their own. It was aware of the riches 
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of “Cathay” and the Middle East and the power of those who in
vaded from the east and south. Europe thus emerged in a world 
dominated by societies wealthier and more powerful than itself. 
Second, I shall in fact stress the impact upon the developing 
world of  its subjugation to Europe. And when doing so, I shall 
note how Europe’s hegemony rendered the developing world 
similar to its “slow developing” predecessor— to France, that 
is, rather than to England.

Placing both the developing world and historical cases 
within a common frame thus enables us to levy insights from 
historical Europe, where development has been achieved, to 
the contemporary world, where for many development re
mains an aspiration.

We now move from matters of method to matters of 
substance.

Core Tension

Throughout this work, we note a pervasive tension— one that 
takes two forms. The first arises in societies in which power lies  
in private hands.

When security is provided by families, then development, 
we find, cannot be achieved. To achieve development, a society 
must be both prosperous and secure. But when private families 
control both production and coercion, then they must choose: 
to be secure, it is best that they possess little worth stealing. 
And should they wish to prosper, they had better prepare to 
fight, for others will seek to prey upon them.10 In such socie ties, 
people can be prosperous or be secure. They find it difficult to 
be both. 

As we shall see, this insight informs our understanding of in
stitutional change. In medieval Europe, societies prospered, cit
ies formed, farming became more profitable, and incomes rose. 
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But with the growth of prosperity came the spread of  violence. 
The result was a demand for a new political order: the movement 
of the control of coercion from private hands to a central agency, 
capable of providing the peaceful settlements of disputes.

Once coercion is reorganized in this fashion, however, the 
tension between prosperity and political order rises in another 
form. For, as noted by Weingast, “a government strong enough 
to protect property rights is also strong enough to confiscate the 
wealth of its citizens.”11 For those who are interested in the polit
ical foundations of development, as am I, the central issue is thus 
how power is used and, in particular, whether it is employed to 
provide security and to underpin prosperity or to imperil and 
despoil. The comparison between England and France offers 
us insight into the factors that lead to different political choices 
and thus to different developmental outcomes. At the end of the 
early modern period, England was poised to enter an industrial 
revolution while France was poised for state failure.

The factors that appear to account for the difference in 
the manner in which power was employed in England and 
France cast light as well on the trajectories traced by Zambia 
and Kenya: the two cases we draw from the developing world. 
As is often the situation in the developing world, in these two 
countries, periods of rapid economic growth were followed by 
abrupt reversals. Given the attributes that Kenya and Zambia 
share with other agrarian polities and other portions of the 
postcolonial world, the factors that shaped the behavior of 
those who governed these two countries surely operate else
where, and in the last portion of the book I seek to isolate them.

Situating the Argument

The arguments I mount both echo and dissent from the works 
of others. Of greatest relevance is Huntington,12 who, as do I, 
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cautions that economic growth can be politically disruptive 
and lead to conflict between regions, between communities, 
and between town and country. Huntington too stresses the 
importance of political order and the need for institutions to 
achieve it. While my work therefore re echoes his, I take a more 
historical turn. I strive, moreover, to explore the “microfoun
dations” of my arguments and how individual actions generate 
the collective outcomes we observe: poverty and disorder, on 
the one hand, and prosperity and security on the other. I am 
also far less sanguine than is he about the impact of hierarchi
cal institutions and stress that while they may be necessary for 
achieving development, they clearly are not sufficient.

Acemoglu and Robinson, like Huntington, focus on the 
manner in which political institutions promote— or impede— 
economic development.13 In advancing their arguments, they—  
as do I— turn to history. In contrast to Acemoglu and Robinson, 
however, I am less inclined to stress the impact of institutions and 
more inclined to stress the impact of other factors— economic 
and social— that shape political incentives and the use of power 
in agrarian societies. And I am also more inclined to draw upon 
agricultural economics and ethnography when doing so.

As do Acemoglu and Robinson, North, Wallis, and Weingast 
focus on the manner in which violence is used and organized.14 
And they, too, draw on materials from history to analyze con
temporary development. In contrast to both Acemoglu and 
Robinson and me, North et al. make use of static typologies and 
view development as the process by which people move from 
“limited access” to an “open access” social orders. To a greater 
degree than they, however, I seek to base my explanations on 
the behavior of individuals, and in particular, on the behav
ior of those who possess political power. I seek to understand 
why in some settings political ambitions are better served by 
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safeguarding life and property and promoting the creation of 
wealth, while in others, they are better served by using power 
to imperil or impoverish so that others might gain. By probing  
for “microfoundations,” I seek to account for the impact of pol
itics upon development.

Robert Brenner should also be counted among the eco
nomic historians who have influenced this work.15 Where he 
sees class, however, I see power and, in particular, power in 
the forms it takes in agrarian societies: the power of families, 
of kin groups, and of regions. Those who aspire to rule in such 
societies must “win” politically; they must choose how best to 
act and to respond to the choices of others. And when they act, 
they influence the course of development. By reformulating 
Brenner’s approach, I seek not only to compare cases within 
historical European history, as did he, but also to use those com
parisons to clarify the political foundations of contemporary 
development.

In many ways, this study resonates with a last literature: 
that produced by the first generation of those who studied the 
politics of the developing world, such as Rupert Emerson, who 
addressed the breakup of empires; Anderson, Von der Mehden, 
Young, and Sklar, who focused on communalism and ethnicity; 
and Weiner, Rosberg, and Geertz, who wrote about political 
integration and the formation of states.16 While these scholars 
perceptively captured the nature of the polities bequeathed by 
the breakup of empires, I hope that I have deepened our under
standing of  how their makeup shaped the behavior of those who,  
having captured power, then employed it and thereby shaped 
their development.
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