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This Lecture
Last time we looked at some ideas about the determinants of political
centralization or ‘state formation’.
In the Besley and Persson model the incumbent is more likely to build
a tax system if
society is ‘cohesive’in the sense that resources always get spend on
public goods (this will tend to happen when public goods are very
valuable - possibly as a consequence of warfare)
if society is not cohesive there is less chance that the incumbent loses
power.

In Sánchez de la Sierra (quite an appropriate name actually..) the
desire to capture natural resource rents leads you to become more
state-like (it would be nice to know people’s preferences towards all of
this, we saw a little of that with Weigel’s paper).
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The Case of the Tonga

A major theme of the anthropologist Elizabeth Colson’s book
Tradition and Contract: The Problem of Social Order is life in Africa
without a state. In Chapter 2 she paints a rather grim Hobbesian
picture of life without the state based on her ethnographic research in
Zambia.
“people live in what appears to be a Rousseauian paradise
because they take a Hobbesian view of their situation: they walk
softly because they believe it necessary not to o¤end others
whom they regard as dangerous ... An absence of external
controls calls for the development of internal controls and a
recognition that one cannot a¤ord to act out spontaneous
emotions.”
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Giving because they must
Summarizing a lot of evidence she argues that people in stateless
societies live in the constant fear of feuds and “it is this fear which
discourages actions that might lead to violence and the initiation of
feud.”
Colson’s arguments suggest another reason for containing the
economy
“property is valued .... [but] people are very much aware that
possessions give rise to envy, and that they are fearful of the
consequences of envy.”
From this perspective the generosity and redistribution evident in
many of these societies is because “They give because they must” in
order to assure “amicable relationships”.
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Giving and Fearing
Colson relates a story from 1972 of a housewife who had been
approached by a visitor who was a distant relative who asked for grain
for food and planting. The housewife gave generously an act which at
the time Colson interpreted as being part of reciprocity to help sustain
social relationships. Later
“The housewife disillusioned me .. while lecturing a young
man temporarily resident in the village on the wisdom of giving
food to those who asked for it.
The young man had just received a disturbing letter from
home: lights had been seen about his granary and his wives and
brother had found evidence that ghosts had urinated over the
grain, an act which Tonga believe ghosts carry out only if sent by
a sorcerer ... his ambition of the previous year - which had led
him to work early and late in the large …eld he had planted - was
now bringing him only a harvest of hate.”
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How to Interpret Generosity

The housewife asked if someone had known about his harvest,
pointing out
“It is not safe to deny them. You saw me give grain to that
woman who came the other day. How could I refuse when she
asked me for grain? Perhaps she would no nothing, but I could
not tell. The only thing to do is to give.”
Colson is not a fan of traditional legal institutions where “it is the
individual who is being judged and not the crime”
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Changing the Social Equilibrium

In Chapter 3 Colson points out “Knowing the evils of one’s situation
and doing something about them are very di¤erent matters”
“1) It is not easy to think of good solutions to existing
problems; 2) the genius who does think of one rarely has the
resources to provide experimental evidence that the solution will
work; 3) if people have little margin, they are not prepared to
adopt radical departures from practices that have worked unless
results are certain; 4) they want a guarantee ... an adequate
answer to the question, “What will we do if it doesn’t work?”’
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Agents of Change

Provocatively “The ease with which colonial administrations
established themselves ... with minimal deployment of force, may be
due to a comparable desire for an overriding authority to ensure the
public peace and provide a better mechanism for settling disputes.”
“people may be prepared to accept authority, even though they
…nd it both threatening and frustrating, because they see it as
the guarantor of an overarching security that is lacking.”
This suggests an interesting testable hypothesis about the ease of
colonial expansion.
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The role of courts
Colson focuses on how courts and modern legal institutions interact
with this equilibrium. The Tonga legal system had the property that
it emphasized “reconciliation rather than the breach of law” but
people did not necessarily like the “emphasis upon the mesh of social
relationships and the assessment of character”. Hence
“they recognize that the existence of courts provides them with a
possibility of escape from some kinds of dependence upon their
fellows.”
“Each person can live more freely of himself and make his own
decisions.”
Like religious conversion, it is a way of disengaging from the
equilibrium, though this in this case it is a collective way.
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Consequences of Political Centralization in Africa
Let me now turn to evidence on the impact of state formation. de la
Sierra had a little bit to say about welfare... if you thought the
Eastern DRC was a bit like Tongaland, then maybe people were
happy with the Stationary Bandits?
Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2013) looks at the impact of
pre-colonial political centralization (’levels of jurisdictional hierarchy
above the community’) on development outcomes today.
This paper is really just an extension of a very original one by
Gennaioli and Rainer who were possibly the …rst people to run a
regression with the data from the Murdock Ethnographic Atlas (but
they didn’t know about the Murdock Map). They uncovered a
correlation which turns out to be very robust.
Neither paper has an identi…cation strategy though Michalopoulos
and Papaioannou come close with a type of regression discontinuity
approach.
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The Long Shadow of the Dai Viet state

Melissa Dell, Pablo Querubín and Nathan Lane exploit the history of
the Vietnamese state to identify the causal impact of the ‘state’
(complicated...) on development.
They use the historical spread of the Dai Viet state in Vietnam and
argue that for idiosyncratic reasons the state stopped in one place
rather than another for a long time, so one side of a border has much
more ‘state treatment’than another. This allows one to estimate
convincingly the causal e¤ects of the state on current outcomes.
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Bureaucracy versus Patrimonialism
North Vietnam inherited a long tradition of state bureaucratization
from the Chinese, while the very south of the country was part of the
far more patrimonial Khmer empire (based in Angkor and later Phnom
Penh) - this is why the Khmer Rouge tried to invade it in 1978!
In 1698 the southern expansion of Dai Viet stopped until 1832 for
what appear to be largely idiosyncratic reasons (dynastic political
struggles etc.).
Thus one side of the border got 134 years more ‘state treatment’than
the others.
The results strongly support the idea that bureaucratized states have
positive e¤ects on development and governance (though a few puzzles
on land rights and titles..).
Particularly interesting are the positive e¤ects on social capital today
(a la Putnam, more on this later...).
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What sort of State?

The analysis of the Dai Viet state proceeds as if bureaucratization
had uniform consequences independent of how it was established, how
legitimate it was, what was the nature of the government (does
bureaucracy created by a predatory kleptocrat have the same
implications as bureaucracy created by a democracy with an elected
executive?).
It is quite curious that though the Dai Viet state started in the Red
River valley and spread south, like the Vietcong, the bureaucratic
capacity which it somehow left behind was able to repress the
Vietcong in the hands of the political elites in South Vietnam.
You might have conjectured instead that the Vietcong could have
tapped into this history.

James A. Robinson (Chicago)

PED

April 6, 2019

13 / 19

The Rwandan Case
Is state formation always a good thing?
It looks like it from the Levels of Jurisdictional Hierarchy results and
from the Vietnamese results.
Is bureaucratization always great? The bureaucratization of the
British …scal system after 1688 allowed Britain to build up the navy
and construct an Empire (not so good for the people who got
invaded...).
But the bureaucratization of the Nazi and Soviet states caused a lot
of havoc in the 20th century.
A large amount of case study evidence suggests that the immensity of
the Rwandan genocide was planned and implemented by state
functionaries (see the Human Rights Watch report Leave None to Tell
the Story..)
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State Formation and Genocide

Leander Heldring has investigated this connection by exploiting the
historical spread of the state mapped by Jan Vansina and other
historians.
The state started in the early 17th century and spread slowly with
long pauses. Critically, the strategy of state formation started by
Ndori spread outwards from the traditional capital (one of them prior
to the late 19th century when the court stopped moving about) of
Nyanza, giving a potential source of variation in state history - some
places are easier to get to from Nyanza because of the topography.
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Results
Using this source of variation in state history, Heldring shows that
when the state was in genocide mode, greater state history led to
more killing.
Yet before and after the genocide, greater state history is associated
with less violence.
So there is no implication either good or bad of having a state, it
depends on the objectives of those running it.
What are the mechanisms? The case study evidence on Rwanda
suggests that the history of the state has socialized people into
obeying rules. To investigate this channel Heldring did lab in the …eld
experiments on either side of Akanyaru river where the state stopped
for 99 years. He shows that on the side of the river with more state
history people are more willing to obey rules, be obedient to authority,
and comply with a tax demand coming from the state.
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Types of State

We de…nitely need some work on the type of state and how the
‘capacity’of the state interacts with how it is governed.
In traditional Rwanda the army was the state, in fact it was an army
with a state (as Voltaire said about Prussia), there was no civilian
bureaucracy, the army collected the taxes.
In Botswana, the Tswana states were not militarized in the same way
(though they did share features with the Rwanda state such as ‘cattle
patronage’).
So both places had pre-colonial states, but they were organized and
governed in very di¤erent ways
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The Case of Botswana
Why has Botswana been so successfully in sustaining economic
growth and democracy since independence?
In the 1930s Isaac Shapera wrote down a Tswana saying: “The law is
blind, it eats even it owner”
“all matters of tribal policy are dealt with …nally before a
general assembly of the adult males in the chief’s kgotla (council
place). Such meetings are very frequently held . . . among the
topics discussed .. it is not unknown for the tribal assembly to
overrule the wishes of the chief. Since anyone may speak, these
meetings enable him to ascertain the feelings of the people
generally, and provide the latter with an opportunity of stating
their grievances. If the occasion calls for it, he and his advisers
may be taken severely to task, for the people are seldom afraid
to speak openly and frankly.”
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Botswana

Comparing Botswana and Rwanda, one is left to doubt Hobbes’claim
that there is no real di¤erence between a commonwealth by
institution and one by acquisition. The governance of the state seems
to be extremely important.
At an econometric level perhaps the interaction of state capacity and
governance is critical, could this be investigated at a sub-national
level?
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