
THE DECLINE AND RISE 

OF DEMOCRACY 



THE PRINCETON ECONOMIC HISTORY 

OF THE WESTERN WORLD 

Joel Mokytj Series Editor 

A list of titles in this series appears in the back of the book. 

The Decline and Rise 

of Democracy 

A GLOBAL HISTORY FROM 

ANTIQUITY TO TODAY 

DAVID STASAVAGE 

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS 

PRINCETON & OXFORD 



Copyrigh t  C 1o ro by Princeto
n U nivexsity Press 

Requests for permission to reproduce material from this work should be sent to pemrl
ssion

s@)press.
p

rinc

e

t

o
n

.

e

d u  

Publis hed by Princeton Un iversity Press 
41 W'illiam Street, Princeton, New Jersey 08540 
6 O xford Street, W oodstock, O :<fords hire  O X2o 1T R
press.

p
rince ton.edu 

All 
Rights Rese n-e d 

First paperback printing. 20 21
Pape r ISBN 978-0-691•11897-

6 Clo th ISBN 978-o-691- 1774 6-5 I
SBN 

(e-hook) 9 78
-0-6 91-2019 5

-
s 

L ibrary o f 

C
ongress Control Number 20 10932.n6British Library Ca taloging-in-Publication Data i

s 
available Editoria l: Bridget Flannery-McCoy & Alena C

h
ekanov Production Edi t orial: Ali Parringto

n Jacket/C o ver Design : Leslie FlisProduction: Etin Suyd am Publici ty: 
J
ames Schnei der & Kate 

F arq uh

ar -

Thomson Ja cket / Cm,er ima ges : Shutt
ersto ck

This book has been ccmposed in Amo

Printed in the U nited S tates of America 

Fo r  
my par ents

Ba

r

ba ra and Ge rry 



�- --- ..
.. _________

_ _ 
. "'j: 

·: �

C O NT EN T S

Lis t o f Figures
ix 

Prefa c e  xi 

PA R T  
I. E

ARLY DEMOCRA
CY 

1 O rigin s  of Democratic Rule 

2 Early De mocracy Was Widespread

3 
Weak Stat es Inherited Democracy

4 When Tec
hn

ology Undermined Dem ocracy

P AR
T 

II. T
H E DIVERGENCE 

5 The D evelopment of Representation in Eu rope 

6 C hina a s  the Bureaucratic Alternative

7 Ho w  D emocracy Disappeared in the Islamic Wo rld 

8 Democr ac
y 

and Ec o n omic Dev elopm ent ov e r 

theL ongRun

vii

1

3 

2

9

7 9

9 9  

10 1

16 6  



Viii CONTENTS 

PART III. MODERN DEMOCRACY

9 Why England Was Different

10 Democracy-and Slavery-in America

u The Spread of Modern Democracy

u The Ongoing Democratic Experiment

Acknowledgments 309
Notes 311 

Bibliography 349
Index 391

-----u------

195 

197

2.25 

j 
,I 

�,. 

FIGURES 

1.1. Fiscal extraction across three regions 

2.1. A map of Huronia 

2.2. A section of the Codex Mendoza 

2.3. The Azande Kingdom 

2.4. Council governance across regions 

3.1. Caloric variability and council governance 

3.2. Population density and council governance among 
Native Americans 

3.3. Military democracy 

3.4. Bureaucrats and councils as alternatives 

3.5. Crop yields in early societies 

4.1. A Chinese "fish scale" map 

4.2. Aztec soil glyphs 

4.3. Writing and early democracy 

5.1. Variability of crop yields in medieval England and 

ancient Sumeria 

5.2. Rediscovering Aristotle did not lead to city republics 

5.3. Total solar irradiance and city-state development 

6.1. Percentage of total land area cultivated in China 

6.2. Percentage of cultivated land irrigated in China 

6.3. State revenues in China and England 

7.1. The Circle of Justice 

ix 

12 

38 

47 

53 

56 

67 

71 

74 

75 

77 

82 

84 

94 

108 

122 

125 

145 

146 

160 

173 



X LIST OF FIGURES 

8.1. GDP estimates over time
8•2• Ruler duration across six dynasties
8.3. Urbanization and representative assemblies
9.1. KingJohn's heavy exactions in comparative perspective
9.2. Patents in England and the Netherlands

10.1. Report of the First General Assembly of Virginia
10.2. British living standards in comparison
10.3. Newspapers in the Early Republic
u.1. The rise of modem democracy
u.2. One man, one gun, one vote
u.3. Wealth inequality d an uruversal suffrage in France11.4. State revenues and democracy in Africa

183 

188 

192 

205 

218 

232 

235

251 

257 

267 

273 

293 

PREFACE 

WHERE DOES DEMOCRACY come from, how is it sustained, and what 
is its future? These are questions that have a special salience today in our 
current age of democratic anxiety. The United States has long been her­
alded as a successful democratic experiment and a lesson for others; if 
people once thought that republics had to be small to survive, the Amer­
ican experience seemed to have shown otherwise. In more recent de­
cades, as the practice of selecting leaders in free elections spread around 
the globe, democracy acquired an aura of inevitability, as if it was the 
wave of the future, at least for those who would listen. Today some fear 
that all of these conclusions were far too optimistic-democracy itself 
may be less durable than they once thought, and even when it does 
survive it may be captured by the few at the expense of the many. 

To understand where we are today-and where we might be headed­
we need to broaden our view to look at the deep history of democracy, 
and that is what I will propose we do in this book. I have been research­
ing and writing on this subject for twenty years, particularly by working 
on the long evolution of representative institutions in Europe. In recent 
years I began to think more explicitly about comparing world regions. 
Why, I asked, has Europe followed a fundamentally different political 
trajectory from China or the Middle East? While many scholars have 
written about the economic divergence that saw Europe become the first 
region to industrialize, fewer people have tried to explain the great 
political divergence. That will be one important goal of this book, and in 
pursuing it we will need to consider not only democracy but also the 
logic of autocracy-the opposite form of governance. 

As we consider a broad range of human societies, it will turn out that 
events in "out of the way" places and at distant times can sometimes tell 
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us surprising things about our own political institutions of today. De­
mocracy often thrived in places where we would least expect it. As part 
of this, we will learn that the story of democracy has not only been one 
of great thinkers writing great books; it has also been constructed by 
ordinary people working pragmatically to govern themselves in a col­
lective fashion. 

Finally, as we consider in this book how our own contemporary de­
mocracies have evolved, we will have a better sense of their potential 
points of both strength and weakness. The particular institutions that 
we use to govern ourselves today are to a great extent the result of a long 
development of Anglo-American practices that was as much the prod­
uct of circumstance as any natural evolution. The democracy we have 
today is but one potential way of organizing things, and in closing I will 
suggest that once we recognize this, we will be in a better position to 
consider how it might evolve in the future. 

PART I 

Early Democracy 



I 

Origins of Democratic Rule 

WE ARE TAUGHT that Europeans invented democracy. We learn that it 
was invented by the Greeks, who gave us the word itself, and we hear 
also that democracy in Greece died out after about as much time as the 
American Republic has existed. Democracy then gradually reemerged 
in Europe during a long evolution beginning with events like Magna 
Carta and the rise ofltalian city republics. It culminated in the estab­
lishment of political systems based on competitive elections and uni­
versal suffrage. The practice of democracy eventually spread to other 
continents. 

One problem with this story is that when Europeans began conquer­
ing peoples on other continents, they sometimes found that local 
people had political institutions that were more democratic than what 
they knew in their home countries. In North America, as French Jesuit 
missionaries entered the territory of the people they called the Huron, 
they discovered a political system based on both central and local coun­
cils with broad participation-including for women. In the year 1636 
one missionary commented that the Huron central council was like the 
"Estates General" of the country. 1 His home country of France also had 
an Estates General, but it had not met for over twenty years, and it 
would not meet again until 1789. In Mesoamerica, Spanish conquerors 
more commonly encountered societies with hierarchical political 
systems-but not always. In 1519 as Heman Cortes entered the territory 
ofTlaxcala he observed that as far as he could judge, the form of govern­
ment was "almost like that of Venice, or Genoa, or Pisa, because there 

3 
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• 
ruI "2 1s no one supreme er. His home country of Sp., ;n h d h • cu a sue a smglesupreme ruler, King Charles I.

The examples of the Huron and ofTiaxcala are not isolat d f Th h 
e excep-10ns. roug out human history many societies on multiple c t· t h • d d 

on I· nen s ave m epen en_tly developed political systems in whic h thosewho rule have been obliged to seek consent from those they If we kin govern. see see g consent as a basic ingredient of democracv th th d . , , en we cansay at 
. 
em�cracy itself occurs naturally among humans, even if it isfar from meVItable. The question then becomes when and wh d f • Y emo-cra re practices survive and prosper and why th1's h d . 

I h 
' appene even mp aces w ere people had not read Aristotle.

_The �ther question we need to ask is if early forms of democrac exi�ted m many regions, then why did modern democrac -
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lect1on of representatives through universal sufti 
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:e se­
Europe and the United States? The answer I

w
ill 
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h
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_ 
in 

the particular tra· ect 
' argue, as to do with

ch . J ory taken by Europe when compared with . su as China and theMiddl E Ir . . 
regions 

ness that laid the ound £ 
e as�. orucally, it was Europe's backward-gr or the nse of modern democracy.

Early Democracy and M d 
. . 

0 ern Democracy 
In Its onginal sense as used by the Greeks " 
means that the peopl 

the word democracy" simplye govern, or more lit all h power. Each citizen parti . 
er Y t at the people have

the middle of the twentie:�:
e
s, and the people as a collective rule. 3 In

societies of southern Afr• tury,h , 
_
one scholar described the indigenous

. F 
1ca as aVJ.ng a " uli ree election ofleaders was unkn 

pee
. ar type of democracy."4

lectively with assemblie d 
own, but tribal chiefs had to rule col-

th 
s an councils that . e people, or a subset ofth . . constrained their actions:

allin 
em, participated • � g this system "peculiar" I ·n 

. " m governance. Rather than
is useful because early de 

, Wl call it early democracy." This term
d mocracy difii d .c. emocracy that we are famili . ere ,rom the modern form of

E I d 
ar with today.ar Y emocracy • d . • in which 

existe m lieu of a state bu a ruler governed joint! . th 
reaucracy. It was a system

of members of society who w
er: � a cou?cil or assembly composed• mselves Independent from the ruler
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and not subject to his or her whim. They provided information while 
also assisting w ith governance. In some early democracies rulers were 
selected by a council; in others heredity played the primary role. Some 
councils in early democracies involved broad participation by the com­
munity, but it was on other occasions a more elite gathering. For those 
who had the right, participation took a deep and frequent form. 

Early democracy was so common in all regions of the globe that we 
should see it as a naturally occurring condition in human societies. I am 
not the first person to say something like this, but I will try to provide a 
new and more comprehensive view of this idea while also showing 
when and why early democracy;prevailed.5 Athens, as well as many
other democracies in ancient Greece, presents us with the most exten­
sive example of early democracy, but there have been many other socie­
ties elsewhere in which early democracy was also the order of the day. 
This was true even if participation was not as extensive as in Athens. 
Examples of early democracy include those among the Huron and in 
Tlaxcala to which I have already referred. We will also see examples 
from ancient Mesopotamia, precolonial Central Africa, ancient India, 
and elsewhere. 

Modem democracy differs from early democracy in several impor­
tant ways. It is a political system in which representatives are chosen in 
competitive elections under universal suffrage. With universal adult suf­
frage, political participation is very broad, but in modern democracy 
popular participation in governance is also more episodic than in early 
democracy. Representatives meet frequently to engage in governance, 
but the broader populace does not participate directly, apart from at 
election time. Episodic participation is the first fracture point of mod­
ern democracy because it can produce citizen distrust and disengage­
ment; there must be continual efforts to overcome this problem. The 
second fracture point of modern democracy is that it coexists with a 
state bureaucracy that manages day-to-day affairs, and the risk of this is 
that the people may no longer believe that they themselves are govern­
ing. This will be less likely to occur if democratic practices emerge be­
fore the creation of a state bureaucracy-then rulers and the people can 
build a bureaucracy jointly. But if bureaucracy comes first, this is less 
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likely to happen, and this means that bureaucracy can e1·th b . fi l 
er su stituteor or comp ement modern democracy. It all depends on th of events. e sequence 
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Origins of Early Democracy
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ey cou not gove th · ad the opportunity to . th . 
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sent in early democracy 
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sions taken by a ruler •t uld . 

orm prerogative to veto deci-
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I l CO Still exercise "f · sessed information th t ruI . power i Its members pos-
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a a er did not 7 

ee d I un er ying factors hel d l of all more prevalent m· all 
pe ead to early democracy. It was firstsm -scale tf speak of polities in Europ . 

se mgs. We see this whether we• e, m precolonial Afri pnor to European conquest. Small s �a, or in North America
�fa society to regularly attend the co 

cal� made It possible for members
lifeblood of early democracy. In 

uncils and assemblies that were thetem of representation helped. nfr
some early democracies having a sys-h • co ontthi bl avmg all attend, choose one p 

s pro em of scale: instead ofne d d erson But indi • d al e e to travel to an assembl d. 
VI u representatives stilltor them once they were th 

y, an constituents still needed to moni-Iarge ar thi 
ere, and when p I ea s was more difficult R 

eop e were sp read over athe problem of scale, but it did no. t 
ep

l
resen

s
tation was an adaptation toso ve it. 
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The second factor that led to early democracy was when rulers lacked 
knowledge of what people were producing.9 This gave them an incen­
tive to share power to better know what sort of taxes they could levy. We 
should think of"taxation" in broad terms here-the problem was faced 
by any ruler who sought to appropriate or redistribute economic re­
sources. Features of the natural environment sometimes drove uncer­
tainty, as they made agricultural production harder to predict.10 In other 
cases, rulers faced uncertainty because they lacked a state bureaucracy 
that could measure and assess production. Throughout history, uncer­
tainty of this sort has been a great problem in taxation for rulers. Form 
an overly pessimistic judgment of how much you can tax, and you will 
be forgoing potential revenue; form an overly optimistic judgment of 
how much you can tax, and you risk provoking either a revolt or an exit 
of your population. 

The third factor that led to early democracy involved the balance 
between how much rulers needed their people and how much people 
could do without their rulers. When rulers had a greater need for rev­
enue, they were more likely to accept governing in a collaborative 
fashion, and this was even more likely if they needed people to fight 
wars. With inadequate means of simply compelling people to fight, 
rulers offered them political rights. The flip side of all this was that 
whenever the populace found it easier to do without a particular 
ruler-say by moving to a new location-then rulers felt compelled 
to govern more consensually. The idea that exit options influence hi­
erarchy is, in fact, so general it also applies to species other than 
humans. Among species as diverse as ants, birds, and wasps, social 
organization tends to be less hierarchical when the costs of what 
biologists call "dispersal" are low.11 

Over time, early democracy persisted in some societies, but it died 
out in many others. It did so as societies grew in scale; it also did so as 
rulers acquired new ways of monitoring production; it did so finally 
when people found it hard to exit to new areas. It is for all these reasons 
that the title of this book refers first to a decline in early democracy and 
then to the rise of modem democracy. 
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Is Early Democracy an Appropriate Term?
Those familiar ·th cl • al WI ass1c Greek thought may fear that m defini . 
�!:;n 

d
�:

o
;

acy is an overly broad one. The Greeks di;ingui s�:�. y the one, the few, or the many, and for them the w demokratza was only associated with rule b them . . 
ord 

assembly.12 Rule b the fc . y any, typically m a large
of a council with �ted

ew 
� o�garchy, and it took place in the form 

chy had a collective air to ft
arti

thi
�

1pation. E
d
ven if governance under oligar-

, swasnot emocracyasth G k have understood it Sch I h
e ree s would

sion to distinguish. � �
� :

e used the assembly versus council divi-
so Why d I d 

empmc y etween democracies and oligarchies 130 a opt a definif f would have seen as includin t:
o early de�ocracy that the Greeks

this because many hum
� � democracies and oligarchies? I do

rule by the few also had anparti
so

�
1
:tie� tha

b
t at first blush appear to have had

c1pation ythe In democracies that I will d .b 
many. some of the earlyescn e a small n b f. di . pated directly in gove b , 

um er O m VI duals partici-mance, ut they h d t h r council in the locality . hich 
� o t en race an assembly or

hi 
lil w they res1d d Am c efs attended central council b

e • ong the Huron, only . 
their home village In th 

s, 
. 
u� they would face another council in

d . • 0 er societies the fi 1 easions, but on othe . ew wou d ordinarily maker occasions there w h b and consultation. 14 Thi th 
as muc road er discussion

kin 
s was e case in th t gdom of Mari, Is Thi h 

e owns of the Mesopotamian
Id 

s P enomenon wa I kn wor , anditwould b 
s a so own in the Greek

h 
come to e called • d ave catalogued the political . 

a nuxe constitution. Those who
examples of mixed constituti 

regimes of Greek cities have found many
that it is often difficult to l 

on
� 

and they have also attested to the factdearly democratic-alm 
c ass y a polis as clearly oligarchic versusth ost every G k 1. ese two regimes. 16 Aristotle him 

ree po is had some elements ofchy and democracy. I? To
s�lf spoke of cities that mixed oligar-olig h me all this sound ·f h arc Y and democracy was 

s as 1 t e b arrier betweenFor all of these
. a very porous one.

I 
reasons It makes s ear y democracy. As I d I 

. ense to adopt a broad dee-'t' f w·thin o so, WIil tak mu 10n o 
t
h
1 the group of early democra . e

S
care to emphasize the diversityat was v c1es. ome h d ery extensive while in oth hi 

a popular participationers t s was more limited.
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The Autocratic Alternative 

Autocracy was the alternative to early democracy. Since it is impossible 
in almost any society for someone to truly rule on their own, successful 
autocracy was aided by the construction of a state bureaucracy. Rather 
than rely on members of society to help provide information and collect 
revenue, autocrats created bureaucracies staffed with subordinates they 
themselves had selected and they themselves controlled. This was fun­
damentally different from relying on a council or assembly composed 
of members of society not subject to the ruler's whim. Bureaucrats 
could be sent out to assess what people were producing and how much 
they could be taxed, and they could also collect the taxes. They could 
also be used to enforce a system of conscription without having to give 
people political rights. Behind all this lay the reality of military force­
autocrats needed to hire and pay specialists in violence. Some of the 
autocracies I will consider were very efficient and others much less so, 
but in all cases, they were a clear alternative to early democracy. 

Opting for the autocratic alternative also depended on the mastery 
of techniques generally associated with civilization. The most important 
of these was having a system of writing so that bureaucrats could com­
municate across distances and over time. In chapter 3 I will provide evi­
dence of where writing came from, showing that there were both de­
mand and supply elements to this story. Writing was more likely to 
emerge when societies had a need for it, such as when they grew stor­
able crops that could be recorded

. 
But there was also an important sup­

ply element because inventing a system of writing from scratch is no
easy task. Writing was more likely to be adopted by societies that found 
themselves near neighbors who had developed writing before them. 

Opting for the autocratic alternative depended not only on the pres­
ence of writing but also on other elements of civilization. An under­
standing of geometry helped with surveying fields for tax purposes; an 
understanding of the soil allowed state officials to c lassify land accord­
ing to how fertile it was and to levy differential tax rates on this basis. 
The paradox of civilization's advance was that it made autocracy func­
tion more effectively. 

: l 

' 
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�e practice of intensive agriculture was another factor that he! 
e facilitate the bureaucratic alternative by making th I d 

p d 
'bl Th " e an scape more leg I e. e word intensive" here refers to efforts to generate highe . Id. from the sam fl d 

r y1e s e amount o an through increased human effort and . creased capital 18 If b Ii m­
in£ . 

• we e eve that bureaucrats will generally have lessonna�on than local people about production, any process that m p
S
roduetio_n more legible to outsiders-to use the term favored b J ak

es 
cott-will mak ·t • £ b 

Y ames 
cul ft 

e I �as1er or ureaucrats to operate.19 Intensive agri-ture o en does this by reordering the landsca more systematic and al ft 
pe to make productionso o en more comp t Thi on some types of terrain than

ac
_
. s

_ 
was more feasible

not depend onl th 
on others, but mtens1ve agriculture didY on e natural en • advance of civilizatio . th £ 

VIronment; It also depended on then m e orm of newt hn I • £ tion, plowing irrigat1·0 d . 
ec o og1es or crop rota-' n, an terracmg Th· b • paradox that the ad f . . . 

• is nngs us back to the vance o c1vil1zation Id fu h autocracy. cou rt er the cause of
Ultimately, many autocrats who exerci d tive were able to do so t b 

se the bureaucratic altema-no ecause they c t d because they inherit d b 
rea e a state bureaucracy bute a ureaucracy fro th h Max Weber wrote th t b 
m ose w o preceded them.a ureaucracy is « th which are the hardest to d tr »20 

among ose social structures. es oy. In Chi d . will see cases where a bur 
na an the Middle East we

dislocations. There ma �
aucr

b
acy endured even in the face of massive 

b y so e a corollary t Wi b , ureaucracy is destro�ed •t . h 
O e er s claim: once a

th 1 1 is ard to ebuilde problem that the Carolin . 
r one from scratch. This is

the wake of Rome's fall and . 
gi

h
ans and other rulers faced in Europe int ' its 0wswh E ory of political d evelopment.

y urope took a different trajec-

Why Europe Was n:cr 1h werent e development of earl d 
assemblies of classical cire

::
o

:
acywas �ardly unique to Europe. The

:
d the councils of medieval �ity 

e gatherings of the Germanic tribes ances to collective governan 
-s�ates all bear certain strong resem�ButEurope d' 

ce as 1t occurred • h was ifferent in several . 
m ot er world regions.crucial way u·-1,1-s. u.uKe what happened
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in China and the Middle East, early democracy continued to survive 
and thrive in Europe rather than being fully supplanted by autocratic 
and bureaucratic rule. This is a first development we need to consider. 
Europeans were also different because they eventually succeeded in 
scaling up the practice of early democracy to societies covering large 
territories. Finally, early democracy in Europe then evolved, through a 
series of steps, into modern democracy. We need to ask how medieval 
Europeans developed a practice of political representation and how this 
eventually gave way to the selection ofleaders by free elections with 
universal adult suffrage. 

The irony of early democracy in Europe is that it thrived and pros­
pered precisely because European rulers for a very long time were re­
markably weak. 21 For more than a millennium after the fall of Rome, 
European rulers lacked the ability to assess what their people were pro­
ducing and to levy substantial taxes based on this.22 The most striking 
way to illustrate European weakness is to show how little revenue they 
collected. Europeans would eventually develop strong systems of rev­
enue collection, but it took them an awfully long time to do so. In me­
dieval times, and for part of the early modern era, Chinese emperors 
and Muslim caliphs were able to extract much more of economic pro­
duction than any European ruler with the exception of small 
city-states. 

To see Europe's early weakness, consider the evidence in Figure 1.1 
that shows estimates of state revenue as a share of total economic pro­
duction in four societies: China under the Song dynasty in 1086 CE, 
Iraq under the Abbasid Caliphate in 850 CE, and England and France 
circa 1300 CE. 23 Song emperors and Abbasid caliphs were able to extract
upwards of ten times the revenue relative to GDP that could be ex­
tracted by European rulers. These figures are for central taxation; the 
question of European local taxation, particularly for tithes that went to 
the church, will be discussed in chapter 5, and it does not change my 
overall conclusion. 

One of the further lessons of Figure 1.1 is that if early democracy and 
autocracy were alternative routes of political development, they did not 
necessarily lead to the same outcome. Even after English monarchs had 
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China 1086 

England 1300 
France 1300 

FIGURE 1.1. Fiscal extra Ction across three r • (S egions. ee the text for sources.) 

agreed to the Magna Cart th rate of taxation than were
a
��;ere forced to settle with a vastly lower

For a very long tim E , 
e emperors or Muslim caliphs. 
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quence was that those whoo start fr h was the fact that the form f . om scratc • Contributing to all thiswas extensive rather than 
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often credited with creating a centralized royal administration, but even 
after his extensive efforts, Philip still had a permanent central bureau­
cracy of only a few dozen individuals, and he lacked permanent military 
force. Absent this, Philip's biographer Joseph Strayer argued that Philip 
had to attain his objectives through means other than the threat of force 
because "he had little force on which to relY:'24 Philip's reign would re­
semble a litany of negotiations with various local groups-in dispersed 
order-to obtain consent for and assistance with raising revenues.25 

The final irony of Europe's political development is that the slow pro­
gress of science and civilization favored the survival of early democracy. 
To take one example, consider the effect of understanding the soil. 
From an early date, rulers in China and in the Middle East developed 
an understanding of how different types of soil contributed to agricul­
tural production. Armed with this knowledge, they were in a better posi­
tion to know how much they could tax their subjects, rather than having 
to enter a process of negotiation and compromise. In China the legend 
known as the Tribute of Yu, or Yu Gong, recounts how Yu the Great, the 
first emperor of the Xia dynasty, surveyed each of his nine provinces 
and established different tax rates according to the quality of the soil. 
Though the story of Yu is apocryphal, the reality of early Chinese un­
derstanding of the soil is not, and there is no European equivalent to the 
story of Yu the Great. 

The State Arrived First in China 

The course of Chinese political development resembles the European 
one stood on its head. To understand the origins of Chinese political 
development, we need to go back to the second millennium BCE. Chi­
na's first historical dynasty, the Shang, arose on the Loess Plateau of 
northwestern China, an area named for the type of soil that is found 
there. A prior dynasty, the Xia, which may or may not be mythical, 
would have been located in the same area. 

The hallmark of Shang society was that from a very early date, gover­
nance took an autocratic form. Shang practice stipulated that kings be 
chosen according to a strict inheritance rule-there was no reference 



14 CHAPTER 1 
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society with substantial autonomy. The presence of this group would 
play a prominent role in the early development of medieval assemblies. 
In China things pushed in the opposite direction. With the perfection 
of an imperial examination system during the Tang and Song dynasties, 
Chinese rulers had at their disposal a means ofbureaucratic recruitment 
that did not depend on societal networks outside of their control. Being 
a member of the elite now meant being part of the state itsel£ 

Islamic Rulers Inherited a State 
The Middle East took a different route to autocracy from China, one 
that shows how inheriting a state can be bad for democracy. Early de­
mocracy prevailed as the main form of governance in Arabia during 
the pre-Islamic period-rulers governed in a consensual manner 
through councils. One explanation for this was that in a nomadic soci­
ety, people who were unhappy with a ruler's decisions could simply 
move elsewhere. The other important fact was that rulers lacked any­
thing even faintly resembling a state: they had no bureaucracy and no 
permanent military force. This is a pattern that we will also see in other 
regions as diverse as the plains of North America and the forests of 
Central Africa. 

One way of interpreting what happened next in Arabia is that the 
arrival oflslam fatally undermined democratic prospects, but this view 
does not fit the history very well. Hints of governance under Muham­
mad himself suggest that he operated in a consultative manner for the 
same reasons that other Arabian rulers had: this was the only way to 
make things work. The text commonly known as the Constitution of 

Medina provides one way to see this. There is also a tradition in Islam that the first four "righteous" caliphs were chosen collectively rather 
than purely through inheritance, and the Koran itself refers in two 
places to the need for rulers to govern through a process of shura, which in Arabic implies consultation. 

It was the swift inheritance of a preexisting state-not Islam-that 
led to the demise of early democracy in the Middle East. As the Islamic 
conquerors spread outward from Arabia, they soon encountered more 
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The Arrival of Modern Democracy 

Modern democracy evolved from early democracy, and this process 
began in England before first reaching a fuller extent-for free white 
males-in the United States. Modem democracy is a form of rule where 
political participation is broad but episodic: citizens participate by vot­
ing for representatives, but this occurs only at certain intervals, and 
there are few means of control other than the vote-representatives 
cannot be bound by mandates or instructions. 28 All of this contrasts 
with early democracy. In early democracies participation was often re-. 
stricted to a smaller number of individuals, but for those who enjoyed 
the right, the frequency of participation was much higher. It was also 

the case that those who chose representatives could bind them with 
mandates, and individual localities could either veto central decisions 
or opt out of them. This created substantial blocking power and there­
fore a need for consensus. For this reason, there was less of a problem 
of"tyranny of the majority," whereas this is an issue with which all mod­
em democracies must grapple. 

If modem democracy takes a particular form, the peculiarities of 
Anglo-American history provide much of the explanation. England, and 
then the United States, deviated from the common European pattern, 
and it will be important for us to understand how and why this hap­
pened. This will also help us to understand the potential fracture points 
of modem democracy. 

Council and assembly governance existed throughout Europe during 
the medieval and early modern periods. In continental Europe assem­
blies functioned in a manner seen in early democracies elsewhere: 
deputies were often bound by strict mandates, and local constituencies 
had the latitude to refuse central decisions. This was not so different 
from the way the Huron of the Northeastern Woodlands governed 
themselves, and those continental European rulers who attempted to 
deviate from this pattern met with limited success. 

As early as the fourteenth century, council governance in England 
started to look very different. While English monarchs governed jointly 
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with assemblies of colonists. The first of these took place at Jamestown, 
Virginia, in 1619. 

There is also a second, tragic side to the story of how labor scarcity 
influenced governance in North America, and this too began in 1619. 
The same environmental conditions that pushed colonial governments 
to offer political rights to whites created incentives to establish a system 
of slavery for Africans. Whether you enjoyed political rights or were 
enslaved depended on the quality of what economists would call your 
"outside option:• Apart from those who were taken involuntarily, and 
we will see that these cases existed, British migrants faced a choice of 
not coming to the New World in the first place. Africans arriving in the 
New World did not have this option. Once in the New World, British 
migrants unhappy with the conditions on offer could often manage to 
move elsewhere, but African slaves attempting to escape could hardly 
expect to meld into the general population, and we know that as early 
as the Elizabethan period, Africans were seen and portrayed negatively 
by the English.32 Political rights for whites and slavery for Africans de­
rived from the same underlying environmental condition oflabor scar­
city. It would take three hundred and fifty years after 1619 before African 
Americans would durably enjoy the same voting rights as others. That 
African Americans did finally secure the vote points to another feature 
of modem democracy: precisely because it is based on the idea of broad 
participation, those excluded have a particularly powerful argument for 
demanding the vote. 

The U.S. Constitution of 1787 helped advance the transition to mod­
ern democracy. It did this in a surprising way by purging many elements 
of early democracy that had existed in state constitutions as late as the 
1780s. After 1787 representatives could no longer be bound by mandates 
or instructions, whereas this had been common in colonial assemblies 
as well as in early state assemblies. Likewise, elections would occur less 
frequently, whereas even after 1776, in state legislatures elections most 
often occurred annually. Individual states would also be compelled to 
accept central decisions with regard to taxation and defense. Unlike 
in early democracy, the Constitution allowed for the creation of a 
powerful central state bureaucracy, and it offered a form of political 
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communes became autonomous long before this date. It would seem 
that medieval townspeople had to reinvent democratic governance on 
their own, and it is striking that this happened first in Europe and not 
in the Islamic Middle East, because Aristotle's works were never lost 
in that region. 

Ideas about democracy matter, and I will emphasize that through­
out this book. But the simple notion that Europeans had democracy 
because of the classical tradition fails to convince. Europeans ad­
vanced the cause of democracy even at moments when the classical 
tradition had been forgotten, and other peoples advanced the cause 
of democracy without ever having learned the classical tradition in 
the first place. 

Inequality 

The idea that inequality is prejudicial to democracy is deeply rooted­
in a society divided into haves and have-nots, there will be jealousies 
that undermine peaceful democratic governance. Have-nots may also 
be more susceptible to the appeals of demagogues, so democracy 
should not survive for long in the face of high inequality. 

It also stands to reason that there will be powerful forces that foster 
equality in a democracy. Since the poor outnumber the rich, they can 
vote for candidates proposing to do something about inequality. This 
could involve progressive taxation; it could also include progressive 
spending policies, such as government-subsidized education. 

There is less support for the standard view of inequality and democ­
racy than one might think. Exhibit A for this claim is western Europe 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In many countries, 
modern democracy emerged and was maintained in spite of high and 
increasing inequality. Simultaneously, democracy alone often did little 
to change inequality, and over time elites realized this. If the authors of 
the Federalist Papers were obsessed with the danger that a republic 
could pose to proper ty, by the late nineteenth century, western Euro­
pean elites learned to take a more blase attitude-why worry about 
universal suffrage if it did not result in you being taxed heavily or 



22 CHAPTER 1 
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We draw similarly nuanced conclusions when we flip the relationship 
and ask what effect democracy has on economic development. The 
standard argument is that democracy will be more favorable to growth 
because in a democracy people will feel that their property is more se­
cure. I will take a deep dive into this issue in chapter 8. The evidence 
shows that when we compare early democracy and autocracy, we see 
that each of these systems had strengths and weaknesses when it came 
to economic development. Precisely because the early democratic re­
gime was one of decentralized power, there was little risk of a central 
ruler trampling on property rights. However, decentralized power can 
also lead to barriers to entry for new market entrants, and for this rea­
son, early democracy could present a brake on innovation. The Dutch 
Republic presents an example of this. When we look at autocracies we 
see a reverse pattern: in China and the Middle East it helped to create a 
very wide market across which ideas and innovations could travel, but 
the Achilles' heel of autocracy was instability. With centralized power 
and a bureaucratic state, the risk was that rulers could suddenly shift 
policy in undesirable directions. 

The optimistic view of modern democracy is that it has all the advan­
tages for growth of early democracy without the downsides. Leaders will 
be usefully constrained, but there is a large national market with fewer 
barriers to entry. In chapter 9 I will draw a contrast between the United 
Kingdom and the Dutch Republic to show how this argument might be 
made. But if this comparison leaves us to be optimistic about modern 
democracy, the history of the United States could give us reason for 
pause. As the first true modern democracy, the United States has had an 
integrated national market, but even so, barriers to entry as a result of 
monopoly power have emerged time and again. One thinks here of the 
turn of the twentieth century as well as the turn of the twenty-first.36

Democracy's Future 

Early democracy existed for thousands of years in a wide set of human 
societies: it was a very robust institution. One of my prime motivations 
for telling this story has been to try to cast modern democracy in a new 
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light. In comparative terms modern democracy has existed for only abrief time. We should see it as an ongoing experiment and perhaps evenbe surprised that modern democracy has survived at all. Across thebroad sweep ofhuman history, societies either were governed autocrati­cally by someone who disposed of a state bureaucracy or had somethingresembling early democracy where the state was absent, power was de­centralized, and their overall size was likely to be small. The idea thatone could sustain a democracy in a polity as large as the thirteen Ameri­can colonies, combined with a central state, was unprecedented. We can use the lessons of history to draw three conclusions about the future ofdemocracy. 

New Democracies
The first conclusion concerns the many new democracies that haveemerged since 1989. There is a great deal of justified fear about demo­cratic retrenchment or "backsliding" around the globe today, and newsaccounts provide us with example after example of countries thatare sliding into autocracy. Political scientists have even invented awhole new category for countries that no longer qualify as democra­cies but still have elections-they call these cases competitive authoritarianism. 37 

To better understand what is going on, we ought to take a step back.Instead of focusing on events over the last couple of years, considertoday from the vantage point of 1988, the year before the Berlin Wall fell.If you Were armed With the best pollrica] science research of the day and
someone asked you what the chance was that a country like Ghana� be a vibrant democracy in thirty years' time, you wnuld have said
this was unlikely. Ghana - loo poor and too ethnically divided to
SUrvive as a democracy. So why did th d' · fi e pre 1ctions rom 1988 prove so wrong? The unantici­
pated fall of the Berlin Wall would he one big reason, hut the recent
wave of dem r · •• ocra ization cannot be attributed solely to the disappear-
ance of superpower rivalry. The deeper lesson that history offers is that
under certain condit' • d h 
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But the Constitution did not magically solve the problem of scale. 
Within three short years of the Constitution's adoption, in an essay ti­
tled "Public Opinion;• James Madison himself would emphasize that in 
any republic covering a vast territory, concrete investments needed to 
be made to ensure that the public can inform itself about government. 
He therefore supported efforts by Congress to subsidize the distribu­
tion of newspapers. Some have credited this with helping to stabilize 
the Early Republic. Others advocated state support of schooling in the 
Early Republic for exactly the same reason, and this gave birth to the 
Common School movement. 

The broader lesson of Madison's essay on public opinion is that in a 
large democracy, the idea that the public can accurately inform itself so 
that it trusts government cannot be taken for granted. We see this today 
from the fact that larger democracies tend to have lower levels of trust 
in government than do smaller democracies. We see it also from the fact 
that in the United States and elsewhere, citizens tend to trust local and 
state governments more than they trust central governments, and the 
same holds true for the local, as opposed to national, media. At the same 
time, we also see that while scale makes it harder to maintain trust, large 
scale is not fate. W hat it does mean is that in a large modem democracy 
we need to pay extra attention to the problem, and we need to address 
it through continual investments in citizen engagement. 

Beyond its large territory, the United States also differs from the early 
democracies because of its strong central state. In early democracies 
there was little question of having an authoritarian reversion because 
this could have only been accomplished with coercive state power, and 
no such power existed. When rulers like Philip the Fair of France tried 
to go the authoritarian route in the absence of a state, they found them­
selves condemned to continued bargaining and negotiations. But what 
about the United States today? 

One possible response is to say that we are in deep danger of sliding 
into autocracy because we have a powerful state. History points to a 
more measured response. It suggests that what matters above all here is 
how political development is sequenced. Once autocrats have con­
structed a powerful state bureaucracy, it is hard to then transition to 
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Early Democracy 
Was Widespread 

WHEN WE REFER TO DEMOCRACY TODAY we think of a political 
system where all adults can vote at regular intervals in free and fair 
elections in which multiple candidates compete. This is for the most 
part a development of the twentieth century. But if we think back to 
the original definition of demokratia, that the people should govern 
themselves-or hold power-we can imagine democracy taking other 
forms. Early democracy had several common features. 

The most crucial element of early democracy was that those who 
ruled needed to obtain consent for their decisions from a council or 
assembly. Even in the most autocratic systems, no one ever truly rules 
alone-they need to rule through subordinates whom they might ask 
for advice before making decisions. But this is fundamentally different 
from needing to obtain consent from a council or assembly of individu­
als who are independent from you and who may well be your equals. 
This was early democracy. 

A second element present in many, though not all, early democracies 
was that rulers did not simply inherit their position: there was some way 
in which rising to leadership required the consent of others. There could 
be a hereditary element that gave you an advantage, such as belonging 
to a specific lineage, but you still needed to be chosen and acknowl• 
edged as leader. When we consider the importance of heredity, we need 
to also remember the role it plays in our societies today. Writing of what 

29 
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the same background conditions that we will see outside of Greece. It 
is also true that there were many ancient Greek democracies other than 
Athens. Here I will focus on Athens alone among the Greek cases for 
the practical reason that its history is the best documented.4 

Tue first background condition to Athenian democracy was the col­
lapse of a prior centralized and autocratic political order. In Bronze Age 
Greece, kings in large palaces ruled states through bureaucracies to­
gether with a military elite, and these kingdoms were more sophisti­
cated than anything that had existed in Greece prior to that date. 5 Some­
time around 1200 BCE this civilization collapsed. As part of a general 
disappearance of Bronze Age civilization in the eastern Mediterranean, 
the shock in Greece was a particularly hard one. States collapsed, as did 
the economy; even writing disappeared.6 The literate inhabitants of
Bronze Age Greece used a writing system that is known to us today as 
Linear B. This was a language whose use was restricted to a few profes­
sionals, probably almost exclusively in the bureaucracy.7 

In the new Greek states that emerged after the Bronze Age collapse, 
rulers lacked bureaucracies, and they instead found themselves obliged 
to rule through consultation. We can see possible evidence for this in 
both the Iliad and the Odyssey.8 Written to describe events of the Bronze 
Age, some argue that these two texts bear traces of the society in which 
they were composed as it existed around 700 BCE. They describe how 
the Greeks thought the Cyclopes were uncivilized because they held no 
meetings or councils or agorai. In another instance elders in a meeting 
propose judgments and ordinary people express their opinions.9 

Athens became a polis occupying the entire Attic peninsula ( an area 
of about 21500 square kilometers). This was large compared to most 
other city-states in Greece, which averaged less than 100 square kilo­
meters, but the territory controlled by Athens was still small compared 
to states outside of Greece.1° Compact geography favored the develop­
ment of early democracy in Greece in the same way that it would later 
do so elsewhere: before the advent of modern transport, the simple fact 
of getting to an assembly could be a burdensome task.11

Within the early Athenian polis aristocrats who held their positions 
by birth were the ones to exercise control. There was an executive, 
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passively in the assembly, but they could not hold office.16 Now their
participation became much more direct as they could both speak and 
hold office. 

The reforms of 462 BCE happened at a time when the elite of Athens 
needed their people. The logic behind giving the thetes a greater political 
voice was laid out by an Athenian observer who has become known to 
posterity as the "Old Oligarch:' He was no champion of democracy but 
saw it as necessary for the following reason. 

It is right that the poor and the ordinary people there [in Athens] 
should have more power than the noble and rich, because it is the 
ordinary people who man the fleet and bring the city her power; they 
provide the helmsmen, the boatswains, the junior officers, the look­
outs and the shipwrights; it is [all] these people who make the city 
powerful much more than the hoplites and the noble and respectable 
citizens. This being so, it seems just that all should share in public 
office by lot and by election, and that any citizen who wishes should 
be able to speak in the assembly.

17 

Prior to its military conflicts with Persia, Athens had mostly been in 
conflicts that involved small numbers of heavy infantry known as hop­
lites. From the beginnings of conflict with Persia, naval power involving 
rowed triremes became much more important. The Athenian navy re­
quired very substantial manpower-15,000 people according to one 
e stimate.18 Though many rowers were slaves, many others came from 
the free population of Attica. 

Athens may have been unique, but the conditions that led to Athe­
nian democracy were not-we will see them time and again. The first 
of these was small scale. Athens may have been large relative to other 
Greek city-states, but it was small compared to other neighbors in the 
region. In addition, from the Persian wars onward, the elite of Athens 
needed the broader population for military service, and this led to the 
quid pro quo of service in exchange for political rights.19 Finally, Athe­
nian democracy emerged after the collapse of a prior autocratic and 
bureaucratic order. 
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Early Democracies outside the Greek World
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The Mesopotamian Kingdom of Mari
One of the �Id est. examples of early democracy comes from ancientMesopotamia dunng the third and second millennia BCE In Dani h A • I · • 1943, as ssyno ogist named Thorkild Jacobsen asserted that gover-nance by assemblies was common in Mesopotamia before centralizingruler� des�royed this pattern. Jacobsen had no direct evidence to back�p this clarm, so he referred to the Epic of Gilgamesh in which di sion tak I b a scus 
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inside what is today the border of Syria with Iraq, and it was for a time 
a possession of the Akkadian empire, only to become independent once 
again after that empire fell. Mari endured as an independent kingdom 
until Hammurabi of Babylon invaded and destroyed it in 1761 BCE­
just a few years before pronouncing the law code for which he is 
famous. 

Though the rulers of Mari were kings, these kings had to negotiate 
with individual localities in order to raise revenue, and town councils 
were collectively responsible for these taxes. These councils were prob­
ably elite affairs, but in some instances, it is clear that there was broader 
participation. 23 A first way this happened was when the whole popula­
tion of a town gathered to hear a royal proclamation. Simply being 
called to listen is not what early democracy was all about, but a second 
example comes much closer to that. In some cases, a large number of 
people from a town were called together to say how much they could 
contribute to central government finances-a pattern of royal political 
authority was meshed with local traditions of collective governance.24 

Further evidence for early democracy in Mari comes from the re­
gimes that succeeded it. There was a general pattern in Mesopotamia 
that when central state bureaucratic power ebbed, rulers turned increas­
ingly to local councils to help raise revenue. From 423 to 404 BCE, 
under the Persian king Darius II, in urban areas there was something 
called simply "the assembly" and in rural areas an "assembly of elders:'25

We will see the ebb and flow between autocracy and early democracy 
again in chapter 7 with the Islamic conquest of Mesopotamia. The Mus­
lims conquered Iraq in the immediate wake of a series of centralizing 
reforms that the Sasanian monarchs had enacted, and this had major 
consequences because the invaders inherited a state bureaucracy. 

Mari's geographic location and natural environment also favored 
early democracy, following what one could call the "Swiss" pattern 
where democracy survives in out-of-the-way places. We will see this 
later in the chapter with the ancient republics in the foothills of the 
Himalayas and in upland areas of Mexico. In the case of Mari, it was not 
only distance from the densely populated areas of southern Mesopo­
tamia that mattered. Mari was located in an area that was inhospitable 
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for agriculture. With poor soil, little rainfall d 1· . ',, fi . . . , an very tnutedpos 'b•Ii or irrigation, some have suggested th t 't . I 
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Republics in Ancient India
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governance involving an assembly of all householders.31 This certainly 
sounded a lot like early democracy. 

Since Rhys Davids first wrote, additional texts have come to light that 
support his early assertions, and in 1968,J. P. Sharma concluded that the 
idea of republics in ancient India was well-founded.32 The ancient In­
dian republics existed most notably in the foothills of the Himalayas in 
the eastern end of what is today Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Once again, 
early democracy survived in out-of-the-way places. 

We should also ask whether women in ancient India had rights of 
political participation. One hypothesized assembly, the vidatha, may 
have been a village gathering that included both men and women. Some 
have referred to this as the "earliest folk assembly" of the Indo-Aryan 
peoples.33 The problem is that this claim is based purely on scriptural
evidence from the rig veda, and one scholar remarked there were more 
interpretations of the vidatha than there were scholars who had worked 
on the problem. 34 Romila Thapar, a prominent historian of early India, 
proposed that rather than being an assembly, the vidatha was a ritual 
occasion for the distribution of gifts, so it did not allow any meaningful 
participation by women in politics.35

The Huron of the Northeastern Woodlands 

Consider now a case of early democracy in a very different world region 
and for which we have much better ethnographic evidence. In the year 
1609 during a voyage down the Saint Lawrence River, the French ex­
plorer Samuel Champlain encountered a native people who would 
come to be known by the French as the Huron, which was a term that 
in the French language of the time was used for ruffians. The Huron 
called themselves the Wendats. In the following years French Jesuit mis­
sionaries would travel into Huron territory to try to convert the popula­
tion to Christianity. As a by-product of this, they left an extensive record 
describing Huron society, including how its people governed them­
selves.36 Thanks to this record, we know more about Huron society at
the point of European contact than we do about the Iroquois, their 
more famous neighbors to the south. For the Iroquois-who called 
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FIGURE 2.1. A map of Huronia. 
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tribe, but it would have multiple clans represented within it, creating the

same cross-cutting pattern that we saw with the tribes of Athens. 

Huron political institutions involved collective governance at three 

different levels. To begin with, each village had multiple chiefs for civil 

affairs, one for each clan. These chief positions were hereditary, in the 

sense that they would typically derive from one particular lineage, but 

clan members decided which member of the lineage would be awarded

the position, and in the matrilineal and matrilocal society of the Huron, 

it was women who had the final say. It was understood that chiefs could 

be deposed by a clan at any time if their performance was deemed in­

adequate. By all accounts, French Jesuit visitors were surprised by the 

absence of hierarchical governance found in Huron society when com­

pared with their home country of France. Unlike the Dauphin in France, 

Huron chiefs only acceded to their positions if their community thought 

them of sufficient quality. 39 

Each Huron village was governed by a council where the chiefs and

a group whom Jesuits called the "Old Men" played the most prominent 

role, but they also observed that "everyone who wishes may be present, 

and has the right to express his opinion."40 The village council was re­

sponsible for organizing the provision of public goods, such as the 

maintenance of the protective palisade for the inhabitants. It also orga­

nized redistribution of food in time of need and adjudicated legal dis­

putes between members of different clans. 
Above the level of the village, each Huron tribe also had a council 

composed of a tribal chief and the clan chiefs. The tribal chief, though 

nominally in charge, had little coercive power and no real subordinates 

to use for this purpose, and individual clan chiefs retained a high degree 

of independence. 
The final level of Huron governance was the confederacy council . 

Here too central authority was weak, and consensual decision making 

was the rule. Each tribe had the right to abide or not abide by a confed­

eracy decision, a principle of unanimity that we will see in European 

early democracies, such as the Dutch Republic. Underlying this was the 

fact that those at the center had no independent means of coercion at 

their disposal. The fact that the Huron were settled in a relatively 



40 CHAPTER 2. 

compact area may explain how they were able to m . t . early democra�y not only at the village and tribal le:�: �:t
a system of 

level of the entire confederacy. Several days of travel would h 
also at ilie 

to attend council meetings. ave sufficed 

�any have a�gued that women played a prominent role in poht1cs, and therr Iroquois neighbors to the south th 
Huron 

been the same. In both Huron and Ir 
. . are ought to haveoquo1s soc1et}'j a cl h pointed a new chief, who was then confirmed b th 

, 
f
an
th
mot er ap­

B 11 . 
y e men o e council"ruce ngger, the most prominent scholar of the H t�s power of appoin�e�t was not only ceremonial: ::::�

r

!�!�atdi� b�th elect and d1sm1ss chiefs. Jesuit observers referred to worn/re1�c�� a ��w chie
_
f because they "expected to see only broken heads:

H
un er m�. In Trigger's opinion it was the matrilocal character ofuron society that mad thi 'bl Ii . e s possi e: vmg from birth to death· th same extended £ ·1 . m e 

. . 
ami y, women were m a stronger position when .. married mto their • ' £ T 43 men 

liti 
. . 

. 
wives ami ies. We also have dear evidence of O· 

�artic1pation by women among the Iroquois. In his classic e�o­f ap � account, Lewis Henry Morgan pointed to the same ability ofoquo1s women to seat and t h. £ wome h ldin . 
unsea c ie s, and further records refer ton o g council together to advise chiefs. 44So, where did matrilocality fr . . 

fe . . . . come om if It was so consequential for
all

mal� p�tic1pation m politics? In 1884 Friedrich Engels speculated thatsocieties started off tr'lin al 
in a patrilineal d

. . ma I e and matrilocal and gradually evolved
h E I 

irection where women were subordinated. We knowow nge s came to this ar b H M 
gument ecause he had encountered Lewis

£ l
l

enry_ or�an's work after discovering Karl Marx's ethnographic noteso OWing his death. 45 The ·1 . . l
eis what th h 

matn ocal ongm hypothesis of Engels paral-0 ers ave suggested£ d • • 
all£ 

or eities m early societies· at first theywere emale d d 
S 

an gra ually were replaced by males. 46 ome modern anthropol 
h 

ogists argue that matrilocality emergesw en women play an • 
Ir . d 

important role in food production and with theoquo1s an the Huron th. 
, 

Th . al 
Is occurred through maize agriculture.47ere is so another h oth . 

t . YP esis: matnlocality is a strategy for a domi-nan group that is expandin . . . 
th· . g mto territory with subordinate groups. Inis case, matnlocality would h fir years ago wh th H 

ave st become a practice a thousanden e uron and the Iroquois entered the area. 48

EARLY DEMOCRACY WAS WIDESPREAD 41 

In contrast with chief selection, formal council participation in both 
Huron and Iroquois society remained an exclusively male affair. This 
was true of councils at the confederation, tribal, and even the village 
level. French Jesuits said that Huron women had the responsibility for 
making the fire around which a council was held, but once this was done 
they went outdoors and had their places taken by men.49 Elisabeth 
Tooker, a prominent specialist of Iroquoian groups, observed that even 
as late as 1961 women did not speak in council meetings.50 However, in
earlier times it is said that the views of older women were conveyed to 
a council meeting by male attendees.51

The Mesoamerican Republic of Tlaxcala 

The autocratic Aztec Triple Alliance is the best-known polity in 
sixteenth-century Mesoamerica, but it was not the only one; next door 
to the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan lay a society that organized itself on 
early democratic principles. Europeans discovered Tlaxcala when 
Hernan Cortes entered its territory in 1519, and he described it in the 
following terms: 

The province is ninety leagues in circumference, and, as far as I have 
been able to judge about the form of government, it is almost like that 
ofVenice, or Genoa, or Pisa, because there is no one supreme ruler. 
There are many lords all living in this city, and the people who are 
tillers of the soil are their vassals, though each one has his lands to 
himself, some more than others. In undertaking wars, they all gather 
together, and thus assembled they decide and plan them. 52

The society that Cortes saw was one where individuals had different 
political status, but it was also quite far from being an autocracy. Some 
decades later, while writing a report commissioned by the Spanish Crown, 
Diego Camargo would coin the term the "Republic of Tlaxcala." 

Scholars have learned about the political system ofTlaxcala by using 
both narratives from the time of Spanish conquest and archaeological 
evidence. 53 Both sources suggest that Cortes was broadly right-a
council of 50 to 100 titled nobles governed the republic, and there were 
four principal leaders within the council. 54 Being of noble standing was
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They appear to have become despotisms marked by a ruthless disre­
gard for human life. Holocaust s of victims were sacrificed to appease 
the deity, or at the whim of the despot. Such were the kingdoms of 
Uganda and Unyoro in the east, and of Dahmoey, Ashanti, and Benin 
in the west. 58

Fortes, Evans-Pritchard, and Lugard all ignored that early democracy 
might have existed in precolonial Africa. We can use the pioneering 
work of Jan Vansina, who drew lessons from oral tradition, to reach a
different conclusion about the peoples of the region.59 Throughout
Central Africa-a region centered on what is today the Democratic Re­
public of the Congo-individual local communities tended to be 
headed by a single (male) individual who, in some cases, ruled with the 
aid of a village council. Leaders typically acquired their positions 
through the accumulation of wealth, not through inheriting them. An­
thropologists refer to these as "big man" societies.60

Once they began to form larger entities above the village level, Central 
African polities took two different forms. Some evolved in an autocratic 
direction where one individual ruled through subordinates he himself 
chose. In others, local leaders successfully resisted centralization-these 
were the early democracies. 

The Tshiluba speakers of Kasai-a region in the southern part of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo today-established a system of gov­
ernance called a lwaba. Under this system of republican government one 
"big man" was elected by his peers as chief for a two- or three-year term.
In exchange for this he was expected to pay his peers a substantial sum. 61 

The Lwimbi people, located in present-day Angola, also resisted cen­
tralization by their chiefs. Leaders above the village level were appointed 
by a council for an initial period of two years that could be extended but
for no longer than eight years.62 

As early as the fifteenth century, the Songye people, also of Kasai, 
established an "aristocratic republic" based on the eata system. The 
population was divided into two classes. Those in the upper class elected 
a president for a period of three to five years. As was the case with the 
Tshiluba, the elected leader paid valuable gifts to his peers. The presi­
dent, who could not be reelected, then went to live near a sacred grove 
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of trees known as an eata. Since a number of these eata groves survil'�it is possible to date the institution as first emerging in the fifteenth orsiJ..teenth century. 63 
The irony behind the preceding three stories is that part of the eili ..nographic evidence supporting them derives from a colonial offict�who lamented the fact that the Belgian state had imposed a system ofhereditary chiefs throughout the Congo. Writing in 1933, Auguste Ver­beken argued that this ignorance oflocal institutions helped explainwhy African populations were hostile to outside control; adaptingpo�des to local realities would make more sense. This pattern ofEuropeancolonizers making chief positions hereditary was, in fact, not limited tothis part of the Congo or this particular colonizer. 64 

Some societies in Central Africa developed a system where centralauthority was hereditary, belonging to a single clan or lineage, but evenin these instances early democracy survived. In the Kuba kingdom, cen­tral leaders enjoyed many regal trappings, including burial ceremoniesthat lasted a full year. They nonetheless were obliged to have their pro­posals considered by a council of nobles who could weigh in; they didso by moving their belts up and down. 65 While the central council of theKuba kingdom was an elite one, within each village participation wasbroader, involving a headman, or kubol, a spokesman, and a council.66 
We have seen five examples of early democracy in regions as diverseas Mesopotamia, ancient India, the Northeastern Woodlands of Amer•ica, Mesoamerica, and Central Africa. Given this great variety, it is hardto sustain the argument that the practice of democracy was invented inone place at one time; it is instead something that comes naturally tohumans. But just because early democracy came naturally did not meanthat it was inevitable, and in the section to follow we will see that autoc­racy too was present in many regions.

Examples of Early Autocracy
In its literal sense, meaning rule by one, autocracy is a misnomer becauseapart from in the smallest-scale human groups, no leader truly ruleson his or her own. W hat distinguished early autocracy from early
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d ocracy was that rulers did not have to share power with a cou�cil em 
bly. In early autocracies those who ruled did so by instead usmg or assem 

subordinates whom they themselves controlled. 

The Third Dynasty of Ur 
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them Mesopotamia. Here I will consider a kingdom m sout . ernnor 
diffi t If for Man we Mesopotamia that was organized in a very eren wa!. 

saw hints that the natural environment made it more d1ffi�lt for aut�­
crats to impose bureaucratic rule, the more favorable environment m 
southern Mesopotamia did just the opposite. 

, . Like other kingdoms in the region, the rulers of Ur s 1hird Dyn�sty 

( BCE) began with a city and then constructed a larger king-m�w� 
alldth d A th did so they also developed what one scholar has c e e om. s ey ' 

67 U , rul ntrolled most centralized state to have existed in the area. r s  ers co 
f d a territory divided into separate provinces that had a dual system o a -

ministration: each province had a governor who answered to �e �on­
arch and who came from a dominant local family. On its own this �ght 
have implied a high degree oflocal autonomy, but in Ur each pro�ce
also had a general who was an outsider loyal only to the monarch. 

The bulk of the institutional reforms during Ur's 1hird D�astywere 
carried out by a ruler named Shulgi. He reigned for forty�e1ght years,
and his list of reforms gives us a prototype of what you might w�t to
do to successfully transform your society into an early autocracy. 

1. Create a standing army
2_ Create a unified administrative system
3_ Introduce a tax system for redistribution
4. Create scribal schools for bureaucrats
5. Reform the writing system
6. Introduce new accounting procedures
7_ Reorganize weights and measures
8. Introduce a new calendar
9. Make yourself a deity
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The irony of these reforms is that while they imply top-down control, 
in many ways they also involved the advance of civilization. Reforms to 
a writing system, new accounting methods, common training for bu­
reaucrats, and a reorganized system of weights and measures all sound 
like good things. But by making society more legible, these innovations 
may have also facilitated autocratic control. 

1heAztec Triple Alliance 

Consider next the case of the Aztecs where autocracy supplanted early 
democracy. The Aztec Triple Alliance involved a league where three 
cities, Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan, dominated what had previ­
ously been a series of independent city-states.70 

Each individual city-state in the Aztec Empire was referred to as an 
altepetl. In their initial form these cities were governed by a king 
known as a tlatoani, who was selected by a council of nobles consisting 
of kin of the deceased ruler. The tlatoani occupied a large palace and 
enjoyed an exalted position, but there were also elements of early de­
mocracy. A council of nobles assisted the tlatoani, and some suggest 
that governance within the city involved a process of negotiation be­
tween the king, the nobility, and groups of commoners. It is possible 
that this tradition of council governance was inherited from earlier 

::• 

societies in the area, but no historical record can yet confirm this in· l\ 
triguing idea.71 � 

!} 

The principal municipal tax the Aztecs levied was a land tax assessed 
� by household, and commoners were also subject to labor taxes. Aztec 

communities practiced an intensive form of agriculture with substantial 
irrigation. Agricultural improvements such as this helped support a high 
level of population density that is estimated to have reached 100 to 150 F 
persons per square kilometer by the time of the Spanish conquest.72 In f 
this environment exit was more difficult and the ability of rulers to !:
monitor their people was correspondingly easier. The Triple Alliance 
also collected taxes from each of its constituent cities. A document 1: 
known as the Codex Mendoza (shown in Figure 2.2) shows taxes for the t) 
province ofHuaxtepec. The rows of signs on the left and bottom are the \! 
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FIGURE 2.2. A section of the Codex Mendoza. Source: Smith 2015, 77, originally published 

in Berdan and Anawalt 1992, 4:54-55. 

constituent towns while the central portion depicts the types and quan­
tities of goods collected. 

When the Triple Alliance conquered other cities, the pattern of gov­
ernance became more autocratic as the local population lost most of its 
control over its own affairs. A conquered tlatoani who proved unfriendly 
could be replaced by outside intervention in favor oflocal nobles who 
were more compliant. The alliance also established a new system of tax 
provinces-separate from existing city governments-that was run by 
a bureaucracy of imperial tax collectors. According to some sources the 
bureaucracy included one official in a head provincial town and one for 
each province in the imperial capital of Tenochtitlan. Others say there 
was one imperial tax collector in each town of a province.73 In either 
case, this bureaucracy was effective because with the help of extensive 
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itax registers it levied taxes not only annually but sometimes semiannu- jally or even quarterly. 74 
The three principal Aztec cities of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlaco­pan also each had a tlatoani, and in principle, each of the leaders fromthe other two cities had the right to affirm or reject the choice of a newruler in the third city. 75 In practice Tenochtitlan became preeminent. There has been some debate about the nature of Aztec imperial gov­ernance. The older tradition in Aztec studies emphasized a purely auto­cratic form of rule. More recent scholars argue that there were still luni-
• ru1 , 76 Th tations on a er s power. e supreme authority for the empire wasa body composed of an inner council that included the heads of thethree principal cities and four prime ministers. An outer council in­cluded this inner group as well as "all lords of the empire:' This was notthe type of council characterized by early democracy because it referredprincipally to bureaucratic subordinates. 
Why did the Aztec empire evolve toward ever greater autocracy? TheAztec experience raises two possibilities to be pursued in further chap­ters. The first is that the presence of the central bureaucracy reduced theinformation advantage that producers had over central rulers in Tenoch­titlan. The second is that increased population pressures made the exitoption less feasible. 
The Aztec experience also points to another feature of early democ­racy that we will see time and again. Before the modern era, when small- fscale early democracies suffered outside conquest and integration into !'.a larger state, this very often brought a transition to autocratic rule aided ii.

by a bureaucracy. For some reason, bureaucracy proved easier to oper- f'.:,
ate at scale than was the case for early democracy. . ):;

Thelnkas 

The Inkas at the height of their power controlled an area larger eventhan that of the Aztecs-between ten and twelve million inhabitantsover about one million square kilometers. 77 In many ways the Inka ex­ample runs against what we have said so far about the origins of earlydemocracy and early autocracy. If early democracy tended to survive

•;:, 
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best in out-of-the-way places, there were many such places that the
Inkas conquered. If unpredictability of agricultural yields favored early
democracy, then the Inkas controlled a region where yields varied tre­
mendously from locality to locality, due especially to variation in alti­
tude. Inka autocracy ultimately succeeded because a state bureaucracy
overcame these obstacles. 

To understand how the Inka went from being a small group of maize
farmers to ruling the largest empire in the Americas, we need to first
consider the local institution called the ayllu upon which their empire
was built.78 At the time of Spanish conquest, the ayllu was the basic
community structure throughout the Andes: a grouping of roughly a
thousand individuals who held land communally and who had recipro­
cal obligations to each other. Members of an ayllu could be formally
related or not-the key point was that blood relations or no, they all
acted like a family by cooperating and insuring each other against risk.
Some say that the ayllu emerged thousands of years ago as part of a
human adaptation to an uncertain natural environment, but others
claim it emerged during the pre-Inka period in response to state forma­
tion.79 In either case, the ayllu formed the basic building block of
Inka rule. 

Ruling over the ayllu was the Inka central administration, and to say
that Inka central administration was ordered is an understatement. The
empire was divided into four parts administered by an apu, or lord, and
each of these comprised provinces of twenty thousand households that
were administered by an ethnic Inka governor appointed by the center.
Bureaucrats assisted the governor, and this involved those who were
trained in the khipu system of knots to record events, transactions, and
other messages. so

The most common understanding of revenue extraction in the lnka
economy is that rulers employed an ideology where the mutual obli­
gation involved in an individual ayllu was applied to the whole empire.
In practical terms this mostly meant moving people for corvee labor
obligations rather than moving goods. This would later help form the
basis for the mita and encomienda systems of forced labor used by
Spanish conquerors. The Inkas also extensively resettled people in
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new areas-by one estimate between three and five million people.Bl
�s is a staggering figure considering that we are speaking of a societywithout modern means of transport and communication, or even thewheel. 

If we know that central Inka governance was autocratic, we know Jess : ,about how imperial control changed what happened within an indi­vidual ayllu. Was it like the Aztec case where cities that had original] ['ruled themselves in an early democratic fashion lost this trait? The ayll: /:continues to be a prominent social institution in Andean communitieseven today, and many use it as an example of egalitarianism. We doknow that the ayllu in pre-Inka times was organized around a prominentindividual who was venerated after death, but this on its own does notsay much about governance. 

Mississippian Chiefdoms
Among communities in the Americas early autocracy did not only existso�th of the Rio Grande. Early in the sixteenth century Spanish con­q�stadors entered what is now the southeastern United States. As theydid so they saw examples of societies that differed quite radically fromthe Huron or the Iroquois; these were the Mississippian societies thatha� existed since roughly 1000 CE. The Mississippians were the moundbuilders who-after their disappearance-left marks on the landscapethat greatly surprised later European conquerors. Their societies werecharacterized by settled populations that practiced intensive forms ofagriculture, commonly based on maize, and they were often located inriver valleys with high ul ti d . . . . . . pop a on ensities. The largest known Miss1s•sippian settlement, Cahokia, located just east of where St. Louis is today,had a population of some fifteen thousand individuals. 82 By standardmeasures the Mississippian societies had more advanced civilizationsthan did the Native Am • f h encans o t e Northeastern Woodlands, such asthe Huron. They pract' d • . ice more mtens1ve forms of agriculture theysustained larger populat' d h h 

' ions, an t ey ave left us evidence of greaterartistic development The Mi • . . 
• ss1ss1pp1an societies would also turn outto be considerably more autocratic. 
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Archaeologists have excavated the mounds left by the Mississippians 
to better understand how their societies were organized. Unfortunately, 

because the Mississippians had no writing, they left no direct trace of 
how they governed themselves. Some people might infer that mound 
building implied autocracy. The example of ancient Egypt is 

_
undoubt­

edly what motivates this as we think of servile labor constructmg tombs 
for Pharaoh. Others suggest we should not be so quick to assume this 
negative interpretation. It could have been that the population wanted 
to participate in a great undertaking, much like the way the Champs de 
Mars was built voluntarily by the population of Paris during the French
Revolution. 83 

The problem with this idea is that archaeological evidence shows that 
leaders at Cahokia had exalted status of a very unpleasant sort. A site 
now given the banal designation of"Mound 72" shows select individuals 
buried with extensive numbers of beads while immediately adjacent to 
them are the remains of many young women who had been executed
either by being strangled or having their throats slit. 84 

We can gather more direct evidence about Mississippian societies 
from accounts of Hernando de Soto's expedition. Between 1539 and 1541 
during his travels in North America, de Soto and those who accompa­
nied him encountered a powerful tribe known as the Coosa. The Coosa 
are commonly thought to have lived in what is now northern Georgia 
at a site commonly referred to as "Little Egypt:'85 As was the case with 
the Huron and the Iroquois, the Coosa were an agricultural society, and 
their principal crop was maize. That one similarity aside, just about 
everything else was different. 

Our account from the de Soto expedition comes from a companion 
on the trip who has become known to posterity as the "Gentleman of 
Elvas:' Upon their arrival, de Soto's expedition was greeted by the Coosa 
chief, who was borne on a litter by several of his people and who was
surrounded by people playing flutes and singing. 86 This fact on its own
does not prove anything, but the elevation of the Coosa leader certainly 
suggests that he was not simply a first among equals. Among other 
southeastern chiefdoms it was also common for rulers to be carried in 
this manner. 
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represents the royal court while the "G" markers label the courts of re­gional governors named by the king. The links between different courtsrepresent paths cleared in the forest. It was the responsibility of the re­gional governors to keep these open, and so the paths would be main­
tained with poles worked by the feet to tamp down the high grass. Thesituation depicted in the figure is one where (almost) all roads led to theking, so governors could often reach other governors only by going viathe king's court 

A Broader View of Early Democracy 

and Autocracy 

To move beyond the early democracies and autocracies seen so far I we can use ethnographic evidence from the Standard Cross CulturalSample. In the 1960s and 1970s a group of anthropologists led byGeorge Peter Murdock developed two large databases of world cul­tures. They used existing ethnographic accounts to record the cultural,economic, and political practices of different societies. Politics wasnot the core concern of this group, but they did devote some attentionto the subject. They coded a small number of political practices formore than a thousand societies in Murdock's Ethnographic Atlas, as:well as a more extensive set of politi.cal practices for186 societies. 1his-�emnd pmrp iE;eaTied itbe S�J Gms5 On ltrcr:aITS,rmpl.f! ((SOCS).'P4£.di�biiltiii�of.aJF��e
� Ift.emg; t0l mmpw:-e $0rieti-es tnat: evotved! m&pendenrlf 1DJf oneanotlrer:.Accumeiy coding practices of such aiarge Dlllil.Oer of distinctsocieties is a daunting task, even for an expert team of researchers.We should acknowledge that there is bound to be measurement errorin the SCCS, but it is still a very useful way to get an indication ofbroad trends. 

. �or each society the anthropologists established a specific "pinpoint"m time, based on the year in which the principal ethnographic work hadbeen performed. Pinpoint dates vary widely-from sixteenth-centurySpanish accounts of the Inkas and Aztecs to a description of the 
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Yanomamo people in the Amazon from 1965. The bulk of the evidence 

comes from the end of the nineteenth century and the early decades of 
the twentieth century, so we should not see this as a data set that looks 
only at "early" societies. 

Since many of the SCCS societies were studied after European con­
tact had become a reality, some might ask whether any democratic 
practices observed were imported by or from Europeans. Linguistic 
evidence argues against this: societies that had adopted more foreign 
words into their language were not more likely to have council gover­
nance. 95 Another way to deal with this problem is to focus only on 
societies with earlier pinpoint dates, and I will refer to this in what 
follows. 

A first thing the data can tell us is when and where there was any form 
of governance. In 6 percent of the societies there was no governance 

above the household level-individual families fended for themselves. 
In a further 38 percent of societies there was governance at the level of 
the local community but not above. In practice this meant that groups 
of anywhere from a few hundred to a few thousand individuals operated 
independently. Finally, in the remaining societies-so slightly more 
than half-there was some form of central governance that bound to­
gether individual communities. 

The data can also tell us if governance involved one person ruling on 
his own through subordinates or, instead, rule by council. In societies 

with both individual communities and central governance, councils 
could exist either at the local or central level, or both.96 Recall that 
among the Huron, early democracy involved councils within individual 
communities a� well for the whole confederation. In the kingdom of 
Mari, early democracy involved council governance in individual towns 
but not at the central level. These were two different variants of early 
democracy. 

Figure 2.4 provides a visual illustration of early democracy and au­
tocracy around the globe. The X marks indicate those societies where 
council governance existed at either the community level, the central 
level, or both-these are the early democracies. The other societies are 
those where no councils were present-the autocracies. The findings 
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FIGURE. 2-4• Council governance across regions. Based on data from the Standard Cross Cultural Sample, as described in the text In societies marked with an X there was governance by council at either the local or central level In those marked with an o, council governance was absent Modem country boundaries are shown to help identify location. 

here reinforce the conclusions from the rest of this chapter. Early de­mocracy was very widespread in human societies. 
. The other clear pattern about council governance, not shown inFigure 2-4, is that it was more common at the local level. Council gover­nance was present in a bit more than half of the cases at the communitylevel but in only a third of cases at the central level.97 Once again we seethat early democracy was more common in small-scale settings. The scholars who compiled the Standard Cross Cultural Sample did

:
ot s�en� much time discussing what they had found about politicalrg�ation. ?ne reason for this may be that they were mainly inter­es�ed in establi�hing that the different societies could be arrayed alonga smgle, evolutionary track from simple to more complex. The story of�arly democracy and early autocracy points away from a single evolu­tionary path: it instead shows two very different trajectories of politicaldevelopment in the way that later anthropologists like Richard Blantonand Lane Fargher have emphasized.98 
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Political Participation 

Few of the councils from SCCS societies had participation as wide as
in the Athenian ekklesia, but they were far from always being elite affairs,
particularly at the local level where, by one estimate, two-thirds of coun­
cils had broad-based community participation.99 The data also provide
some evidence on how leaders were chosen, but coding of this is a tricky
enterprise. 100 Rather than sorting themselves neatly into two groups,
one relying on elections and the other relying on heredity, many socie­
ties had practices that fell in between these two cases-decisions were
reached based on an informal consensus.

It is worth spending extra time on the question of women's political
participation in the SCCS societies because we know far less about it
than we do for men. Bias may have led those who wrote early ethno­
graphic accounts to not be interested in political participation by
women. Female political participation may also have taken place infor­
mally in a way that was harder for outsiders to distinguish. We should
recall here that among the Huron and the Iroquois, women played an
important indirect role in politics but did not directly participate in
council deliberations. The SCCS evidence provides some support for
this idea: when female political participation is defined broadly to in­
clude indirect influence, more societies have this characteristic.101 

One long-standing argument is that when women played a promi­
nent role in food production, broader societal arrangements were less
likely to marginalize them. Anthropologists have argued that female
control of food production was important for the origins of matrilocal­
ity, a husband moving to a wife's family's location, and matrilineality,
inheritance through the female line.102 As we saw previously, this fits
the cases of the Huron and Iroquois, but these societies were also one
of the original inspirations for this argument. To evaluate it properly we
need broader evidence, and here there is less support: average female
contribution to subsistence in the SCCS societies was only slightly
higher in cases where women participated in politics.103 

Beyond food production, a second way in which women might have
gained political influence was by fighting wars. In settings as diverse as
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Burial evidence is not much help in telling us whether something like 
the Council of Matriarchs ever existed, but if nothing like it ever existed, 
we would still need to ask why the author of the saga felt the need to 
invent this part of the story. Just as Greek tales about Amazons were 
once, incorrectly, believed to be pure myth, we should not be so quick 
to make the same judgment here. 

There is also one further key conclusion that we can draw from the 
SCCS: like early democracy itself, female political participation was 
much more prominent in smaller-scale societies. With each successive 
step in governance-from households fending for themselves, to local 
community governance, to the appearance of a central state-female 
participation in government becomes less apparent. 107 It is almost as if
the invention of politics meant the exclusion of women. 

Inequality 

A final question we might want to ask is whether early democracies had 
lower levels of economic inequ ality than did autocracies. So far, authors 

working on early states have generally focused on the prior question of 
whether having any form of state at all determines how unequal a soci­
ety is. The received view is that establishing central order produces so­
cial stratification. Some suggest that the creation of political order 
among humans is inevitably a story of inequality and subjugation, a 
rather depressing picture.108 

A first way to think about inequality is to consult measures that an­
thropologists have constructed of "social stratification." The SCCS data 
support the received view about central governance being associated 
with greater stratification, and the results are striking. Among societies 
without any governance above the community, 63 percent had no social 
stratification, but this was true of only 13 percent of societies with central 
governance. This is a huge difference. When we instead consider social 
stratification in societies with and without councils we see much less 
difference between these two subgroups.109 It appears that central states
were associated with stratification, but the way a state was governed­
democratically or autocratically-had less impact. 
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To better understand the conclusion about central governance, we need to take a closer look at how the SCCS measure of social stratifica­tion was constructed.110 Within the data set, societies are coded asstratified if they have "extensive differentiation of occupational status," or in other words people doing different jobs. That there were multiple types of occupations points to a society being more complex, but it does not tell us how variable the status of people with different occupations actually was. This also tells us nothing about whether it is possible for people to move from one occupation to another. We can recall here that the Republic of Tlaxcala was stratified, but there was also significant social mobility. To get a better view of inequality, we may need to look beyond the SCCS. Recently, a group of anthropologists and archaeologists have pro• posed an ingenious new measure of wealth inequality. Lacking direct measures of wealth, they use dispersion in the size of floor plans of houses. m The Gini coefficient for this distribution-which takes a value of zero when there is perfect equality and one when there is perfect in­equality-then serves as a proxy measure for wealth inequality. 112 The data on house floor plans point to tremendous variability in wealth inequality in ancient societies. At the Teotihuacan site in Me­soamerica-a society that preceded the Aztecs by about a millennium-the Gini coefficient for house size dispersion was 0.12-an extremely low value. If the Gini coefficient for house size mapped directly into �actual wealth, this would imply a level of inequality well below that seen • Qin any modern market economy. The situation could not have been �more different in the Middle Kingdom of ancient Egypt where, at one � site, the Gini coefficient for house size dispersion was o.68-a figure J. closer to levels of wealth inequality in European or American society �·�today. This is extraordinary given the level of development in ancient �. Egypt-in a very poor society there will be a natural ceiling on in- ij equality as long as people cannot be taxed to the point where they are 
Iibelow subsistence.113 As a society grows richer, the maximum possible !l level of taxation increases. f'llThe comparison between ancient Egypt and Teotihuacan also raises .· ) the question whether the pattern of governance influenced the level of j 
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. uali Ancient Egypt was an autocracy, and though archae-wealth meq ty. 1 h Teotihuacan was governed, many1 . t do not know exact y ow 11 d o og1s s 
114 Th archaeologists who have co ecte . k. not an autocracy. e 
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partial and preliminary.

Conclusion

s widespread in human societies;We have seen that early democracy wa The fact that humans. t b t as common as autocracy.in fact, it was JUS a ou .J,«erent ways across multiple millen-ed in these two very Ulll' th were govern . h ld 1 d us to a clear conclusion: ere. d any world regions s ou ea ld al ma an � ath of political development. We shou so was no single common P d was invented in one place atdispense with the notion that emocracy
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autocracy. 
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Weak States Inherited
Democracy

I' 

Ii 

I. 
! 

IF :'7E AGREE that early democracy and early autocracy were two alter- i: native paths of political development, then the next question is what led f
a society down one path as opposed to the other. I will argue in thischapter that early democracy was more likely to prevail when rulerswere uncertain about production, when people found it easy to exit, andfinally w�en rulers needed their people more than their people neededthem. Evidence from multiple world regions at different points in timesupports these claims. The practice of early democracy was one way forthose w_ho ruled to cope with these challenges, but we will also see analternative route: build a state bureaucracy to substitute for council gov­ernance. We will see finally that bureaucracies and councils could alsoat times, be complements. 1 

What We Mean by a Weak State
Douglass North the fam . hi . . , ous economic stonan defined the state as anentity th ' at extracts revenue in exchange for protection. 1 Protection canbe �ou�ht of in very broad terms here. It could be defending againstoutside mvaders· it c Id b • , ou e msurance against events like famine· it i' could even involve the typ f" .al 

' l,•• es o soc1 protection" to which we refer �: today. Revenue can also b th h f. :: e oug t o m very broad terms, involving Vi 

� 
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taxation in currency, taxation in kind, or any other effort to redistribute 
economic surplus from some individuals to others. The Kwakiutl of the 
northwest coast of North America had no formal system of taxation, 
but Franz Boas reported that chiefs regularly appropriated up to half of 
the catch from hunting and fishing activities.2 

Rulers who want to extract revenue face a fundamental problem: the 
less they know about how much people are producing, the harder it is 
for them to devise a tax strategy.Jean-Baptiste Colbert (finance minister 
to Louis XIV) is said to have described the problem of taxation as pluck­
ing a goose to obtain as many feathers as possible without making it 
hiss. Uncertainty about production would make it harder for some rul­
ers to know just how many feathers they could pluck. The more uncer­
tainty, the greater the chance that you would either choose a level of 
taxation that prompts people to protest or choose instead one that is 
lower than what people would be willing to pay. 

The second problem-linked to the first-is that the populace may 
have options if they feel they are being plucked too heavily. They may 
have the means to protest violently, move elsewhere, or simply refuse 
to pay if a ruler has little coercive capacity. Throughout history in envi­
ronments where unhappy people could simply pick up and move, the 
position of those who ruled was more precarious. 

The problem of exit risk is, in fact, such a general one that it is not 
limited to human societies. Motivated by her observations about differ­
ent bird species in different habitats, the ornithologist Sandra Vehren­
camp developed a theoretical model to illustrate this possibility.3 In the 
case of animals there is no question of wealth, taxation, or consent; the 
issue is instead who gets to reproduce and who is consigned to assisting 
others as they reproduce. Considering a range of species, Vehrencamp 
showed that high costs of "dispersal" were associated with greater hier­
archy. Dispersal means the possibility for individuals to establish a new 
place to breed. 

Throughout history early democracy was one way to deal with the 
twin problems of exit and uncertainty. The early democratic solution 
involved acknowledging one's weak position and ruling collectively 
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with members of society. A cou�cil or assem�ly-the basic building ,,block of early democracy-provided a forum m which rulers and thegoverned could discuss how much could actually be paid. Councilmembers could then also help collect revenue and assist with gover­nance more broadly. In order to believe that council discussions mightactually reveal something other than fake news, we do not have to as­sume anything about the goodness of human nature. Truthful commu­nication would be possible as long as there was some commonality ofinterest between rulers and the populace over something like the needfor protection. It would also be reinforced by a mutual desire for peace­ful resolution over conflict. 4 

One of the notable features of the council solution for governance isthat to have influence, members do not actually have to have a formal ;< veto over a ruler's proposal. Simply possessing superior information ;; about production can do the trick. Real authority depends not only I'. on formal authority-the written rules-but also on who has better [: information. 5 

The alternative to early democracy was to make decisions without �'.consulting a council and then gird oneself for potential negative conse­quences. This solntion would be more feasible in cases where the natu• ra emironment made agricultural production more predictable. It f1'1--ocld also be easier when people had fa-.'ermeans of exiting or protest­ing. Backing up all this was the fact that rule without a council or as­sembly was much easier if one had a bureaucracy to solve both informa- �tion and enforcement problems. � There is a final method for solving problems of uncertainty in rev- · �enue collection, and that is to hire tax farmers-private individuals fwho agree to collect taxes in exchange for a one-off fee. Like early de-
�;mocracy, tax farming economizes on the need for a ruler to have a !i bureaucracy that can assess how much revenue can be collected. Theidea is that if tax farmers have better information than the ruler aboutlocal 

_
conditions, if they bid against each other for the right to collectcertam taxes, this will reveal useful information. 6 As with bureaucracy,we should consider tax farming to be a potential substitute for earlydemocracy. 
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Agricultural Suitability and State Formation 

There is an established idea that societies with central governance 
emerged in areas that were more suitable for agriculture. The trad

_
itional 

story is that agricultural production generated a s�rplus,
_
allo�mg for

the emergence of central governance, combined with social hier�rchy.
Another variant of this argument is that agriculture allowed for higher 
population densities, and population density made it more likely that 
central governance would form. 7 

In what follows I will use a measure of agricultural suitability to show 
two things. First, agricultural suitability does indeed predict whe�er
there is central governance above the level of the individual commuruty. 
Second, agricultural suitability on its own does not predict whether 
governance is autocratic or democratic. Said in a different way, the num­
ber of calories one can pull out of the ground determines whether you 
have governance but not the type of governance. To answer that ques­
tion, we will need to look elsewhere. 

To chart agricultural suitability we can make use of data on local 
_
ag­

ricultural suitability produced by the Food and Agriculture Organisa­
tion of the United Nations. For all areas of the globe, these data record 
the quantity of different crops that can be produced. Two economi�ts,
Oded Galor and Omer Ozak, have used these data to ask the followmg 
question: Assuming one knew what crops could be grown and their 
caloric content, what is the maximum number of calories that could be 
produced from a given plot ofland?8 They performed �his calculati�n
for each set of grid cells covering the globe at a resolution of five nun­
utes oflongitude by five minutes oflatitude (roughly 10 kilometers by 
10 kilometers). I will call their measure caloric potential. In order to 
maximize the likelihood that caloric potential captures features of the 
natural environment-and not human intervention-Galor and Czak 
constructed their measure assuming no inputs added to the soil and no 
irrigation. 9 

· 

. To measure governance, I will use SCCS data to construct a bma?'
measure that divides societies into two categories. The first category is 
those instances where there is governance only at the level of the 
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community, or where there is governance above the local communitybut of a very simple form where someone like a chieflinks together asmall number of communities. The second category involves all caseswhere more complex forms of central governance existed.
It turns out that caloric potential is a reliable predictor of central ·gov­ernance. If we look at the set of SCCS societies with caloric potentialabove the median, central governance existed about 40 percent of thetime. In societies with below median suitability, central governance ex­isted in only a quarter of cases. Io Some suggest that it is above all suit­ability for storable cereal crops that drives this result and not non­storable tubers like yams and cassava. The argument then is that centralgovernance emerges not because there is a surplus but because there isa storable surplus. I I 

Agricultural suitability predicts state presence, but it does not helpus much in predicting whether governance is autocratic or democratic.To see this, we can use the SCCS to distinguish between societies whererulers govern on their own or with a council. When caloric potential isabove the median, council governance is present in 66 percent of cases;when below the median, it is present in 55 percent of cases. This is a dif.ference, but it is not a very large one. I2 

Agricultural Variability and Early Democracy
Whether a society took the democratic or the autocratic path of politi­cal development depended less on the number of calories one couldpull out of the ground and more on the variability in this measure fromlocation to location. Throughout history, uncertainty about agriculturalproduction has been a major obstacle for rulers seeking to know howmuch they can tax their constituents. In areas where agricultural pro­duction is more unpredictable, this problem will be greater, unless thosewho govern can find some way of getting access to information. Unpre·dictability of agricultural production will depend on aspects of the natu­ral environment, such as localized variation in soils, ruggedness, andrainfall. It will also depend on ways in which humans have altered thenatural environment-by introducing irrigation, for example. In what
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o L_ __________________ _ 
No Council Council 

FIGURE 3.1. Caloric variability and council governance. The figure shows levels of caloric 

variability in societies with and without council governance. 

follows, I will focus on the natural factors, leaving those factors that 
depended on human intervention to chapter 4's discussion of technol­
ogy and democracy. 

To measure agricultural uncertainty, we can return to the data col­
lected by Galor and Ozak and examine how levels of caloric potential 
varied from location to location. I3 This information allows us to con­
struct a measure called caloric variability-the standard deviation of ca­
loric potential in a localized area of nine grid cells. I4 Using this we can
then consider the relationship between caloric variability and early de­
mocracy as shown in Figure 3.1. In box and whisker plots of this type, the 
horizontal line in the middle of each category depicts the median level 
of caloric variability, and the boxes above and below this line each rep­
resent one-quarter of the societies in this category. The two "whiskers" 
then represent the remainder of observations in each category, with the 
exception of outliers. We see clearly here that societies with early demo­
cratic governance tended to have higher caloric variability. Is
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Figure 3.1 suggests that caloric variability led to council govemance but without further evidence, we might worry that the relationship see� here is just a coincidence. One way to advance further w ith this ques. ij
1 

tion is to see what other data could be used to show the same relation.ship. Thanks to the monumental work o f Joseph Jorgensen, a pioneerin American anthropologist, we dispose of a detailed database covering
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este:� N orth America� ty groups oca e west o e reat P ains. Jorgensen found i, that council governance was present about half the time. To measureenvir�nmental conditions for these societies, we can again use the Galorand Ozak data to construct a measure of caloric variability. It turns out

�at in this group of societies, among those that practiced agriculture,higher caloric variability was associated with a greater likelihood ofcouncil governance. 17 So the relationship no longer seems like just acoincidence. 
Maybe �e relationship between councils and caloric variability�ould be_dnven by something other than the need for rulers to gainmformat10n. Variability in agricultural production might also meanthat there would be greater incentives for people to engage in trade,0� perhaps to share food as a way of insurance against risk, and thisIlllght be managed by a council. It turns out that even after we take ac•count of these additional factors, we still see a close relationship be­tween caloric variability and council presence. 18 It is also the case thattrade �d risk sharing can be managed by an autocracy and not just acouncil In autocratic ancient Sumeria temple granaries handled issues ;( �� 

. There is a final point about the relationship between caloric variabil­ity and council presence that we might want to consider. So far, I have only looked at v • b ·J·ty • · I aria 1 1 m agncu tural production across space andnot over time. If those who rule use a council to learn about variability0� this type, then would they not eventually learn enough to dispensewith a council' In fact we al h h h . 
• , can so s ow t at t e council and caloricvariability relationship sti"ll h Id if £ . . . o s we ocus on a measure of temporalvariability. To do this we can make use of the changes induced by theColumbian Exchange, the reciprocal diffusion of new plants, animals,
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and diseases between world regions after the European "discovery" of 
the Americas.19 For each o f the SCCS societies we can construct a 
measure-based on localized variation-that reflects change in how 
many calories could be pulled out of the ground before and after the 
exchange. With this method, we see that SCCS societies that experi­
enced greater localized temporal variation as of the result of the ex­
change were more likely to have council governance.20 

Exit Options and Early Democracy 

Ability to exit was a second core f eature favoring early democracy 
because it created leverage over leaders. We have already seen hints of 
this effect when comparing different societies in pre-conquest N orth 
America. The Huron and the Iroquois-who governed themselves 
democratically-were mobile societies whereas there was less mobility 

in the autocratic Mississippian societies. Similar observations can be 
made for N ative American societies on the Great Plains, among the 
Mongols, and in precolonial Africa. 21

Circumscription versus Exit 

When anthropologists and archaeologists write about exit options they 
often use the word "circumscription." In 1970 Robert Carneiro proposed 
a circumscription theory o f early state formation. The idea was that 
early states formed in areas with sufficiently high population densities 
and where some feature of the natural environment made it costly or 
impossible for people to exit. The Nile Valley in Egypt provides one 
illustration of this possibility. People initially settled in small groups at 
different locations in the valley, but as the population grew, settlement 
became more uniform. Because the Nile Valley was a narrow strip of 
land with desert on either side, there was eventually no more room to 
move, and a hierarchically organized state formed. 22 Carneiro also sug­
gested that social forces might create circumscription. Instead of a for­
bidding desert, it might be the presence of nearby hostile societies that 
would block possibilities for exit. 
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The theory of circumscription presents us with two possibilities: t; 
either people do without any form of governance, or they are squeezed 
into a small area where a paramount ruler exploits them. Neither of 
these options sounds like much fun. But the historical record also points 
to a third possibility: if circumscription pressures are weak, central gov.
ernance might still exist, but rulers would need to govern by consent to 
avoid having their population exit. 

The evolution of Native American societies in what is now the south. 
eastern United States provides us with a further view of how circum­
scription can lead to a more autocratic form of governance. When they 
speak of the period before 1000 CE in the eastern United States, archae­
ologists refer to this as the Woodland period. These years were charac­
terized by subsistence communities that initially relied on wild foods 
but eventually developed early forms of agriculture. Toward the end of 
this period there is evidence of substantial population pressures, en­
demic warfare, and resource stress.23 

From about 1000 CE the archaeological record provides evidence 
of a dramatic cultural shift in the southeastern part of the United 
States. Societies now practiced an intensive form of maize agriculture. 
They had large settlements with large mounds of the sort seen at 
Coosa, and there is increased evidence of hierarchy. As with Coosa, 
we have no firsthand accounts of exactly how these societies were 
governed, but there is archaeological evidence to attest to political 
hierarchy. 

In the northeastern United States there was no dramatic change after 
1000 CE-the Woodland period continued. Recall the pattern of Huron 
society that the French Jesuits found in the seventeenth century. The 
Huron were an agricultural people, and like the Mississippians, they 
cultivated maize. But they did not practice an intensive form of agricul­
ture. They had chiefs, but these chiefs lacked the prominence of those 
found in the Southeast, and we know that politics was consensual at 
both the village level and higher levels. 

Can the theory of circumscription help explain the difference be­
tween political institutions in the Northeastern Woodlands and the 
Southeast, and if so, why did circumscription take place in the latter 
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People Per Square Mile

FIGURE 3.2. Population density and council governance among Native Americans. 

The population density represents the number of people per square mile. 

Data were compiled by Jorgensen (1980 ). 

area? Geography provides one potential explanation. Mississippian 

societies tended to occupy river valleys with rich agricultural land sur•

rounded by areas that would have been less suitable for the type of in­

tensive agriculture they practiced. Under these conditions if you, your 

family, or your village were displeased with your ruler, it might be hard

to move elsewhere. In the Northeastern Woodlands, among peoples 

like the Iroquois and the Huron, villages tended to move every ten to 

forty years. The type of agriculture practiced necessitated this, and so

people still had an exit option. 

Population Density and Council Governance

Another way to assess the impact of exit strategies is to look more di­

rectly at population density. In areas with higher population density

it may be that people have less opportunity to exit, and so early
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{,democracy would have been less likely. Figure 3.2 plots the frequency !lof council governance for Native American groups in the Jorgensen data J, set against estimated population density. At very low levels of popula. t tion density (less than one person per five square miles), council gov­ernance was present about 40 percent of the time. Presumably, underthese conditions the logistics of organizing a council would have beenmore difficult. At higher levels of population density (between 0.2 and i, 1 person per square mile) council governance is present in over three- f·
tquar

ul

ters of th
d 

e casesth. After 
b
thi

b
s p

li
oint

f
, wi

b
· th each successive increase in fpop ation ensity, e pro a i ·ty o o serving a council diminishes. t

t, By the time one reaches five people per square mile, the probability of fobserving a council is no greater than in the most sparsely populated �'areas. Once population density exceeds 25 people per square mile, there �are no councils at all-a very striking fact. l: 
f, 

We shoul d keep in mind that "high" densities in the Jorgensen data frset refer to 25 people or more per square mile. This is not high by mod- t�rn standa
d
rds-2

b
5 people per square mile is the same density as Im present- ay Ne raska, the eighth least densely populated U.S. state. 1It makes sense that among Native American groups increases in popula- f,tion density would influence council governance even at very low levels [because these peoples used the land in an extensive way, and this would f(have been true even for those that practiced incipient forms of agricul- !iture.24 The average population density observed in the WNAI data set

! 
f·,;'.··• is dose to the population density estimated for precolonial Africa,another region where scholars argue that low population density facili-
! .. · ...·•

tated attempts by people to exit. 25 We also see a clear-and similar- t
r)

relationship between population density and council presence in the t'societies of the Standard Cross Cultural Sample. 26 

I 

I
Military Democracy: When Rulers

Needed Their People
We saw in the last section that when people could pick up and moveelsewhere, this ma d e  early democracy more likely. The flip side of this

'i:
:; 
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bl that under some circumstances, rulers had a particularlypro em was 
d r0r their people. Over the long course of history, external strong nee r, 

h t h e prompted rulers to grant their people a voice as compensa-t rea s av 
h T tion for military service. This was particularly likely w en preva1 mg 

•1· t h ology made it necessary to mobilize large numbers ofm1 1tary ec n 
. . Id 1 ·ur thi's in Athens during the classical penod with the 0 peop e. vve saw 

Oligarch-if the masses were needed to row the ships, then th�y
should be allowed to attend and speak at the ekklesia and to hold paid
political office. 

Th oncept of "military democracy" was invented by Lewis Henry ec 
d' h M the early American anthropologist we encountere m c ap-organ, 

. . b -_ter 2. In his study of the Iroquois, published m 1851, Morgan saw an o VI 

link between all adult males participating in warfare and all adult ous 
·1 A t males also having the right to attend and speak at counc1 s. quar er 

century later Morgan expanded upon the idea inAncie�t Society; survey­
ing a broad range of societies in Europe and the Amen ca�, �organ pro­
posed that military democracy was an early stage of political d�vel�p­
ment through which all societies passed. Karl Marx a�� Fnednch
Engels seized on Morgan's conclusions, and the early Bnt1sh ��thro­
pologist Herbert Spencer made similar claims about the ongms of 
council governance among Native American groups on the Great 
Plains.27 

Within the SCCS societies there is a striking correlation between the 
prestige that warriors enjoyed and the presence of early democr�cy. We
see in Figure 3.3 that when warriors were accorded grea� prestI�e, the
likelihood of having council governance was about twice as high as 
when warriors were accorded no particular prestige. 

We should not read Figure 3.3 as showing that the prestige of w�o�s
is what causes early democracy to happen. The better interpretation 15 
that according prestige to warriors and giving them a role in governance 
are complementary ways of cementing a bargain between those who 

govern and those who fight. In chapter 11 we will see another example 
of this phenomenon from nineteenth-century Europe where people 
spoke of a principle of "one man, one gun, one vote." 
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Great 

FIGURE 3.3. Military �emocracy. Data from the Standard Cross Cultural Sample showing theprevalence of council governance in societies by the level of prestige accorded to warriors.

The Bureaucratic Alternative

There was an alternative to ruling jointly with a council: build a state
�ureaucr

_
acy. Instead of relying on members of a council to provideinformation about production-as well as to collect taxes-trainedbureaucratic subordinates could do the job. For the SCCS societies wedispose of a measure of whether bureaucrats are present-defined assubordinates who are chosen by the ruler and who are not from theruler's own famil 28 B . . 

Y· ureaucrats were Judged to be present about athird of the tune, and one striking feature in this data is that they werealmost uniquely present in societies that had some extension of author­ity �e!ond the local community. This may simply be because thesesocieties had a higher level of economic development, but it could alsoreflect an effect of scale. Once again, it seems that there was somethingabout bureaucracy that made it easier to scale up than was the case withearly democracy. 
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No Bureaucrats, No Council No Bureaucrats, Council 
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F I GU RE 3.4. Bureaucrats and councils as alternatives. The figure shows levels of caloric
variability distinguishing between societies with and without councils and with

and without bureaucrats. (See the text for definitions.)

Consider now an empirical pattern that we saw at the outset of this 
chapter: societies with more variability in agricultural potential were 

more likely to have council governance. If bureaucrats and the members 
of a council can play substitute roles of providing information as well as 
enforcement, then we ought to see the following pattern in the data: 
without bureaucracy there should be a positive correlation between 
caloric variability and council presence; with bureaucracy there should 
be no correlation between the two. 

The upper two panels in Figure 3.4 show the relationship between 
council presence and caloric variability when bureaucrats are absent. 
We see considerably higher caloric variability in societies with councils. 
This is in keeping with what we saw in Figure 3.1. Now consider the 
lower two panels of Figure 3.4. These show the same relationship for 
societies that do have bureaucrats. Here we see a very different relation� 
ship: levels of caloric variability in societies with and without councils 

1,-:-:-
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are nearly identical. Bureaucrats and councils sometimes could act as
substitutes. 29 

While councils and bureaucracies could act as substitutes, they could
also be complements. Many countries today combine democratic gover­
nance with bureaucratic administration, and this is one of the hallmarks
of modem democracy. It is possible that whether bureaucracy under­
mines democracy depends on sequencing-if bureaucracy emerges first 
then rulers will have little need for democracy, but if democracy emerg�
first another outcome is possible. By regularly attending a council or as­
sembly, people will develop a habit for collective action. Once this habit
is developed, they may be able to constrain a ruler even in the presence of
a bureaucracy, and they may also be able to manage the bureaucracy itsel£
A council and a bureaucracy could then be complements because bureau­
crats would have greater skill in some tasks.

Origins of Bureaucracy 
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I What factors made it more likely that a bureaucracy could be con- I s�ct

ln
ed? One place to look is at the form of agriculture a society prac-

!.,:. tices. tensive agriculture often involves a reordering of the landscape- :
and increased legibility for rulers-as production becomes more I
systematic. If bureaucrats have less local knowledge than members of f society, making production more legible makes it easier for them to do
their work. In many, though certainly not all, cases bureaucrats have also
been involved in designing systems of intensive agriculture. 30 

•• . , 

�ne way to gauge how intensive an agricultural system is to look . (
a� yields per plot ofland. With this in mind, consider the evidence in 
Figure 3.5. 31 In ancient Egypt, ancient Sumeria, and China yields per .'
hectare were some three to four times what they were in medieval ',
En�l�d. We would see the same thing if we compared the first three
soc1et1es to anywhere else in medieval Europe, apart from the Muslim­
controlled portions of Sicily and Spain. As it turns out the first three · · 
societies in Figure 3.5 had strong bureaucracies while m:dieval England
did not. Intensive, high.yield agriculture does not necessarily mean
more p od ct· 'ty • all •• r u 1Vl m an over sense. To assess that we would need to

1,500 
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FIGURE 3.5. Crop yields in early societies in liters per acre. (See the text for sources.)

know what could be produced after all inputs, labor, land, and capital, 
are considered. 32 What I am suggesting is that in these four societies
agricultural intensification was associated with a different form of
political organization. 

If we want to look at how, why, and where intensive agriculture
developed, one place to look is the influential work of Ester Boserup. In
1965 she proposed that population pressures prompt societies to adopt
progressively more intensive forms of agriculture to feed a greater number
of people from the same parcel ofland. 33 If this is true, then the gloomy
predictions of Thomas Malthus-that increasing population could only
be kept in check by famine and disease-would not always hold true. 34 

· Boserup also considered the opposite of the virtuous cycle of popula­
tion pressure spurring agricultural innovation. This was what she called
"the vicious circle of sparse populations and primitive techniques."35 In
societies where people used the land very extensively-say by shifting
cultivation from field to field very frequently-the population would
need to be dispersed into small settlements over a large area. She
thought that societies like this might get trapped in a low level of
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4 

When Technology 
Undermined Democracy 

THE ADVANCE OF DEMOCRACY has often been seen as a sign ofhuman 
progress, and the same has been true for the forward march of technology. 
For multiple reasons new technologies allow for increased production 
and improved standards ofliving while aiding attempts to communi­
cate and cooperate more effectively. This is an optimistic view of tech­
nology and democracy. Here I would like to consider an alternative 
view: in many instances advances in production and communication 
undermined early democracy. New technologies for writing, mapping, 
measurement, and agricultural production made the bureaucratic alter­
native function more effectively. 

The other theme that I will pursue in this chapter involves Europe's 

initial technological backwardness compared to China and the Middle 
East. Seemingly mundane inventions like soil maps appeared in China 
and the Middle East a millennium or more before they appeared in Eu­
rope. Pinning down exactly why Europe was so slow to develop or adopt 
these technologies is no easy task. What is clear is that restricted to 
more primitive technologies, European rulers were in a weaker position 
with respect to their societies. It was Europe's technological backward­
ness that gave democracy a chance. 

I will first consider technological advances involving understanding 
and mapping the soil, geometry and the ability to survey, and agricul­
tural improvements. These are areas where medieval Europeans were 
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According to the Yu Gong, the first emperor of the Xia undertook sev­
eral steps to lay out his realm-which was divided into nine provinces­
and to establish a basis for taxation. As he visited each province, Yu 
noted, among other things, the quality of the soil, and he used this to 
establish the province's tax quota. This is what Yu concluded about the 
province of Ji.

The soil of this province was whiteish and mellow. Its contribution 
of revenue was the highest of the highest class, with some proportion 
of the second.3

We do not know when the Tribute of Yu was written. It appears in a 
collection known as the Book of Documents, or Shangshu, that, by tradi­
tion, is thought to have been compiled by Confucius. What we do 
know is that the Chinese began mapping the quality of the soil from 
a very early date, and they used this for tax purposes.4 The status of
the Yu Gong text reinfor ce s the idea that subsequent Chinese thinkers
thought this story of mapping the soil was important. Even if it is only 
a legend, someone had to conceive of the idea of assigning tax rates 
according to soil quality, and there is no European equivalent to the 
Yu Gong.

By the time medieval European rulers began to hold formal assem­
blies to help them raise taxes, Chinese ruler s were using their knowl­
edge of the soil to perfect an alternative technique. They produced ca­
dastral maps that recorded qualities of the soil at very localized levels, 
and Figure 4.1 shows one such map that dates from the b eginning of the 
Ming dynasty at the end of the fourteenth century. Documents like this 
came to be known as yulin tu or "fish scale maps" because of the scale­
shaped areas containing different types of soil. 5 These maps and the 
information collected with them were used to establish differential tax 
rates for different plots ofland, all based on properties of the soil. This 
did not necess arily imply a scientific understanding of how the soil actu­
ally functioned; it involved the ability to perceive and map an empirical 
regularity. When Europeans finally got around to producing soil 
maps-and this did not happen until the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries-they were based on more of a scientific understanding of 
soil functions.6
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Toe other thing these fish scale maps illustrate is how an understand­

ing of the soil could increase the demand for a bureaucracy. Armed with 
guidelines regarding how different types of soil resulted in different lev­
els of agricultural productivity, Chinese bureaucrats could provide bet­

ter information to their rulers, and there was less need to seek counsel 

from members oflocal society. 
If knowledge of the soil facilitated autocratic rule in China, we should 

not assume that this inevitably meant arbitrary or capricious taxation; 
Chinese observers cherished Yu's story because they thought just the 
opposite-the ability to map the soil was said to allow for a fairer sys­
tem of taxation in which taxes would be levied based on ability to pay. 
In later dynasties scholars referred to the example of the Tribute of Yu. 

Take the example of the Song dynasty historian Ma Duanlin, who did 
this in a text first written in 1307 and published by imperial decree in 
1322.7 This shows how even autocrats might emphasize tax fairness,
perhaps to increase compliance with their demands. 8

Aztec Soil Glyphs 

The Chinese ability to map the soil was not unique among early socie­
ties. The Aztecs also understood the quality of the soil and how it 
could be used to set tax rates. As we saw in chapter 2, the Aztecs went 
to considerable lengths to register landholdings at the household level, 
and as part of this process, they also recorded the type and quality of 
the land held. Part of this involved tracking whether the plot ofland 
was irrigated. Those constructing the registers also recorded the type 
of soil using glyphs of the sort shown in Figure 4.2. These come from 
a record known as the Codice de Santa Marfa Asuncion that was pro­
duced a few decades after the Spanish conquest. 9 We can establish that 
these glyphs represent Aztec practice-and not something introduced 
by the Spanish-because the Spanish themselves lacked the knowledge 
to do this.10

The ability of Aztec rulers to accurately map the soil and to under­
stand its properties would have been critical in reducing the information 
problem that might otherwise have obliged them to rule jointly with a 
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council. �e fact �at the Aztecs had a system of writing, inherited fromthe preceding society of the Olmecs, helped facilitate this.

Europeans Were Late to Understand the Soil
The irony of early so ·1 • . 

f d 
1 science m Europe is that its absence furthered thecause 

r°th emocracy. If we start off with the Roman inheritance then one o e striking features of the empire's system of taxation is tllat il .
. f . 

j 
Ii 

a 

WHEN TECHNOLOGY UNDERMINED DEMOCRACY 85 

was never based on a rubric for taxing people according to soil quality. 
One reason for this may be that classical thinkers knew less about the 
properties of the soil than did the Chinese or the Aztecs. Among Greek 
philosophers, Xenophon may have been the first to understand that 
specific soils were suited for specific types of plants.11 Roman observers 
extended his knowledge and even proposed experimental tests for 
deciding whether the soil in an area was suitable for growing a crop, 
such as grapes for wine. These tests were proposed by Columella. 12 But
classical European t

h
inkers did not get to the point of establishing soil 

classification schemes that could be used for tax purposes. 
The Germanic invasions did not aid the progress of soil science in 

Europe. Centuries after the fall of Rome-as the Chinese were mapping 
the soil and using this to set tax rates-Europeans recognized the soil's 
importance, but they did not map it or conceive of using it for taxation. 
Take the famous Domesday Book in England, the register written in the 
year 1087 that recorded all taxable wealth in the kingdom. In the Domes­
day Book there is little to no reference to the quality of soils, and the 
same is true of a later land register produced by Edward I in 12 79.13 We 
know that English kings during this era were ahead of their continental 
counterparts when it came to direct taxation ofland. If the English were 
not recording soil properties, it stands to reason that no one else in 
Christian Europe was either. 

By the Renaissance, European thinkers were again writing about the 
soil and its properties. The problem was that 

t
he farthest they advanced 

was to suggest that more fertile soil might allow for sustaining a greater 
population. In the first chapter of the first book of his Discourses, Ma­
chiavelli stated that "a city should be placed rather in a region where the 
fertility of the soil affords the means of becoming great." This sounds 
like a hard proposition to contest, but there are those who tried. Jean 
Bodin, the great French political philosopher, suggested that poorer­
quality soils encouraged people to be more industrious and less 
"effeminate."14 Here he echoed the earlier view expressed by Herodotus, 
via an imagined statement by King Cyrus of Persia: "Soft places tend 
to produce soft men."15 This was not a very advanced understanding of 
the soil. 
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Geometry and the Ability to Survey
The ability to survey land for taxation depends not on1y d • th . on un erstand.mg e soil but also on knowing some geometry. A st H • ory recounted byerodotus-and we need to tread cautiously about his truthfuln this one-provides us with one early illustration of how d 

ess�n 
a vancesm geometry made it possible for a state to better tax its sub1· ects E h h N"I fl • ac yeart e I e ood in Egypt washed away parts of the land Tu· d drum • 1s create aco nun for tax collectors seeking to levy taxes on a given plot. Howto me�sure the loss ofland? Herodotus described the solution in th r following terms. 

e r 
Whenever the �iver destroyed a part of someone's plot, that manwould declare his loss to the king and the ki Id h . , ng wou t en send ex-

t' 

ammers to m�asure how much land had been lost, so that the mencould be requrred to pay a tax proportional to what was left. And itseems to me that geometry was invented here and then passed on l 
from Egypt to Hellas, although it was from the Babylonians that theHellenes learned of the hemispherical sundial with its pointer andthe twelve divisions of the day.16 

This is most certainly not how geometry was invented, but Herodo­:s was co1:"ect to say that the Egyptians had mathematical techniques

s 
or mea_surmg land� �d this helped rulers monitor their subjects. Weee eqwvalent stones m Sumeria during the Ur III period. A centuryago, German scholars discovered to their amazement that the Sumeri­ans had used algorithms that allowed for the solution to what we wouldtoday called quadratic e ti Th S qua ons. e umerians used these to help mapplots ofland for cadastral registers.11

Now contrast land . . measurement as 1t occurred in ancient Egypt andSumeria with the mann • h. h . 
th . 

er m w ic 1t occurred in Norman England ate tune of the Domesda B k Th at this t· 
Y 00 • e set of measures used in England

t
h h 

une were ad hoc ones often deriving from the length of parts of. e 
ir;

man body, and there was little uniformity from location to loca­�10�. 
h 

Kno�ledge of geometry was also more limited than it had been m e1t er ancient Egypt S . Thi or umena. s may have contributed to the
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fact that instead of deriving from precisely measured tracts ofland, tax

assessments in the Domesday Book derived from more notional
measures. 

Agricultural Techniques 

Medieval Europeans used fundamentally different agricultural tech­
nologies compared to those employed in China or many areas of the 

Middle East. We saw in chapter 3 that yields of crop per unit ofland 
were higher in China and the caliphate compared to western Europe. 
Higher yields alone do not necessarily tell us that European agriculture 
was less efficient; to make that claim we would need to be able to show 
that productivity was higher after considering all factors of production 
including not on1y land but also labor and capital. My goal here is to 
show something else. I want to claim that Europeans were slower to 
develop the techniques for intensive agriculture that many other socie­
ties adopted, and this is another way in which the state of European 
technology did not favor the bureaucratic alternative. 

Europeans Lagged in Agricultural Techniques 

Agricultural intensification is typically referred to in several different 
ways. Each of these involves the same core idea of using more inputs for 
a given plot ofland. In her discussion of agricultural intensification, 
Ester Boserup focused on the frequency with which land is cultivated. 
In "slash and burn" agricultural systems land is on1y cultivated for one 
to three years before people move on to new plots, leaving the existing 
plot fallow for several decades. This form of agriculture would pose ob­
vious challenges for a central state attempting to monitor a population. 
In Europe slash and burn agriculture remained important until some­
time in antiquity, and perhaps 500 BCE. In core areas of China and the 
eastern Mediterranean this agricultural form disappeared several mil­
lennia prior to that date.19 Europeans next shifted to a new form of more
settled agriculture where a field would be cultivated in one out of two 
years. This was made possible by the addition of two inputs: a simple 
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t plow known as the ard and livestock that would graze on unfarmed land tand then deposit their manure on agricultural land at night. Around the f'turn of the first millennium CE a new system became generalized in Eu- ' trope based on a triennial crop rotation that came to be known as the"three-field system." This was the agricultural system that would prevailfor the remainder of the Middle Ages and into the early modem period.In China a more intensive crop rotation system developed as early asthe Han dynasty (2.06 BCE-2.2.0 CE); it involved the production ofthree crops in two years on a given plot of land. 20 In areas of Chinawhere rice was cultivated this was followed by even more frequentcultivation. 

Advances in plowing technology were a key element that allowedsocieties to leave land fallow for shorter periods of time whether it bein Europe, China, or elsewhere. A plow can be thought of as capitalcontributing to production with an effectiveness depending on its de­sign. In Europe it was the replacement of the ard with the heavy plow that helped make the three-field system possible. While it had been known in some parts of Europe for centuries, the heavy plow did not .•become generalized in Europe until the tum of the first millennium.llIn China the heavy plow was in general use a thousand years before thisdate. 22 Chinese farmers also developed seed drills that resulted in higher yield-to-seed ratios, and these would not be adopted in Europe until theearly modem period. 23 

Annal key element in agricultural intensification was the use ofirriga•tion in areas where rainfall was insufficient or unpredictable. Large-scaleirrigation systems were a prominent feature of much of Chinese agricul-ture from the Han dynasty forward. In the dry areas of southern Europeirrigation was known to the Romans, but it did not become generallyused until after the Arab invasions, and as we will see, when Europeansreconquered these areas they failed to adopt Arab technology.24 

Why Europe Lagged with Intensive Agriculture
One of the curiosities of medieval European agriculture is the tendencynot to adopt techniques of intensive agriculture from neighboring
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• • en when it would have been possible to do so. The very dif-societies ev 
ferent climates of northern Europe and the eastern Mediterranean pro-
'd ssi'ble reason for this. In many of the lands conquered by v1 e one po 

bArab armies, ensuring that crops had enough water was a co�stant pro 
l F rs in northern Europe often had the exact opposite concernem. arme 

. d 2s I . 'bl h d d to keep their fields adequately drame . t 1s poss1 e as t eynee e 
that different problems demanded different solutions. 

1h econd possible reason medieval Europeans failed to adopt a es 
• d Thi 'd more intensive form of agriculture is that they didn t nee to. s 1 ea 

takes us back again to Ester Boserup: If population density was low and 
arable land remained abundant, then why not use it? �ere 

_
is lit�e

doubt that circa 1000 CE population density was substantially higher m 
places like China, Iraq, and Egypt compared to western Europe. The 
potential problem is that by 1000 CE farmers in

. 
China and the easte�n

Mediterranean had been practicing intensive agnculture for several mil­
lennia. To adequately assess the Boserup hypothesis we would need to 
know what initial population densities were in places like the Nile Valley 
and northern China prior to agricultural intensification. 

It is very possible that both climate and population density weighed 
against the development of intensive agriculture in medieval Europe, 
but there is an important reason why this cannot be the full story. 

_
Con­

sider what happened when Europeans did have the opportunity to 
adopt techniques of intensive agriculture from another society. As E�­
ropeans in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries reconquered lands m 
Italy and Iberia that were held by Muslim populations, they encoun­
tered what has been called an ''.Arab Agricultural Revolution."26 There 
was sophisticated use of irrigation, aided by new forms of hydraulic 
technology, and there was also a great diversity of types of crops grown 
with greater mechanization. 

As Europeans conquered Sicily and southern Spain, they might have 
thought of maintaining the agricultural innovations that the �abs_ ha�
put into place, but that isn't what happened, and the fact that it didn t
may say something important about the forces weighing against the ad­
vance of technology in Christian Europe. 27 The methods the Ara�s had
developed for Sicily and Andalusia were surely less relevant m the 

!:r-1. 

:',::--: 
1':1 ., 
l • � • 

' '· 
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Netherlands or Germany, but E uropeans could have at lea t • • 

k s mamtamed l,

these practices in the areas of southern Europe where th d'd t_·•.·. ey 1 work I 
Many cal

rops that Europeans learned about from the Arabs would� f 
eventu ly-be adopted in Europe, but not for several centuries. l: 

A tour of different regions reconquered by Europeans tells th al f. 
In Sicily the Arabs had used irrigation to grow sugar cott 

e_t e. f,: ... • 
. . 

, on, citrus t
fnnts, artichokes, spinach, and eggplant. It sounds like it was a heaven 1

:·
·. for even the most exigent of vegetable lo vers . Under European co tr 1 

s· il d b 
n o 

ic ! re�erte to a more asic agricultural regime of growing wheat and l 
grazmg livestock, and Sardinia followed the same pattern In And I • i, 

d . . 
• a us1a

1 1. 

un er Arab control the cities of Seville and Cordoba had a mixed form f· 
of agriculture involving wheat, olives, and irrigated gardens for many' 

1.
··
_:_
·
.

�the� crops. After the European conquest these towns became sheep-
erding centers. Valencia seems to be the one area that resisted this 

::
e� tren

E
d away from intensification and sophistication of agricul-1·:

_
:
_:_
· .. 

• ere uropean c onquerors maintained irrigation systems and a 
broader range of crops.28

The story of the reconquest shows that it wasn't just because Euro- i 

::: 1�·!::
r

::�::::�-::�,:=::.:::::.�;��
1

:�::: I 
or �other, Europeans resisted technological advance, even when they ( 
had it essenti

al
ly handed to them. I 

t, 

The Importance of Writing 

In addition to all the techniques that I have mentioned so far, there was 
a more fundamental element underlying the advance of human under· 
standing of the soil ofgeo t d f • • . . 

, me ry, an o agricultural 1mprovement. Writ· 
mg is a catalyst for civilization, allowing for communication and artistic 
and scientific developments. Since its inception the written word has 
also been an instrument £ h • or governance. It as made 1t easier for rulers 
to record where people 1 d d h are ocate an w at they are producing. From 
E uropean experience, we are used to thinking of the written word as 

something that is good fi d 
. 

or emocracy, particularly if people have broad 
access to 1t. As we will th h • see, at as not always been the case. This was 
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particularly true of forms of writing that were mastered only by a small

administrative elite. 
When we think of "writing" we should define it broadly. Writing in

the alphabetic form in which it exists today allows for recording things 

so that people do not have to remember everything in their heads. It also 

facilitates communication at a distance. In some cases, such as the Chi­

nese system of ideograms, a writing system could unify groups who

spoke dialects that were not mutually intelligible. But over the course of

history, societies have also som etimes achieved this goal without writing

in the form we think of today. One example of this is the khipu system of

knots on strings that the Inka developed. Scholars are still debating how

this system worked, but they agree it allowed for a bureaucracy to trans-

di 29 

mit and receive com plex messages over great stances. 

How Writing Started

Before we investigate the consequences of writing, we sho uld first take

a slight detour by asking how, where, and why writing originated. One

possible story of writing's origins-the demand-side explanation-is 

that it developed when there was a need for it Writing may have emerged

once societies transitioned to agriculture and once they had storab le

produce, as well as transactions to record. When people think of this

story, they often have the invention of cuneiform in Sumeria in mind.

Excavations at the ancient Sumerian city of Ur reveal that 85 percent of

texts record some sort of an economic transaction. Therefore, writing

evolved to meet the demands of a growing economy as well as a growing

state tax apparatus.30 Writing allowed people to communicate across

distances and over time (at least in one direction).

The demand-side explanation for writing's origins may help us un-

derstand why some societies failed to adopt writing even after they were

exposed to it.Jack Goody, the famous anthropologist, suggested that if

several precolonial West African societies failed to adopt writing, it was

because their economies were based on tubers rather than cereals.31 

Tubers generally do not store very well, and so there was no need to have

writing serve as a time machine b ecause once harvested, agricultural 



92 CHAPTER 4 

produce
(_
had to be consumed rapidly. This fits with the fact that theAsante m present-day Ghana) never adopted writing for th · b �� ased economy, but the Hausa (in present-day Nigeria), who had acereal-based economy, did adopt writing. Broader evidence fits the pat­tern suggested by Goody. Only 13 percent of societies in the StandardCross Cultural Sample that had a tuber as their principal agricultur�crop also used a formal system of writing or something equivalent to it

i
· Among societies where cereals were the principal crops 49 p \ d • . 32 • . , ercent use writing. This is a striking difference.
r'. One potential problem with Jack Goody's argument is that the logic !,rmght have also operated in the reverse sense: perhaps prior adoption iof writing favored the development of cereal-based agriculture. We candeal with this issue by looking not at whether a society actually grewtubers versus cereals but instead at the relative suitability of the land onw�ch_ i� was located for tubers versus cereals. When looking at relatives�i�ability f�r tubers and cereals we continue to see a very strong em­pmcal association: writing was much less present in areas most suitableto tubers.33 

The second way to think about the origins of writing is in terms of supply. E�en if there is a need for one, a system of writing is a hard thing ifor_a society to develop on its own. Throughout history, the way in f.• w��h most societies have dealt with this problem is to borrow their t0 writing system from neighbors.34 
�riting is thought to have been independently invented in three lo•cations In Su • • • • mena writing emerged with cuneiform tablets that werepreceded by earlier forms of record-keeping involving tokens andseals 35 In • t Chin . . 

. 
• ancien a writing began with marks on oracle bones, andm 1:esoamerica with inscriptions invented by the Olmecs. It is alsopo��ible that the early societies of the Indus Valley developed their own ., writing system independently, but this may have also been influenced

I:: 
by contacts with Sume • In th • . . . na. e regions surroundmg these three early ·.' societies the style of ·t· h .1 . . . 

, wn mg was eav1 y mfluenced by the type ofwntmg used by the originators. . . . DiStance may help explain why some societies did not adopt writingeven if they could ha d • ,,., k . . . ve use 1t • .1a e the case of the Miss1ss1pp1an
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chiefdoms that existed in North America from about 1000 to 1500 CE. 
Their economies were based on cereals (particularly maize) for which 
surplus was appropriated and stored. It presumably w�uld have been
he! ful to record this. But the Mississippians may have srmply been too 

far �way from Mesoamerica to learn about writing there. Despite som_e
cultural similarities between the Mississippians and the Mesoamen-

there is no evidence of direct contact between them. It turns out cans, 
that within the Standard Cross Cultural Sample, distance from the 
0lmecs, the Sumerians, or the Chinese is a strong predictor of whether 
a society had a system of writing. Further tests support the idea of a 
causal relationship between distance, suitability for cereals as opposed 
to tubers, and the adoption of writing. 36

The Effect of Writing on Early Democracy 

If writing makes it easier to track economic production, then this might 
also make it easier to govern without the assistance of a council So, we 
might expect to see that the presence of writing is associated with 
autocratic, as opposed to council, governance. At least in the Standard 
Cross Cultural Sample, the evidence does not seem to support this ar­
gument for a direct effect. Societies with writing were just as likely to 
have council governance as those without writing. This fits with our 
earlier conclusion that bureaucrats could be either a substitute for or a 
complement to a council. To see that writing, because it empowered 
bureaucrats, could help substitute for a council, we can look for an 
indirect effect. In the previous chapter we saw that when rulers have a 
bureaucracy, there is no relationship apparent between caloric variabil­
ity and the presence of council governance. If writing is necessary for a 
bureaucracy to function in this way, then we ought to see a similar effect 
when it is present. 

The top two of the four panels of Figure 4.3 are for societies without 
writing.37 As before, the vertical axis in each panel measures caloric
variability. Among societies without writing, higher caloric variability 
tends to be associated with council governance. Now consider the bot­
tom two panels. Here in societies with writing we see no association 
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(See the text for definitions.)

wn g. l 
between caloric variability d 
Of�·~·t· 

an council presence. It is as if the presence... d mg removed any infc 
ruI 

ormatwnal advantage that people had overers. 

Alphabets versus More Complex Systems
A final aspect of writin that h 
is for so 

g we s ould consider is how complicated itmeone to master the techni In system of wrif . que. Mesopotamia the cuneiform

the populationu:!
r�inforced social control-with only a tiny fraction of

magical significan:fs ;:
s 
�

o �t, others may have given writing almost

very complex systems of anoth 
hinese logo grams_ or Ink.a khipus we have

thing like the Greek al h b 
er s�rt. Whe� we 1:11stead consider some­

cians we h t
h 

p a et, which was mher1ted from the Phoeni-' ave some ing s· 1 
adoption of an al h b a

ll 

unp er and more accessible. In Greece the

word than wouI; h:v
et 

_
owed_for much broader access to the written

e exiSted in the Bronze Age when those in the

t; 
f. 
t 

' 
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palaces ofkings used the non-alphabetic forms of writing that today we

call Linear A and Linear B.
The Inka khipu is a fascinating example of an instrument akin to writ­

ing that was sufficiently complicated that its use was confined to an ad­

ministrative elite. A khipu was a system for recording complex informa­

tion that consisted of a series of strings together with a set of subsidiary

strings.39 The length, width, number, and order of strings then conveyed

useful information, as did the color of individual strings, which might

be used to indicate reference to different types of objects, people, or

events. A person who could interpret a khipu was referred to as a khipu­

camayoc or "keeper of the knots." It would also appear that the class of

people in this category was composed exclusively oflnka bureaucrats. 
The strongest contrast to the complexity of the Inka khipu is a writing 

system that is based on an alphabet. Some have argued that the adop­
tion of an alphabetic form of writing pushed societies in a more demo­
cratic direction by lowering the costs of access.40 There is little doubt
that learning an alphabetic writing system required less investment of 
time than did learning Linear B or A, thousands of Chinese characters, 
Egyptian hieroglyphs, or how to interpret a khipu. We should remem­
ber, though, that the Romans did as much as any society to spread the 
alphabet, and their empire was not exactly a democracy.41 

If writing in general emerged in multiple places, the idea of an alpha­
bet appears to have emerged in only one place at one time: all alphabets 
used by humans have derived from the Old Canaanite alphabet and its 
successor, the Phoenician alphabet. 42 Herodotus was probably the first
to tell the story of how Greeks living in Ionia adopted letters from the 
Phoenicians and then reimagined them to better fit the spoken Greek 
language. 43 Unlike his story of geometry's origins, this one is most likely
accurate. 

If we are going to ask whether alphabetic writing helped democratize 
society, it would also help to know why the Canaanites and Phoenicians 
developed it in the first place. The Old Canaanite alphabet is known to 
have been derived from a prior alphabet that was pictographic in form, 
but this says nothing about the motivation of those who sought to trans­
form this earlier writing form. One interpretation sees the development 
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of Canaanite scri pt as part of an
att

emp t by scribes in the city-state of t; 
Ugarit to develop a po

li
t
ic

al 

i

d
ent

ity in dep e
n

dent from the larger etn
• j:­

p
ir

e
s that surr oun d

e d  them.
44 

In this cas e  it woul d  have n othing to do [
with a dem

ocratizing influence. .
[ • • 
f1

Where Europeans W ere Ahead: Fi rearms Techno logy •

I

As we march th ro ugh a list of techno l
ogies where Europeans were

�;(mostly) behind other societies, 
w
e m

ig ht begin to wonder why it was
(;,that Europeans conquered

the w
o

rld ra t
he r than the other way around. 

l
t

Tue answer to this may be t
hat w

hil
e

Eur op eans were behind in m an y
f'. 

areas, they were far in advanc e  when it ca me to firearms technolo gy. 

When Hernan Cortes and 
hi

s a
rmy encoun

tered the Aztecs, they dis-
r 

covered a society that had a more so p
hi

s
ticated system of agr icultural

f .
. 

production and taxation than existed in his nativ
e 

Spain. But the Span•
W iards had guns, an d 

th
e Azte cs 

d
i

d no t.

[i To understand the d evelopment of fire arm s technol o gy we can turn lt 
to the work of the ec onomi c histo ri

an Philip Hoffman
.
45 In a recent 

t
­

study, he h
a_s 

exam i ned the evo
l

u
ti

o� _o
f fire arms techn olo gy in Eu

rope 

and how this gave Europeans a dec ISive a
dvan tage once they began to 

voyage and encounter other s
oc ieties. As i

s w ell kno wn, Europeans were 
(
: 

not the first to devel op and use gunpow
der for war - this distincti on

&;

goes to the Chinese.
Wha

t w a s differ en t a bout Europe was the way i n 

which intersta te c o mpetiti on led to c ontinual advance in firearms
technology. 

To see this, con side r  the following ex am
ple offered b y Hoffman . Be· 

tween 1600 and 
1

750 the firin g ra
te for Fren ch troops using their mu s ­

kets increased by a facto r
of 

te
n. 46 This amounts to an annual rate of

labor producti vi ty growth o
f

L
S 

perc en t, something we might expect to
see in a modem advanced ec on omy

dur ing an economic expansion. The
growth oflabor produ ctivity i

n 
o

th
er s

e ctor s of the Europea n economy
at this time would ha ve pro

b
a

bl y been o
nl y 

one-
tent h 

as fast. S
o, there

was somethin
g 

unique abo ut th
e firearms sector. 

The best explana ti
on for Euro pe an fire arm s development may lie inth
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t
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o
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tio n  that grippe
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W HEN TE
C H NOL O G Y  UND ER MI NED DEM OC R A C Y  9 7

. in u to 1815. Technological advances wou ld have 

millennium lead g . p hi t t 1 his i
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ff: 'Ihe one caveat wou 1 . h Ho man. 
. . 

b tw en Europea n  st at es di
d not res u t m t e

. t t compet1 t1on e e h db inters a e 
f t tive c apa

city by s tate
s t ha t 

a 
ee

n 
development of the s

C
orthio ex

A
r��asid Ir aq m ore than a thou san d years
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PART II 

The Divergence 
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The Development of 
Representation in Europe 

MANY SCHOLARS HAVE ASKED why Europe followed a different eco­
nomic path from China and the Middle East, and political institutions 
have played a starring role in explanations of this divergence. People 
emphasize that Europe was divided into multiple states rather than 
being unified; it had a tradition ofliberty; it had political institutions 
that constrained rulers to seek consent from their subjects. But if the 
great economic divergence is explained by this political divergence, 
then why did the political divergence take place? Over the next four 
chapters I will try to provide a new answer to this question. 

The Ancient Liberty of the Forest 

Where did Europeans first get the idea that a ruler should seek consent 
from his or her subjects? French scholars of the eighteenth and nine­
teenth centuries divided themselves into two camps on this question. 
For some it all came from the Greeks and the Romans.1 For others early
democracy came from somewhere completely different: the traditions 
of the Germanic tribes that overran Europe as Rome fell. For inspira­
tion, the people in this school drew on Tacitus and his account of the 
early Germans. Counting himself very much in the latter camp, Mon­
tesquieu observed that "this beautiful system was discovered in the 
woods."2 In the nineteenth century, Fran�ois Guizot, a famous French

101 
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historian and politician, would write of the " . . r forest."3 ancient liberty of the �.Be�nd the "Romanist" and "Germanist" views lies the co sumption that early democracy was invented at l mmon as. time; we have already seen that this. . one p ace and at one. 1s inaccurate Many h independently evolved the idea of cons tr . . � uman societies 
from their people. Rather than ask h thainmg1 ers to obtain consent

d b w e er ear y democrac . te y German tribes we ought t . d ywasmven-, o mstea see whethe d' . Europe resembled those in other pl h r con itions in 
Th . aces w ere earlydemocracythr· J ere is one question of termin I d al . iveu. 
d In di O ogy to e with before mouin t 

I
:war • scussing governance amon th . ,u,g 1or- :_! face a choice between two g 

d e vanous peoples of Europe we " common an mutual! . £ The first option is to refer to "Germanic" I y
Th

unsatis actory terms. r

is that a number f . peop es. e problem with this
Germani 1 o the peoples m Europe at this time did not speak a
but th t: 

angub �ge. Th� sec�nd option is to refer to "Barbarian" peoplesa as o vious peJorative im Ii ti In with the t "G . p ca ons. what follows I will stick erm ermaruc" even if it is only partially accurate.4
Tacitus on the GermansTacitus claimed that amon the G . . from those of nobl b' th . g ermaruc tnbes, kings were selected

e Ir instead of inh 'f th . in assemblies wh en mg e1r positions. Theymet
ere matters of imp t proval was met "th . or ance were discussed, and disap·

WI roars while app al of spears s]uli C rov was signaled by the clashing• us aesarwrote about thi ing when he described how t s same manner of decision mak-
tered arms to • al th . he assembled people shouted out and clat-sign err support£ Vc • chieftain C • . or ercmgetorix, the great Gallicaesar s armies would finall in 52 BCE. 6 

Y conquer at the Battle of Alesia
People have long debated wheth curate.7lVe have no . er the account Tacitus offered is ac•

his sources may w ll
evih den

bce that he ever visited Germania, and one ofe ave een Plin th Eld • text that is now Io t rr . Y e er s The German Wars, as J.ac1tus may also h h d h . enterprise He w . . ave a ot er interests for his• as writing for a R d' stantial political h p oman au 1ence experiencing sub·c ange. erhaps he pr "d d . . . . ov1 e a positive descnpbon of

DEVELOPMENT OF REPRESENTATION IN EUROPE 103 

Germanic governance to highlight things he felt the Romans themselves
had lost. Despite all the ways in which Tacitus may have biased his account, 
there is a simple reason why his description of governance among the 
Germans probably fits reality: it corresponds to the style of governance 
we have seen in so many other societies where central state power is 
weak or absent. What people got wrong about Tacitus is the idea that 
the Germans invented a totally new style of governance-they were just 
following a general human pattern. 

The Marklo Assembly 

The system of assemblies described by Tacitus is early democracy. There

is tantalizing evidence from several centuries later that some Germanic 
groups may have also developed a system of political representation. In 
a representative system, people in localities select individuals who rep­
resent them in central assemblies. Europeans cannot claim to have in­vented representation; we saw in chapter 2 that it was also practiced by societies such as the Huron. Even so, we might want to know how and 
when Europeans first took this same step. 

According to an early medieval text known as the Old Life of Lebuin, 
prior to the conquest of Saxony by Charlemagne in 804 CE, the peoples of this region governed themselves without a king and with the use of 
an annual representative assembly. The text states that representatives to a central assembly at Marklo were elected by local districts with sepa­rate representation for those who were noble, semi-free, and free . As with so many instances from this early period, historians disagree about what this story in the Old Life of Lebuin really means. Taken liter­
ally, it implies a surprisingly sophisticated form of political representa­tion existing as early as the eighth century, some four centuries before Europeans were thought to have developed the practice. Some histori­ans are willing to take the document at face value, but others expressgrave doubts. 8 The story may be an attempt to assert mythical Saxonpolitical rights following a lower-class revolt in the 840s, known as the Stellinga.9 
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f: Even� the M
�

klo assembly never really took place, what is fascinatinabout this story 1s that as early as the ninth centurv someo · g . - ,, ne m westem Europ
� 

had conceive� of a representative government operating alon these lines and spreading over a broad territory. As with Tacitus .L, g
• fi h 'd , uusre.m orces t

. 
e 1 ea 

_
tha� democratic behavior, or at least the thought ofdemocratic behavior, 1s something that is natural in human societies.10

The Roman Inheritance-Absence of a State
Early medieval western European states also had an important Ro • h ·t dd h manm en ance to a to t eir Germanic one, and the legacy left by theRomans was fundamentally different than that bequeathed to out 'd • d s1 emva ers in China and the Middle East as Walter Scheidel has recentlyemphasized.11 Even at the empire's height, Rome never succeeded inconstructing a strong central state bureaucracy. Nor did Roman emper­ors even really attempt this, at least until the reign of Diocletian whichb�gan in 285 CE. Roman governance instead relied on a strate; of in­direct rule over the other societies that they conquered. The pattern in western Europe was to govern through cities whose elites were giventhe status of Roman citizens and who were left responsible for tax col­lection in I alif 12 E h · . _ �c 1es. ac city and the territory governed was called acivitas. A civitas was then governed by a council that in the West wascalled a curia. Members of the curia sat for life and typically numberedone hundred per city, though sometimes a curia could have up to sixhundred members 13 1hi Id • s pattern wou reemerge in medieval westernEur�pe afte� the rebirth of the towns. Rulers of a great many premodemempires relied on local elites to aid with governance, but the Roman model was particularly decentralized. Under Diocletian the size of theRoman bureaucracy increased, and the standard estimate for the overall

:ze t the late Roman b�eaucracy was about thirty thousand individu-s w en all types of officials are considered.14 As we will see in the next�hapter, this was still only one-fourth the number of bureaucrats presentm roughly the same era in Han China.
Whatever central state organization the Romans did create in west­ern Europe collapsed soon after the empire's fall. In places like Gaul, the
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1 ft a pattern of organization that persisted at the local level, Romans e . . . 15 
but the central structure to bind these localities together vamshe�. 

There is considerable uncertainty about exactly when central taxatio�
collapsed in the Roman provinces of the West. The best assessment 1s

babl to say that the Germanic rulers inherited tax systems that were pro Y 
1 h v· . thi in a considerable state of decay even if in some p aces, sue as 1S1go c

Spain, they carried on for a time. W hat is also clear is 
_
that rather th

a_n 

I • on formal taxation, the more common pattern m the Germamc re ymg 
. 16 Ul . I hi kingdoms was for rulers to exchange land for service. timate y, t s 

led to a fragmented polity. 
While the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West destroyed what 

central state bureaucracy had existed, the pattern in the East could 
hardly have been more different. Byzantium actually started with a rep­
resentative assembly: the old Senate of the Roman Empire in the East. 
This might have seemed a good start for early democracy, but over time 
the body became increasingly dominated by the bureaucracy­
emperors expanded its size and appointed bureaucrats directly to sena­
torial positions. Emperor Leo VI, who ruled from 886 to 912, revoked 
any real remaining powers that the Senate held. George Ostrogorsky, 
the preeminent historian of Byzantium, suggested that Leo's legislation 
marked the end of a long process whereby all power was placed in the 
hands of the emperor and the state bureaucracy, stripping representa­
tive bodies of any real authority.17

The legislation of Leo VI completed a process by which the former 
Roman Empire in the West and the empire in the East went in opposite 
directions with political development. In the East rulers successfully
pursued the bureaucratic alternative. In the West, there was a legacy of
Roman governance at the local level, but central bureaucracy had
vanished. 

Extensive Agriculture Favored Early Democracy 

The second inheritance for European rulers after the fall of Rome was
a form of agriculture that created a dispersed pattern of society and
posed great challenges for anyone seeking to construct a bureaucracy .



106 CHAPTER 5 

We should recall here Ester Boserup's observations about the "vicious ,; 
circle of sparse populations and primitive techniques." In China all 
early dynasties were located on the Loess Plateau around the Yellow 
River. Loess is a type of soil that is light, porous, and easily worked with 
even the most primitive tools. The high silt element of the soil also as­
sured a good supply of water for plants.18 The availability ofloess soil
over a continuous area probably facilitated development of a centralized 
society. 

Europe's first farmers were a people known as the LBK culture, which 
is short for Linearbandkeramik. These people-so named for the dis­
tinctive banded designs on the pottery they left-also settled in areas 
with loess deposits, typically in river valleys. 19 But while China had a 
single Loess Plateau, in Europe deposits of this soil were much smaller 
and geographically separated from each other. This gave rise to a decen­
tralized pattern of social organization following what ecologists call the 
"ideal despotic distribution." The first individuals to arrive in an area 
rich in loess would occupy the best land. Offspring and/ or subsequent 
arrivals would occupy plots of successively lower quality. Eventually, 
those seeking new land would decide to incur the cost of moving to new 
territory.20 This was a bit like island hopping. 

Soil distribution may have favored extensive agriculture in Europe, 
but there was also another factor: medieval Europeans lacked the tech­
nologies necessary for intensive agriculture. As we saw earlier, in many 
agricultural societies, an increase in population is sustained by making 
agriculture more intensive. These same features of intensive agriculture 
can also make outputs more predictable and observable. In addition to 
the use of irrigation, this entails the use of inputs (fertilizers) and crop 
man�gement. Europeans were considerably slower to go this route. 
Outside the core and initially urbanized areas of Flanders and Lorn· 
hardy, manure was only infrequently used for fertilizer.21 Likewise, 
European techniques of land management did not advance very much 
during the early medieval period. It is true that Europeans learned to 
leave land fallow, and unlike the Romans, they eventually used a heavy 
plow, but once these practices were adopted further innovation in 
farming was limited. 22 

.

' 
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d f king agriculture progressively more intensive, Europe-
Instea o ma • cul • • • 

. d fu ther population increase by expanding tivat1on mto 

ans sustame r c Th' t 
db 1 ring marshes swamps, and 1orests. 1s movemen •

new lan y c ea , 
h' h • 

. d hr gh the middle of the thirteenth century, at w ic pomt 

continue t ou f h h 1 
bl 1 d had been cleared. The development o t e eavy p ow

mostara e an d b h 
also facilitated this transition. Rulers would have been entice y t e 

'b' l'ty f t""ing agricultural production on newly cleared land, but
poss1 11 o CU"' • ·th 
they also faced a new information problem. On _virgin territory, wi no 

1 k Ord it was more difficult to venfy how much could be 

c ear trac rec , 
d d and therefore what tax rate should be set. 

pro uce al d ' • al 
Some have claimed that European agricultur con 1t1ons were so

d·ctable 'The great French medievalist Georges Duby be-
very unpre 1 • • d 

1. d that "Western Europe is incontestably one of the most vane 

1eve . . "23 B d 

• · the world in its local agricultural conditions. ase on a 
regions m 
twelfth-century record, he found that wheat yields on two estates near

Cluny (in the Maconnais) were 6:1 and 2:1, respectively, in �he same

year. This ratio refers to the amount of crop that is produced given a set

amount of seed sown. Yields also varied substantially from one year to

��� 
Duby's claims about variability turn out to be diffic�lt to _validate 

with systematic data. We have already established that yields m places

like ancient Sumeria were much higher than yields in England . Because

we have data for individual locations, we can also compare the variabil­

ity of yields. Figure 5.1 reports yield variability in medie:al England and

ancient Sumeria, with variability here expressed relative to the mean

value for each society. For each society, I have rescaled yields so that

they take a mean of one, and I then show the distribution,25 'The two

curves show some differences, notably because of a larger preponder­

ance of average yields in England and a lower propensity to have very

low yields in Sumeria. But if we test things formally, it turns out th�t �he 

crop yields in the two societies may well derive from the same statistical

distribution.26 

In the end it is possible that medieval European agriculture was

more variabl: than agriculture in other areas, but the most salient fea­

ture of western European agriculture was the very low yields relative to
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societies in Sumeria, Egypt d Chin contributed to thi b 
' an a. Different properties of the soils, ut more fundam t II th fact that Euro e w b hin . 

en a Y. e explanation lies in thep as e d m terms of agricultural technology.

The Car lin o g1an Attempt at Bureaucratic Rule
So far, we have see th t 
pattern of agricultun £

a western Europe's Roman inheritance and itsre avored early d next is how subse t 1 
emocracy. What we need to askquen ru ers fared h t • cratic rule. Like the Mon ol . 

w en rymg to reestablish bureau-
invaded Iraq and E 

l s who mvaded China and the Muslims who
planted another c· 

gyp
iliz

• t,
. 

e Franks were outside conquerors who sup-iv ation What w: • • ll h of Gaul would be kn • 
as ongma Y t e Roman provincecome own as th Ki d state in western E 

e ng om of the Franks, the largesturope. Frankish G l fi Merovingian d f 
au was 1rst governed by theynasty o whom Cl • • h b is celebrated for h . 

ovis is t e est-known ruler, and heavmg converted to Christianity. Then, from 752 CE,
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the Regn um Franco rum was ruled by the successor dynasty of the Caro­

lingians who held power, at least nominally, until 987 CE.

The Carolingians did not inherit a bureaucracy, and so they tried to

reinvent one. At the local level, structures of governance in Roman Gaul

focused on the pagus, or county, had survived.27 In Merovingian and

_ Carolingian times individual counties were ruled by a count who him­

self chose subordinate officials who were each called a centenarius and

who governed a subdivision of a county known as a centena, or

"hundred." 
If we were to judge the Carolingian governance on the basis of affairs 

at the local level, we would probably say so far so good-the persis­
tence from the Roman period is striking. But the problem was that 
Roman structures for central control over each pagus did not survive 
the empire's end. Frankish Gaul was an extreme example of this bu­
reaucratic collapse, but even in Italy itself, if Ostrogothic invaders in­
herited elements of Roman central administration, those too soon 
melted away. 28 

Clovis, who ruled from 481 CE till his death in 5111 reestablished a 
veneer of central control over what had been Roman Gaul. Within the 
Merovingian kingdom, individual counties were governed by a count 
selected by the king.29 The Merovingian kings also made some use of
royal emissaries. As a part of his conquest, Clovis and subsequent 
Merovingian rulers inherited the lands that had once been the private 
preserve of the Roman emperors. These came to be known as thefisc.30

Merovingian and Carolingian rulers drew much of their revenue from 
these lands. They also attempted to raise taxes but without great suc­
cess.31 In some cases, these taxes were referred to as "gifts."32 This points
to the weak position in which rulers found themselves-no one ever 
referred to taxes paid to a Chinese emperor as gifts. 

While the Carolingians were unsuccessful in establishing a central­
ized system for taxation, they did hasten the development of a local tax, 
and the irony here is that it mainly ended up profiting ecclesiastical 
authorities. In the year 779-with the capitulary of Herstal­
Charlemagne decreed that his subjects were obliged to pay the ecclesi­
astical tithe. 33 Given its name, one might think that the tithe would
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simply amount to io percent of a harvest but in pract· h • , ice, t e exactamount vaned tremendously and was often substantial! lesslow as one-thirtieth. 34 Y I even as
The traditional view of Merovingian governance . th t ft fti • . is a a er a fewe ective kings, the wheels began to fall off. and th I · • . , e exp anation offered1s that this was the fault of a subsequent series of "d hi " ch • . o not ng mon-ar s. This phrase is one translation of the term "les rois faineant " ularized by French historians. Several of these kings ascended\::�throne when they were only children, and this must not have helped�atters. But rather than attribute Merovingian failure to personal at­tributes, we ought to also consider that the "do nothin " kin c. d . g gs1ace avery tough t�sk �g to reestablish order over a large territory. The Carolingi�s established somewhat more successful central gov-ernan�e than �err Merovingian predecessors. They relied on both as-semblies and directly appointed royal officials, but in the latter area theextent of success was far from complete. Rosamond McKitterick, oneof th� �ost respected historians of this period, has said that "the centralad�mistration of the Carolingian monarchy was extremelyrudimentary."35 

. The core of the Carolingian bureaucracy involved two types of offi­cials� counts and emissaries known as missi dominici. As had been thecase m the Merovingian period, the counts were in charge of a unit thatwas the dire t 'nh ·t f c I en ance o the Roman pagus. The best estimates arethat Charlemagne's kingdom contained somewhere near six hundredcounties north of the Al 36 0 • . all h ps. ngm y, t e Carolingians had a policythat a count should not be a native of the region in which he ruled. Thishas been a common burea t· . . . . . ucra 1c practice m many human societies; it.Illlnnnizes the risk of collu • b l s10n etween ocal rulers and those they arecharged with governing. The problem for the Carolingians was that thispractice did not last for l A 1 . ong. s ear y as 802, some local magnates werebemg appointed to administer their own counties, and over time thisbecame the norm. As would be normal in b C lin . any ureaucracy, the original intention of thearo g1ans was that count d h • . s serve at t e pleasure of the emperor, butm practice replacement s t h b eems o ave een rare, and the same person
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could hold office in the same area for as much as thirty years. Gradually;
·t·ons remained within the same family; and by the end of thecountpos11 

ninth century they became hereditary.37 As central rulers grew weaker,
c. il that controlled a fief increasingly became the only possible ones a 1am Y . . 1 d 3s to manage it. Over generations this evolved mto a feuda or . er. . One

later implication of this was that there were members of society; mde­
pendent of the ruler, who would need to be brought together in a coun­
cil or assembly. 

The role of the missi dominici was first formalized by Charlemagne
in a decree issued in 802, systematizing what had been an ad hoc prac­
tice under the Merovingians.39 The missi, whose title simply means
emissaries of the ruler, were chosen directly by the king with the goal
of seeing that his plans were being implemented. Typically; there were 
two missi for a district known as a missaticum; one was an official of
secular origin, and one an ecclesiastical one.40 Though some have
claimed that the missi dominici served only in areas other than those
they hailed from, there are numerous examples that deviate from this 

practice.41. 
The key thing to recognize about the missi dominici is that if they

were proto-bureaucrats, this was an extremely thin bureaucracy com­
pared to what existed in the Abbasid Caliphate or China. Historians of
the Carolingian era have not been of one mind when it comes to the
missi. Some have seen these officials as having very little impact on local
events. Others argue that the abilities of Charlemagne and his succes­
sors to influence local events have been underestimated. 42 In either case,
it seems hard to escape the conclusion that there were simply far too few
missi dominici for us to say that there was a Carolingian state. 

The most extensive list we have of missi activities was compiled in
1890 by a historian named Victor Krause.43 He identified 108 separate
events involving missi during the reign of Charlemagne (768-814).44Krause's list is certainly a partial one-many events involving the missiwill have been lost-but unless the rate ofloss was astonishingly high,the best guess is that there would have been no more than a few dozen 
missi active at any one time.45 This would have been for a population ofan empire that may have numbered ten million people spread across a
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territory of 1.5 million square kilometers. 46 Some have sug t d b 
. . ges e , ased 

on plausible evidence, that the missi dominici actually operated in on!
one p�t of the empire, the Frankish heartland.47 Even so, we wouldst�
be talking about a very small number of people. 

Given the weakness of their central state bureaucracv th l 
. ,, ea terna-

tive for the Carolingians was to rule in the same manner that weak 
r�lers throughout history have done. They convened assemblies, ob. 
tamed consensus, and then left it to local authorities to see that deci­
sions were implemented. Carolingian assemblies differed from both 
the assemblies described by Tacitus and the assembly described in the 
? ld Life of Lebuin. These were now affairs for elites only. While these
mvolved a select number of individuals, those who attended were in• 
stead either counts or bishops that the rulers themselves had some 
role in appointing. So, this was not a representative system where lo­
calities chose the people they wanted to attend. That step would come 
several centuries later. 

Our most detailed account of Carolingian politics comes to us from 
Hincmar, who was the Bishop ofReims toward the end of the Carolin• 
gian era. His text, On the Governance of the Palace, written in 882 is 
thought to describe the practice of Carolingian assemblies relatively 
faithfully, even ifit could be colored by nostalgia for an earlier era when 
the empire ran on a more ordered basis. The annual assemblies of the 
Carolingian kings were known as the placitum generale in which nota• 
bles from throughout the empire participated.48 Decisions at these as­
s:mb�es were reached by consensus, and they represented what one 
historian has called "key moments for negotiation between king and 
elites."49

Ultimately, the Carolingians tried to establish a bureaucracy but 
their main legacy for European governance was instead with asse�blies 
that brought together people from a very large territory.50 Europeans
had held assemblies for many centuries before 800 as had societies on 
other continents. What the Carolingians did that ;as new was to scale 
this practice up. Apart from those societies that lived a nomadic
existence on horseback f h 1 d • , none o t e ear y emocracies that we saw m
chapter 2 can be said to ha d thi ve one s over such a large territory. 
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1he Anglo-Saxon Exception

li . s never really had a state, and to the extent they ever had 

1he Caro ngian l d 
. 'thered away. 1he Anglo-Saxon kings of Eng an were

one, it soon wi • th 
ful in this regard and it was their efforts-not ose 

much more success , ,ix 

fl N rman conquerors-that first set England off on a dmerent

o a
k
te

f
r o 

11 other polities in western Europe. 1his would, over the 

trac rom a h f d 
f Ore than a millennium, lead to t e emergence o mo ern

course o m 

d In what follows I will introduce the Anglo-Saxon exception 

emocracy. . . 

briefly before considering it in greater detail m cha�ter 9· 

· Anglo Saxon England began with more of a clean 

Governance m - . • 

slate than had been the case in the Merovingian and Carolingian em-

. Aft the withdrawal of Roman troops from Britain, commonly
p1res. er Th b 
dated to 410 CE, existing governance structures collapsed. e su se-

ent centuries were a period of outside invasion and internal warfare

qu all W M • d 
between multiple kingdoms including especi y essex, ercia, �n 

Northumbria. The eventual result of this violent process was the creation 

of a unified kingdom. Alfred the Great, who ruled 
f

rom 871 to 89
: 

CE, 

was the first to refer to himself as the king of the :Anglo-Saxons. But

even Alfred did not control all of present-day England, as the northeast

was still under Danish control. A kingdom of Anglo-Saxon England 

would only be achieved at a later date.si

The origins of institutions for local governance in Anglo-Saxon

England is a question that has troubled historians for more than two

centuries.52 In most of England the first division of local government 

was the shire, corresponding to a county. Within each shire there were 

units called "hundreds:• Given that the lowest basis for local govern­

ment in the Carolingian realm was something called the centena, which

also refers to a hundred, it is hard to avoid speculating that Anglo-Saxon 

rulers modeled their institutions on what they saw across the English

Channel. This idea was first raised by Bishop Stubbs more than a

century ago in his Constitutional History of England. 53 Suspicions ofbor­

rowing are reinforced by the fact that Anglo-Saxon monarch_
s a�so

adopted another Carolingian institution, a denarius, or penny, weighing

i/24oth of a pound of silver.54
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The adoption of Carolingian practice seems like an obvious explana­tion for the English hundred, but there is a further twist to the story. Inareas of northeastern England, instead of being divided into hundreds 
1 

each territorial unit within a county became known as a "wapentake:ssThis occurred in areas that had seen the most extensive control by Norseinvaders. The word "wapentake" derives from the old Norse word vap­natak, and in that tongue it does not mean hundred. In Old Norse, va­pnatak refers to a collective gathering where people brandish theirweapons to agree with statements during an assembly discussion. It wasexactly the same practice that Tacitus referred to in his Germania andthat Julius Caesar wrote of among the Gauls. The early Scandinaviankingdoms had a strong tradition of assemblies called Ting or "Thing" inmodern parlance. In many cases the place-names where a hundred orwapentake met refer to pre-Christian gods such as Woden, or Thor.56 Through some combination of Carolingian and Scandinavian im­ports, Anglo-Saxon England acquired a system of local governmentEnglish kings also succeeded in constructing central governance in away that the Carolingians did not.
A first way to prove the existence of an Anglo-Saxon state is to lookat the end outcome: by the turn of the first millennium, Anglo-SaxonEngland was the sole polity in Christian western Europe that succeededin levying a direct tax on agricultural production. 57 The Anglo-Saxonkings used the proceeds of this to pay for the infamous Danegeld, themoney that Scandinavian invaders extorted from them. That the Anglo-Saxons were obliged to pay this ransom could pointto their weakness, and to some extent this is accurate. These taxes devel­oped under a king to whom posterity has not been kind. }Ethelred "theUnready," the Saxon king of England who ruled from 978 to 1013, has longbeen thought of as a particularly weak ruler. How could it be otherwisefor a monarch who ruled at a time when much of England was subject tomarauding Danish conquerors? His nickname itselfis a mocking play onwords. One literal translation of the name }Ethelred is "noble counsel"while unr�d in Old English can be translated as "without counsel:'58 We can see better evidence for the strength of the Anglo-Saxon statewhen we consider precisely why direct taxes on land were so difficult
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While QOT comes from Roman law, the Romans themselves never

applied it to politics. In the Justinian Code, QOT governs private affairs

betweenindividuals.67 So, for example, if the course of a stream touched

the property of two people, then each should have a say in deciding o n

any alterations to it.

From the late eleventh century, scholars based in what would become

the University of Bologna began to adapt principles from the Justinian

Code for current usage. They sought to see how they should be applied 

to regulate the affairs of the church in those instances where canon law

provided incomplete guidance. One question was who should partici­

pate in church councils. Linked to this was the question o f whether

individual chapters of the church needed to consent to taxation.

By the end of the twelfth century the church had a long history of

holding councils, but these were affairs confined to bishops enforcing

existing law.68 This would soon change. In 1213 in his summons to what

would become known as the Fourth Lateran Council, Pope Innocent

III sent a letter to the bishops of his church. Innocent urged them to

send the letter to the following individuals.

the chapters of all the churches, not only of the cathedrals, but also

of others, so they may send the provost or dean or other suitable men

to the council as their representatives (pro se), because several

matters will be treated there that especially concern the chapters of

the churches.69 

Though Pope Innocent did not explicitly use QOT in his summons,
his emphasis here was very much in that spirit : those affected by a deci­
sion should participate in making that decision. One of the key matters 
arising for the Fourth Lateran Council was ho w to finance a Fifth Cru­
sade to retake Jerusalem. To this end the co uncil vo ted in favor of a 
subsidy, or what today we would call a tax. The amount of this tax was 
to be one-twentieth of all ecclesiastical revenues for the following three 
years, and the funds were to be earmarked for the crusade to the Ho ly 
Land. According to one versio n of events, Innocent III also hoped to 

establish a more permanent basis o f funding for his papal government: 
all cathedral chapters would pay an annual tax equivalent to one-tenth 
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of their income, and they would do this in perpetuity. The members ofthe Council opposed this permanent tax. Though he did not explicitly claim that church chapters had a rightto attend church councils, Pope Innocent III certainly opened the doorto this possibility. This right was enshrined as part of canon law by hissuccessor, Pope Honorius III, on February 25 in the year 1217, In theprevious year members of cathedral chapters had attempted to sendrepresentatives to a provincial church council held at Melun in France.The presiding archbishop refused to allow them to participate, The ca.thedral representatives appealed to Pope Honorius, and in his judg­ment, Etsi membra corporis, he stated that chapters ought to be invitedto councils involving matters that "evidently concern the chapters them­selves."70 In the Glossa ordinaria for this text Bernard of Parma stated that Honorius had made a wise decision because of the principle ofQOT. From this point on, use of the phrase spread widely.71 It was no­tably in use during the Council of Bourges of 1225, a meeting at whichchurch representatives agreed to a tax on their incomes to fund the cru­sade against the Albigensians in the south of France. One way to interpret the story of QOT is that it was simply an en­lightened innovation. Pope Honorius prefaced his decision of Febru­ary 25, 1217, by using the analogy of the church as a body, and in a body"the eye cannot say to the hand 'I don't need what you do' or the headto the feet 'you aren't necessary to me:" The alternative way to interpret the adoption of QOT is that thepapacy needed money, and it had little means of coIIecting taxes onits own. The phrase cemented a bargain of rule by consent in exchangefor taxation. Much like European monarchs, the papacy at this timehad nothing resembling the sort of tax bureaucracy that might be usedto force payment of a tax. In fact, it relied on the French Crown tocollect the tax for the Albigensian crusade, and there were consider•able problems as some chapters declared that they had never givenconsent.72 
Future church meetings would use the logic of QOT to refuse taxa•tion. Th.is would happen in France in 1225, because not alI had been consulted, and in 1226 in England when the number of absentees
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The Communal Movement:
Representation from Below

The story of quod omnes tangit gives us the impression that represenb.tive assemblies emerged through a top-down process led by popes andkings. This is only half the story. The emergence of representative as­semblies in Europe also depended on a bottom-up element called thecommunal movement; it involved efforts in Europe's emerging townsand cities to establish political autonomy. Autonomous towns estab­lished town assemblies for governance, and they also then demandedrepresentation in the broader assemblies that princes and monarchscalled. I will .first describe how this process unfolded before subse­quently asking why it happened. 76 
A "commune" in the medieval European sense of the term was anurban entit y in which a specified group of citizens enjoyed a substanti�degree of self-governance. In some cases, citizens established a com­mune more or less on their own, through a sworn oath. In other in­stances, a commune was established when citizens were given a charterby a prince or a bishop establishing their prerogatives. Communesemerged in the absence of a strong central state. In England, where royalpower was stronger, individual towns did not enjoy such extensive pre­rogatives, but local political organization was still very relevant.77 The earliest communes emerged in areas of northern Italy where cen­tral princely authority had collapsed. The movement then spread swiftlynorthward to the Low Countries and westward into southern France.The town of Huy, in what is today eastern Belgium, is traditionally saidto have been the .first commune north of the Alps. Its people receivedtheir charter in the year 1066, so this date was pivotal not only for theNorman invasion of England but also for the establishment of a newform of urban self-government. Governance of the communes followed a republican model whereexecutives were selected rather than inheriting their position. Therewere various methods through which this was done, sometimes throughlotteries, in other cases through elections, or in still other cases througha process called "co-optation" where an outgoing town council chose
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ar l·n western Europe until around the year 1260, and so I have
notappe 
indicated this date with the vertical line in the figure. I have then used a

data set that I compiled of medieval European cities and used the verti­

cal bars to indicate the time period during which one or more cities

became politically autonomous.80 The results are very clear. Almost all

cities that became politically autonomous did so long before 1260. This

means that European townspeople began practicing self-government

long before there was an ideological defense of it based on classical

texts.81 

The Impact of the Commercial Revolution

Another explanation for the communal movement is that it was driven

by what is commonly called the Commercial Revolution of the Middle

Ages. From the turn of the first millennium through the end of the thir­

teenth century, western Europe experienced a significant increase in

economic activity. This involved increased agricultural production,

trade, and urban development. Fran�ois Guizot was an early advocate

of the idea that this environment favored efforts by towns and cities to

assert their independence. 82 The reverse is also possible-political au­

tonomy for cities could have favored the Commercial Revolution by

allowing them to establish more secure property rights. 

One possible solution to the above chicken and egg problem is to

look for outside determinants of the Commercial Revolution that could

not themselves have been caused by urban autonomy. The history of

Earth's climate provides one possible answer. The Commercial Revolu­

tion was associated with a climate episode known as the Medieval

Warm Period that is commonly dated as lasting from the turn of the first

millennium to the middle of the thirteenth century. The higher tem­

peratures of the Medieval Warm Period led to improved agricultural

yields that would, in tum, have helped foster the development of com­

merce and of independent communes. 
In order to delve deeper into this question, we need to take a brief

detour into climate science and cosmic rays. Scientists believe that the

Medieval Warm Period may have been triggered, or at least assisted, by



124 CHAPTERS 

an increase in the amount of solar radiation received by the Earth.Ituknown that solar radiation varies over time, albeit within a narrow ban�and it is thought that this variation may be correlated with known peri,ods of global warming and cooling. For recent decades, scientists whowant to measure what is known as "total solar irradiance" can useda�produced by a variety of modern instruments. For more ancient timesanother method is needed: looking at the density of deposits of certainelements in Antarctic ice cores. When cosmic rays strike molecules ofnitrogen and oxygen in the atmosphere, this sometimes leads to thecreation of new elements that then fall to Earth. One of these is an �o­tope known as Beryllium-10. The frequency with which this happens islower in cases where solar activity is higher. This is because an expan­sion of the Sun's magnetic field helps to block cosmic radiation. If onelooks at an ice core showing deposits from different eras, then the den•sity of Beryllium-10 serves as a proxy measure for total solarirradiance. 
Figure 5.3 shows two separate data series. The first is total solar irradi­ance measured in watts per square meter. 83 The second is the fractionof European cities that were politically autonomous in a given year.84Ilwe first focus our attention on events after the year 1100, we see a clearpattern. As total solar irradiance rose, the number of autonomous cityrepublics also rose, albeit with a lag. This is exactly what we would ex­pect if a changing climate were driving things-there would be somelag between increased agricultural production and city development.After the end of the thirteenth century, we see the exact opposite trendstaking place. Total solar irradiance began to decrease, inaugurating anew climate phase commonly referred to as the Little Ice Age. Duringthis period, the fraction of European cities that remained autonomousshrunk, and once again, the trend in city autonomy lagged that for solar irradiance. 

The data on total solar irradiance reinforce the idea that the Com­mercial Revolution of the Middle Ages drove early democracy. But as Iwill discuss in the next section, development alone did not deliver thegoods. To see this, we need to recognize that China also had a commer­cial revolution around the same time that Europe did. As with Europe,
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borrow long term, they did so by working through their cities.ss In the 
absence of central state coercive power, commercial growth reinforced 
the political power of Europe's autonomous cities. 

One might ask if autonomous cities themselves had bureaucraciesthit 
generated administrative capacity, and if so then why did bureaucracy­
in this instance-not result in a shift to autocracy?86 Historians of the 
communal movement suggest that there was a tendency for political 
participation in autonomous cities to become more circumscribed1 but 
they rarely speak of a shift to autocracy. The exception was in those 
cases, such as Florence, where a prince established control over a larger 
region in which a city was located, and as part of this the city lost au­
tonomy.87 Elsewhere, even when participation became circumscribed,
governance still remained collective. It is also the case that in a number 
of cities participation actually widened over time as craft guilds gained 
representation on city councils. 88 

One reason why bureaucracy in autonomous cities did not result in 
autocracy may involve scale. In autonomous cities, the scale of gover· 
nance remained one where people could continue to effectively pose 
constraints on government, and Susan Reynolds, the noted historian of 
the period, has suggested that this was a general phenomenon.89

A second reason why autonomous cities did not become autocracies 
has to do with the sequencing. By all accounts, autonomous cities ini· 
tially involved broad, participatory governance in the absence of an es· 
tablished bureaucracy, and bureaucracy came later. 90 In this, as in so
many ways, the political development of Europe's autonomous cities 
presaged what would later happen in larger territorial states. 

The development of Chinese cities provides the most striking contrast 
with western Europe. We will see in the next chapter that like western 
Europe, China also experienced a commercial revolution in the early part
of the Song dynasty, which ruled from 960 to 1279. But Chinese cities did
not become autonomous. The rulers of the Song used their existing bu·
reaucratic base to set up a system for directly taxing commerce rather than 
relying on autonomous cities to do this for them. Indirect taxes on com·
merce would prove to be a major source of revenue for Song rulers, who,
we should remember, were able to extract a tenth of GDP or more in taxeS,
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The medieval European practice of binding representatives with

mandates was very different from modern democratic practice. Instead

of representatives having the liberty to support or oppose policies as

they saw fit, they were instead given strict instructions regarding what

they could or could not do. The main motivation for the mandate sys­

tem was the fear that representatives would be captured, co-opted, or

corrupted by the center if no mandate were present. One common cor­

ollary to this practice was that if an assembly decided something that

you as a representative opposed, then your constituents would not feel

bound by it. This fits the early democratic pattern we saw previously

with societies such as the Huron. If one group opposed a collective deci­

sion, they could simply opt not to participate. 
To see how mandates with representatives were sometimes enforced, 

consider the case of Roderigo de Tordesillas. He was sent by the city of 
Segovia to the Spanish Cortes of 1520

1 the main representative assembly 
of the kingdom. Roderigo deviated from the explicit mandate his town 
had given him by agreeing to new taxes sought by the Crown. Upon 
returning to Segovia, he was tried by members of his community for 
deviating from the established, and sworn, mandate. He was punished 
by being dragged through the streets, killed, and then having his body 
hung upside down in the place where criminals were executed. Not yet 
seeing this as sufficient punishment, the population finished things off 
by burning Roderigo's house down. 97

The sanction that Roderigo de Tordesillas suffered was exceptional;
the attempt by the citizens of Segovia to enforce a binding mandate was 
much less so. The use of mandates by towns sending representatives to 
assemblies was so widespread that it can be said to have been the norm. 
Mandates were widely applied by towns in the Iberian Peninsula who
sent representatives to assemblies. 98 The same was true of assemblies
in the Dutch Republic. The mandate system was also the norm in the
French Estates General when it met. 99 

As one might guess, European monarchs were not enamored with
the practice of mandates. In the best of cases, it made for unwieldy deci­
sion making. This was especially true when, in the midst of an assembly, 
representatives felt obliged to refer back to their constituents to ask their
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opinion about new events or new propositions. Representativ� bo,,Jby strict mandates were also less susceptible to other fonn, •f inlne,,,
by rulers-some suggest that Roderigo de Tordesillas reccived ao;payment in exchange for voting contrary to the instructions provid�by his constituents. 

Faced with deputies bound by strict mandates1 European princes ha�
to come up with a strategy to subvert their effect. Once again, a phraseadapted from Roman law came in handy. In the year 227 Emperor Ale.r.ander Severus had declared that if a principal gave authority to a proctorto settle a suit for them1 and the proctor departed from their officialmandate1 then the principal could not be disadvantaged by such actions.However1 if the proctor had been given what was described as plenampotestatem agendi1 or "full powers of agency," then the court would notneed to rescind its judgment even if this was detrimental to theprincipal. 
Roughly a thousand years after Alexander Severus first establishedthe principle1 medieval Europeans would find a new use for what theywould now call plena potestas1 or simply "full powers." When Pope In­nocent III convened an assembly in the year 12001 he requested thatrepresentatives come with full powers granted.100 In 1268 the phrase wasused in summoning representatives to the English Parliament. This wasalso done with the Estates General of Prance in 1302 and the Cortes ofAragon in 1307. 101 

While monarchs generally liked the idea of plena potestas, theirattempt to use the term often failed to work. In the case of the Cortesof Castille) individual towns continuously resisted efforts by the Crownto have deputies come with full powers. In the case of the assemblycalled by Philip the Fair of France in 1302, deputies officially came armedWith full powers1 but this involved the power to consent to taxation inonly a very general sense. To actually raise any money, Philip was forcedinto a lengthy series of subsequent negotiations with individual townsafter the Estates General had ended. The place in Europe where plena potestas really took off was inEngland. As early as the fourteenth century there was no longer anymention of mandates or to refer hack to constituencies for making
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think about Philip the Fair's ability to raise revenue, we need to

firs�:ecognize that according to one popular fiscal theo?:' of the time, a

king should not be raising any revenue at all. When Ph1hp ascended to

the throne, French fiscal doctrine suggested that the king should draw

revenues exclusively from his own royal domains instead ofby taxing

his own subjects. This idea became associated with the phrase "le roi

" "h kin li fhi "106N e ,.,;d
doit vivre du sien or t e g must ve o s own. o one ev r S= 

an thing like this in the Middle East or in China. In 1271 Thomas Aqui-
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domain income was insufficient, then a tax on his Christian subjects was

legitimate as long as the expenses were for the common good. No such

protection was offered for non-Christians.

Philip's reign was characterized by incessant warfare. Under these

circumstances the exceptional became commonplace, and he moved

France in the direction of having permanent royal taxation. This taxa­

tion came in several different forms, but a crucial difference from the

Song dynasty and the Abbasid Caliphate was that there was no direct

tax on agricultural output. Joseph Strayer laid out six ways in which

Philip taxed his subjects. 107 The first and most significant source of rev­

enue involved taxes on church income. The second type involved more

general taxes on property. The third type involved sales taxes. As Philip

lacked the fiscal machinery to collect these directly, they were instead
collected by the officials of individual French towns. Other taxes in­
volved those pertaining to foreign trade, certain occupations like mon­
eylending, and forced loans. Philip did create an incipient tax bureau­
cracy, but it was very limited in both numbers and effectiveness. 1_°8 

In spite of having a broad panoply of taxes to choose from, the level 
of revenue extraction that Philip achieved paled in comparison with that 
of the Song dynasty or the Abbasid Caliphate, or a number of other 
non-European societies for that matter. The scattered nature of royal 
accounts in France makes it difficult to produce a firm number for Phil­
ip's revenues, but one source does report the total quantity of "extraor­
dinary" taxes Philip levied between 1295 and 1314 as 10,625,000 livres

tournois.109 Using any reasonable estimates for GDP per capita and 
population, this was less than 1 percent of GDP in taxes per year.



134 CHAPTERS 

The Prussian Alternative
IfPhilipthe F • d air ma e an early attempt at establishin rope, three centuries later the Hohenzolle . 

� autocracy in Eu.

more successful in doing so p . rr rns m Prussia would be mudi• russ1a ouers us th I of a successful transition to th b . e c earestEuropeancase
To h p . e ureaucratic alternative uo 

see ow russ1a fit in, we need to reco ·ze t of European representative asse bli 
gru hat the development

Mid 
m eswas not a o dle Ages were the hevday f . ne-wayprocess.lfThe 

I 
, • 0 representative ass bli ear y modern period assembI· . 

em es, duringThe 
d 

, 1es m a numb f . 
ecline. In France the Estates G al d"d 

er o countries went into 
th 

ener i not m t aft at monarchs who cons·d d 
ee eri614. Somesav 1 ere assembli t b • 

1 

began to build burea . es o e inconvenient obstaclesucrac1es to rais dermin d I d 
e money on their own m 'TL,. e ear y emocracy. 

• uus un-
At the outset of the seventeenth cen European territori Th 

tury Prussia resembled many other 
es. ere were activ bli mous cities· rulers w 

e assem es; there were autono• , ere constrained t a few short decades all f thi 
o govern through consent. Within 

the estates in the east 
o s 

£
would completely change. The power of

ern part o the realm 1 were no more assembl . was grave yweakened-there 
Y meetings no urb t ofconsent112p . h d I an au onomy,andnoquestion russ1a a embarked cratic alternative that uld 

on a traJectory toward the bureau• 
wo not end in full il th the state of Prussia b th Alli 

unt e official abolition of 

The state of Pru 
� 

b
e ed Control Council in 1947. 

ss1a egan life h El relativelysmallt ·t . 
as t e ectorate ofBrandenburg, a em orym the No th capital was located t B Ii 
r ern European Plain. From 1417, its 

a er n and 't I 
family. The territory fB d 1 1 was ru ed by the Hohenzollern

0 ran enburg wa • • • 11 I medieval era by 1 £ 
s 1rut1a y co onized in the early 

peop e rom w t G Countries, followin th 
es ern ermany as well as the Low 

area towns soon d 
g 

1 
e conqueSt of the local Slavic inhabitants. In this 

. eve oped and th h d • 
first.113 Over tim h 

' ey a a high degree ofautonomyat 
e, owever the p fth the power of the bl 

I ower O e towns was eclipsed. It was 
no es of the E t f vide the most • 

s ates o Brandenburg that would pro• 
unportant check h H ment of Prussian d . 

on t e ohenzollerns. The establish• 
espotism th Hohenzollerns and th E 

en arose out of a struggle between the 
e states. 

DBVBLOPMBNT OP REPRESENTATION IN EUROPE 135 

Like so many European princes, the Hohenzollerns at first had no

abtlityto rule through a bureaucracy; they instead relied on the nobles

to both collect taxes and consent to them. As the territory of the Ho­

henzollerns expanded, they soon also relied on other Estates, including

those of Prussia, Cleves,· and Mark. In all cases the Estates had very

substantial privileges, in keeping with the broader medieval European 

tradition of assembly governance. 

1he first great shock to the political system of Prussia came as a con-

sequence of the Thirty Years' War, a conflict sparked by a dispute be­

tween Catholic and Protestant princes. A large part of the war was

fought on Prussian soil, and the consequence was widespread destruc­

tion for the local population. In this context, the members of the various

Estates resisted efforts by the Hohenzollerns to collect taxes other than

those strictly necessary for local defense.114 But by insisting to this de­

gree on their constitutional privileges, it is possible that the Estates

overplayed their hand. From 1627 onward, with much of the country

occupied by foreign troops, the Elector, George William, began to use 

military force to extort taxes to pay for his troops. This was followed by

the creation of a special war council under a count named Schwartzen­

berg. He and his council were wholly independent of the Estates. When 

the Estates protested this move, the Elector dissolved the Estates and 

continued to rule directly through Schwartzenberg. 115 

Two timely deaths (from the point of view of the Estates) soon led 
to a reestablishment of their power. On December 1, 1640, George Wil­
liam died, and he was replaced by his son Frederick William, who would 
subsequently become known as the Great Elector. Frederick William 
had a conflictual relationship with both his father and Schwartzenberg, 
andhehadsoughtto cultivate the members of the Estates. In March 1641 
Schwartzenberg himself died. Frederick William then took this as an 
opportunity to dissolve the war council and to return to the Estates 
their previous powers.116 

The relationship between Frederick William and the Estates would 
not remain a friendly one. Conflict reemerged after 1655 as renewed 
warfare led Frederick to make demands for resources that the Estates 
were unwilling to assent to in full. Over the ensuing decades, the Great 
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Elector found ways of raising taxes through subordinates ratherthin ,,with the Estates. One critical factor undermining the Estates ofbo�
Brandenburg and Prussia was that after 1660, even after the retumofpeace, Frederick William did not dissolve his army. The PrussianEstiteihad actually granted him a small subsidy for maintaining anarmyin peacetime.117 If writers in the Anglo-American tradition have consi� '.tently feared the implications of a standing army for democracy,thePrussian case provides one reason for that. The presence of a peacetimearmy gave the Great Elector coercive power that he then used to ignoreand undermine the Estates. 
Frederick William also pioneered another institution thatwouldleauto the end of early democracy in Prussia. This was the Generalkriegs.kommissariat, a body staffed with officials chosen by the prince th�grew into a bureaucracy that could manage all affairs of both tax collec­tion and war. By 1680 this institution had led to the complete subjuga­tion of the Brandenburg Estates. In the Duchy of Prussia to the east, theoutcome with the Estates would be similar, but the establishment ofautocracy would take slightly longer. The Great Elector faced an addi­tional obstacle with the city of Konigsberg, which had long enjoyedsubstantial autonomy and a democratic form of political organization.Prussia was the clearest European case of a transition from earfydemocracy to the bureaucratic alternative. For precisely this reason, scholars have long sought to ask why Prussia took a different route, Onepossibility is that geography played an important role. Unlike Englan�Prussia during the seventeenth century experienced greater war risk onits own soil and a consequently greater need to raise revenue.118 Alsounlike the English Parliament, the Prussian Estates may have beenweakened by the fact that they had less of a connection to entities oflocal government. It is also possible though that this was simply a con·tingent, or accidental, outcome. Circa 1600 Prussia had a lively systemof governance through estates, and one might we11 think that thingswould have continued this way. Rather than try to pin down the precise reason why Prussia took adifferent track from other European states, it might be more impo�for us to consider the following fact. Among European states, Prussia
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archaeological remains and oracle bone inscriptions-the first system

of Chinese writing. All evidence for the Xia and the Shang points to

autocratic rule from a very early date.

Tradition states that the Xia dynasty was founde d by Yu the Great.
This is the same Yu we encountered previously as he established a system

of taxation based on soil quality. We should remember that the Tribute

of Yu text, which probably dates from the fifth century BCE, undoubtedly
says more about Chinese taxation at that point in time than it does about 
taxation during the third millennium BCE.1 Historical evidence for the
Xia dynasty's existence is limited. Archaeologists have identified and ex­
cavated a site at Erlitou in the Yellow River Valley of northern China, but 
the people of Erlitou left no written records. The city had a very large 
palatial structure at its center and may have had a population of 18,000 
to 30,000 individuals. 2 Whether Erlitou was the Xia capital is not known.
What the prominence of the central palace sugge sts is that whoever ruled 
here had significant resources at their disposal. 

Historical evidence for China's second dynasty, the Shang, is more 
firmly established, and we also have more extensive indications of how 
the Shang governed themselves. 3 The Shang capital was located near
present-day Anyang, northeast o f  Erlitou and still in the Yellow River 
Valley. Excavations of this site show, as with the Xia, that there was an 
important palace structure.4 The Shang practiced human sacrifice,
leaving us with the remains o f  30,000 victims distributed among 2,500 
sacrificial pits.5 Evidence of central dominance can be found from the
fact that the Anyang site is forty-five times larger than the second-level 
settlements surrounding it.6 Toe area under the influence of Anyang
at its peak was very large, encompassing a significant fraction of the 
North China Plain, though the area of direct control by Shang kings 
was smaller than this, as much of this territory would have been con­
trolled by other groups with whom the Shang had a tributary 
relationship.' 

Further evidence of autocracy comes from how Shang leaders rose 
to power. Shang leaders, who were known as wang, or "kings;' inherited
their position, rather than being selected. The inheritance followed a
strict rule, first passing to a dead king's next eldest brother, and then,

I 
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after the death of the youngest brother, to the oldest son of the oldestbrother, and so on. 8 There is no indication of a selection process involv.ingothers. 
The next evidence of autocracy comes from the central role theShang kings played in divining the future and in communicatingWiilithe ancestors. 9 Oracle bones provide abundant evidence of a set ofshamans who engaged in divination. According to Shang practicei in­scriptions would have been made on a piece of bone or on a tortoiseshell. The sheU would have then been heated until it cracked. Diviners 

I 
and often the king himself, would then inspect the pattern of cracksand interpret their message. Not surprisingly, one of the most commonsubjects for divination was the weather. This would have been critic�for an early agricultural society relying on rain-fed agriculture; milletwas the principal crop for the Shang. 10 The results of divinations wouldbe used to make decisions regarding planting and a whole host ofotherissues. 

The oracle bones suggest that the Shang kings controlled a numberof important farms, and it was these that were presumably used for theneeds of the royal household and to maintain an army. II The Shangkings benefited extensively from reliance on conscripted labor for allthat they did both in agriculture and war. 12 The oracle bone texts makereferences to a Shang army numbering up to 30,000 men and to labor­ers, known as the zhong ("the many") or sometimes as the ren ("men").Some have suggested that the Shang kings may also have had the rightto a portion of the harvest from areas other than the farms they con•trolled directly, but this seems to be mostly a supposition.13 Reliance on conscript labor reduced the need for tax collectioni hutit posed the question of how conscripts were controlled. The Shangoracle bones refer to a large number of titles for different officialsi andthis sounds like a bureaucracy, but we do not know enough to draw afirm conclusion. Some suggest that the Shang did not have a bureau­cracy at all while others refer to an "incipient bureaucracy:•14 DavidKeightley described the Shang state "as a thin network of pathways andencampments; the king and information and resources traveled along
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The Zhou Dynasty and the Mandate
of Heaven 

On the twenty-ninth of May in the year 1059 BCE a stunningastronomj. cal event took place. It would give birth to the idea of a "mandate ofheaven" for Chinese rulers. On this date, the five planets of the solarsystem that are visible with the naked eye converged within a narrowarea in the northwestern sky over China. According to tradition, the".five pacers" as the Chinese knew them formed a figure resembling agreat scarlet crow.18 We know from modern astronomical calculationsthat this quintuple planetary grouping actually did occur. We know alsothat there have been only four times in the last .five thousand years thatthe ":five pacers" were separated by this little distance in the sky ( 6.45degrees) •19 Tradition states that the ruler of the kingdom of Zhou tookthis as a sign that his people, who had previously paid tribute to theShang, should break away and establish an independent state. The Zhoukings would eventually conquer the Shang and create a new dynasty. The astronomical event clearly made a lasting impression. It alsohelped lead to the development of a theory that autocratic rulers werestill deemed accountable for their actions. Later Zhou discussions oftendownplayed the importance of celestial omens in determining whetherthe dynasty still had heaven's mandate-without control of the heavens,this was a risky business. 20 The better alternative was to suggest thatretaining the mandate depended on how things were going on Earth. Ifthe Zhou rulers were effectively administering their territory, then themandate would be retained. 21 If not, then there would be unpleasantconsequences of the sort that befell the Shang. In medieval Europe we saw that the principle of quod omnes tangitwas taken to mean that rulers should seek consent from others. Thiscreated an ex ante constraint on their rule, like in any early democracy.The thinkers of the Zhou dynasty did not take this step, but the mandateof heaven instead became a form of ex post accountability. As emperor,the decisions were up to you alone, but if things did not work out1 therewould be consequences. Later thinkers would extend this idea by sayingthat support of the people was to be taken as the sign that things were
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(irrigation) or protection from water (flood control) tend toward au.tocracy. Wittfogel emphasized a functional need for central control 
I and many have criticized this assumption. In a great number of socie-ties, irrigation has been managed in a decentralized manner

1 and asElinor Ostrom famously argued, local communities often solve prob.lems such as these in a self-governing manner. 24 The other big problemis that while Chinese agriculture would, over time, come to rely heaiilyon irrigation, the society of the Shang depended on rain-fed agricu}.ture. Irrigation, and particularly centrally managed irrigation, wouldnot arrive in China until considerably later. Even then, irrigation wouldbe practiced predominantly in southern China where the most impor­tant crop was rice. 
Consider the two maps in Figures 6.1 and 6.2. Each of these wasproduced by J. L. Buck in the 1930s based on a large survey of Chinesefarms. In Figure 6.1 we see the estimated proportion ofland that iscultivated. Here it is apparent that around the mouth of the YellowRiver, extending westward to the great Loess Plateau, virtually all landwas suitable for cultivation. This is the area where the Xia, Shang, andZhou dynasties emerged, and this picture alone does much to explainhow a large centralized state could be established. In Figure 6.2 we seethe fraction of agricultural land that was irrigated. Even as late as the1930s, irrigation was rare in the North China Plain. In southern China,it was the predominant type of agriculture, but Chinese imperial con•trol did not extend into southern China until the era of the Qin andthe Han. By this point, the autocratic pattern was already a millen­nium old.25 

Centralized flood control could provide another reason why ShangChina was a hydraulic society. Flood control was critical in the Loessplain of northern China because of the tendency of the Yellow Riverto frequently change course. With its fine-grained, porous structure,the loess soils surrounding the river were particularly susceptible toerosion from wind and rain. Tradition states that in addition to estab·lishing a basis for taxation, Yu the Great also developed flood control.In the Tribute of Yu, he is celebrated for having dug riverbeds so that
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FIGURE 6.1. Percentage of total land area cultivated in China. Source: Buck 1937, 34. 
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The loess soil in the area around the Yellow River was light and fine­

grained and therefore easily worked with primitive tools. Loess is also

porous, allowing for easy tr�nsmission of
_
water t� plan�s. W�le loess

soil is fertile, on its own it 1s not well smted to mtens1ve agriculture

because of its low nitrogen content. Recent isotopic evidence shows

that as early as 3500 BCE farmers on the Loess Plateau were compensat­

ing for this by adding manure from livestock to the soil.26 The Loess

Plateau had previously been inhabited by people from what archaeolo­

gists call the Yangshao culture (roughly 5000 BCE to 3000 BCE).27 The

primary crop they grew was foxtail millet, and this would also provide

the principal food source under the Shang.

We should also ask if early Chinese agriculture would have affected

the ability of people to use an exit option if they were unhappy with

those who ruled them. In the prehistoric era, farmers on the Loess

Plateau, as elsewhere, used slash and burn agriculture. Existing veg­

etation was burned, and the nutrients released would help in growing
planted crops such as millet. But under slash and burn agriculture,
the resources of the land are quickly exhausted, and farmers need to 
move to new areas. The mobility of this system implies an exit con­
straint. From a very early date-perhaps around the time of the ori­
gins of the Shang-farmers on the Loess Plateau discovered that if 
they left a field fallow once every three years, then there was no need 
to move.28 Europeans would not adopt this technique until long af­
terward. As the form of agriculture became more settled, it is possible 
that people made other adaptations in their lives that made them less 
able to move away. 

In the end, the pattern of agriculture may explain why autocracy de­
veloped at an early date on the Loess Plateau, but we have no way of 
knowing this for sure. While a more settled and intensive form of agri­
culture may have made people less mobile, the geography of the Loess 
Plateau is also much different from that of the river valleys of ancient 
Egypt or Mesopotamia where surrounding desert limited exit options. 
In northern China, there was much more room for people to move
around on fertile land, particularly if they moved to the south, as many
would gradually do over time. 29
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One .final feature of early Chinese state formation fl mayre ecttlie presence of this open frontier. Absent a strong force of e • • • llVU'OlllllenW crrcumscnption of the sort found in ancient Egypt early Chin 1 ese texts on statecraft place a heavy emphasis on the control ofp I ' 30 eop es move-ments. We see less of this in cases such as Sumeria and Egypt, 'llus
��y be be�au�e t�e natural environment in China did not itself lead tocrrcumscnption. This desire to control people would continue as theChinese state spread southward. 

Creation of a Bureaucracy 
Though it did not preordain it, the early development of high-yield riculture in China made it easier to develop a bureaucracy for the s�reason this happened in Sumeria and in Egypt. Agricultural intensifica.ti
_o� transformed the land to regularize production, making this moreVISible to outside bureaucrats. 
Though the Shang state may have had an incipient bureaucracy, wehave much firmer evidence for bureaucracy's existence under the suc­cessor dynasty of the Zhou. To understand Zhou bureaucracy, we needto first consider the broad contours of the Zhou state and how it wasstructured. To solidify their rule, the Zhou rulers deviated from the�hang system where all power flowed from the dominant capital. Theymstead established a set of regional entities administered byroyalkins­men. Later historians would come to refer to this as the fengjian system.Historians have spent a great deal of time disagreeing over whether thissystem should be called "feudal." Older historians-particularly olderWest hi t  • h . em s onans- ave tended to say yes, whereas more recenthis-tonans have tended to say no.31 lfby feudal we mean a system wherethe center had no real coercive or administrative power, as it was inEurope, then the C(?mparison is inaccurate. As we will see, a Zhoubureaucracy existed within each of the regional groupings, and it alsohelped bind them together. 

The Zhou bureaucracy consisted of several parallel administrativedivisions. 32 While some of these positions had a de facto hereditaryelement to them, two other features are much more dearly bureaucratic:
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hi • t capital eastward to a spot near present-day Luoyang. From t s pom 

th uld b little more than figureheads. China then entered what on, eywo e 
d is known as the Spring and Autumn period (771-476 BCE), fo�owe 

b the Warring States period (476-221 BCE). It was only after this that
Zhina would be unified again under the Qin. 

A Consensual Route Not Taken 

As central power under the Zhou dynasty collapsed, China entered a 
period where there was a struggle for power between rulers of separate 
states. China at this time bears some resemblance to medieval western 
Europe for precisely this reason. Many scholars suggest that it was the 
fragmented nature of the European state system-and the consequent 
external threats-that forced monarchs to rule through assemblies. Was 
it possible that the same thing could have happened in China? 

Did Early Chinese Rulers Ever Rely on Assemblies? 

So far, we have seen precious little evidence of consent playing a role in 
Chinese politics. The one exception was the story of Pan Geng, the 
Shang king who sought to convince his people to accept his decision to 
move the Shang capital. The text about Pan Geng is thought to date 
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from the Spring and Autumn period and it may tell • ' us somethin 1 . worth asking what other evidence we have from th· . g. tu• • is period that · t pomt m the same direction. ll11gnt
One suggestion is that the practice of seeking c • • onsent emerged part of muruc1pal governance in the cities that had O b as

h • nee een Part of thez ou emprre. Recall that the Zhou empire had a central 'ta! . dditi • h d capi , andma on It a a series of regional states ruled by ro al kin BCE th kin ' Y smen.After771 e gs authority was gravely weakened and th •. • • , ese region.Ientities established a high degree of independence. Some have re£ ed the Spring d A tumn • d . , err to an u peno as Chinas era of city-state governance.34 The assemblies of the guo ren, the elite group in these Zhou ci�­states, p�ovide a clear example of rule through assembly. Though thesea�semblies did �ot b_ecome regularized in the same way that Europeancr�-state councils did, there are numerous examples of important OC· cas1ons where rulers consulted with the assembled guo ren.35 In 494BCEthe ruler of Chen is said to have asked a gathered assembly whether theyshould· • • h h . J0m wit t e state of Chu. People were to stand either on hisnght o: left �epending on their opinion. 36 Mark Edward Lewis, a promi­nent histonan of early China, has identified dozens of other such in-stances in the reco d 37 Ru! fZh .. r s. ers o ou c ities also often sought to es-tablish blood covenants with the capital populace.38

Theories of Merit and AbdicationThe Warring States • d 'd peno proVI es us with further fascinating evidencethat as central imp • al l en contro weakened, ideas emerged that selection0� those who governed should be based on merit. We know from thehis�orical record that the Shang selected their kings through a strict in·hentance rule and th . . 
d ' e same 1s said to have been the case for the Xiaynasty that preceded. But Chinese tradition also refers to an even earlier
Th
set of mythical rulers known as the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors.e second to last • th' • f . m 1s senes o rulers was named Yao. According too;e version of the story, Yao is said to have abdicated the throne in favor

D
o someone who was not his own heir. Rather than grant the throne toan Zhu he gave ·t t Sh Lik ' 1 0 un. • e the story of Pan Geng, the story ofYao
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established the (hereditary) Xia dynasty. It was �o accident �hat ��y
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:°
ast1c ru e m

221 BCE, Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi ordered the burnmg of all texts
that could be deemed politically subversive, and this would clearly have
been one.40 

In 1993 a very different version of the Yao and Shun story was found,
thanks to the failed robbery of a tomb in Hubei province that had been
sealed since the fourth century BCE. In the newly discovered version,
abdication no longer appears as the exception-it is the norm. If you
wanted to solidify dynastic rule and the principle of strict inheritance,
then the following statement would be dangerous.

The way ofYao and Shun was to abdicate ( the rule) and not monopo­
lize (its benefits). The kingship ofYao and Shun benefited everyone­
under-heaven, yet it did not benefit them. To abdicate and not mo­
nopolize is the fullest expression of sagehood. To benefit
everyone-under-heaven and not benefit oneself is the zenith of hu­
maneness. In ancient times, men of worth, humaneness, and sageli­
ness behaved in this manner.41

What led writers in the Warring States period to suddenly think of
getting rid of hereditary rule? One idea, proposed by Sarah Allan, is that
ideas about merit and abdication were linked to broader changes hap­
pening in Chinese society at the time. As we saw in the previous section,
administration during the Zhou dynasty involved a bureaucracy, and it
also involved a system oflineages. One's lineage determined one's rank
and value. Burial evidence suggests that during the Warring States pe­riod, the lineage system began to lose its importance and "new men»
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appeared on the scene. 42 The inhabitant of the tomb h r w ere this s 11 was round may have been one of these new men. 43 
crou 

The Significance of the Qin and Han Unification
After the period of political fragmentation during the S . d . pnng an Autumn and Warnng

_
Stat� eras, a new unified imperial order emerged in Chinaunder the bnefly lived Qin dynasty (221-206 BCE) d th Ji d H an e more long-ve an dynasty ( 206 BCE-220 CE). This unification is . htl h � YRmas a waters ed. But rather than involving something ti' 1 . . en re y new, we should see the Qin and Han unification as the culmin ti f a on ° a process that hadbegun under the Shang and the Zhou nearly two millennia prior to that date.

. 
We have se�n throughout this book that early democracy is morelik�ly to occur m small-scale settings. If during the Spring and Autumnpenod �e guo ren could assemble in individual cities, in a territoryasvast a� Qin or Han China this was not feasible. But the Qin unificationwas simply the culmination of this problem of scale. The Shang andZhou po�ties had already covered large territories well before the Qin.After th� mterlude of the Spring and Autumn period, where city-statespredommated during th lAl'. • s · · 1 e vvarrmg tat es penod a senes of new statesemerge�, and each of these was large enough that organizing anythingresembling early democracy would have been difficult. 44 We should also see the Qin and Han unification as a culmination ofa long-term process of bureaucratic development. Since the advent ofthe Zhou dynasty, and maybe even before, Chinese rulers had governedthr�ugh a bureaucracy. This political path was favored both by a naturalenvrronment suitable for intensive agriculture and by the developmentof technologies for production, observation, and control. While thecen

_
tral bureaucracy had crumbled during the Spring and Autumnpenod, during the w, • s arrmg tates era bureaucracies reemerged thatwere far more extensive than those of their predecessors. 45 The Qin andHan rulers would draw on this bureaucratic tradition. During the Warring States period, interstate competition hadprompted rulers to innovate with respect to both war technology and
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they could prove dangerous at home if they �e� how to use arms. 

In western Europe the advent of mass conscnption furthered the ex­

tension of political rights as a quid pro quo. The phrase that would b: 
used as we will see in chapter 11, was "one man, one gun, one vote. 

The:e is no Chinese equivalent to this phrase; during the Warring 

States period and afterward strong bureaucracies made it possible to 
oblige members of society to fight without offering them political 
rights.49 

The result of all this was a large, unified empire with a powerful 
bureaucratic state. By the apogee of the Han dynasty, the imperial bu­
reaucracy is recorded as comprising no fewer than 130,285 individuals. 
This figure, which is from s BCE, includes everyone from the highest 
officials down to accessory clerks. 50 Given a recorded population in 
2 CE of 57.7 million, this would imply one bureaucrat for every 440 
individuals-an astonishing figure for a premodern society.51 It is also 
a substantially higher bureaucratic density than existed under the 
Roman Empire, which is estimated to have had a population similar to 
that of Han China.52 Even after Diocletian, who ruled from 284 to 305 
CE, doubled the size of the bureaucracy, there are thought to have been 
roughly thirty thousand bureaucrats in the empire. 
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The Imperial Examination System 

The Chinese practice of recruiting bureaucrats through • il a c1v service
exam was critical for sustaining autocracy. Instead of re 'tin crw gpeople
from great families, notables, or other local groups the 

II 
, exam system 

a owed for a method of selection independent from • . 
. . society itself. 

Though 1t did not become firmly established until the time of the Tang
( 61�-907) and Song (960-1279) dynasties, the exam system did ha,�
earlier roots. �als record that in 165 BCE, candidates sent to the capi•
tal were exammed by Emperor Wen in person. In 130 BCE it is recorded 
that candidates were examined by the Grand Master of Ceremonies.ll 

�e !ang dynasty saw the development of a full-fledged imperialex­
ammation system. To get a better sense of the system's importance we 
can compare it to the medieval European pattern where local inte:ests 
were_ 

represented in assemblies by magnates, luminaries of the church, 
or elites from town councils. If you were an ordinary person, then you 
were represented to the extent that you felt that one of these elites spoke 
for you, and that was certainly far from always the case. 

In the Chinese system, the official role oflocal elites no longer applie� 
What happened instead is that ordinary people were "represented"by 
someone who scored well on an exam. 54 This system was clearly less
democratic-the state now chose who would represent you. But from 
the perspective of an ordinary person, it is not clear you were necessarily 
worse of£ Would it be better to be represented by a feudal baron or bya 
bureaucrat who was recruited through a meritocratic exam? 

When Europeans first came to learn of the imperial examination sys· 
tern, they expressed their admiration for it.55 This was true of Matteo 
Ricci, the Jesuit missionary who provided one of the earliest and most 
detailed European accounts of life in China. 56 In later centuries Euro·
pean� drew on the Chinese experience as they constructed meritocratic
recnutment systems of their own. 

There are two different views of how the imperial examination sys·
tern altered the relationship between Chinese rulers and a set ofleading
families organized in clans. 
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Using a data ase comp1 . . • d al d • th 
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. 
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. d th ·· h · ank. 60 This was the highest degree possible 

Tangwho attame e pns tr • . • 

and a prerequisite for entry into top administrative pos1t1�ns: I
n the

earliest years for which we have records, there is a very clear bias m favor

of a small number of politically powerful clans. �ore than half of ��
s�

withJ'inshi status came from one of sixty recognized clans. By th y 

b . ll 61 
nasty's end, this figure had dropped very su stant1a y. 

Whether one subscribes to the first or the second of the two preced-

ing views, we eventually get to the same place : the old clan elite �ad 

disappeared. Under China's subsequent dynasty, the So�g, the exarnma­

tion system would be dominant, and this pattern continued under the 

Ming and Q!ng dynasties. . , 

'Though European states would ultimately seek to copy Chinas great

imperial exam, the system has not been without its critics. For �o�e 

later observers, the examination may have selected on merit, but it did

so by using the wrong set of skills. The claim is that knowledge of the 

Confucian classics did not train one in management skills. However, we 

also know that Chinese prefectures that produced more officials of jinshi

rank continue to have higher levels of general educational attainme�t 

even today.62 The second criticism made of the examination system is

that it channeled high-aptitude individuals into bureaucratic endea:-.

ors where they would be doing things other than innovating. T his 
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s�cond claim is problematic as well· we w·u
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The other strikin £ 
level officials In th

g eature of the Song state was the number of high•

court official�" . � year 1041 CE there were about 10,000 "capital and
m e Song state. This designation refers to the upper
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k f S ng officialdom. It excludes lower-level officials, such as
ranso O 

66 

k ell as military officials of any sort. We lack a more complete 

cler s,asw 
. f Song officials of the kind we have for the Han that would

register o 
I d umbers oflower-level functionaries. By the dynasty's end the

jnc u en 67 

number of capital and court officials had risen to 17,000. In order to

get a sense of how important this _n
umber_ 

was , we do nee� to adjust it

for the size of the Chinese population relative to that of whichever west­

em European country we choose to compare it with. If we start with the

figure of 10,ooo officials total at the beginning of the Song dynasty, we

can compare this with an estimated population of 40 million people. 68 

So that would imply one high-level official for every four thousand in­

dividuals.A first comparison might be with the Carolingian Empire. We

can know neither the number of missi dominici nor the total population 

with any certainty. Even so, it is still clear that the Carolingian proto­

bureaucracy was vastly thinner than the Chinese one. If one uses the 

figure of 100 missi dominici at any one time-and this seems like an

upper bound-there might have been only one high-level official for

every hundred thousand individuals.69 

We can also compare the Chinese bureaucracy with the later regimes

ofEdward I in England and Philip the Fair in France. Here the difference

between China and Europe is not as staggering as during the Carolin­

gian era, but it is still very large. England in 1300 had a population of

about 4 million, so about one-tenth that of China, and France had a

population of 16 million, so a little bit less than half of China. To have

the same density of officials England would have needed to have had
1,000 high-level officials in the equivalent of the "capital and court"' cat­
egory. The actual numbers were significantly lower. As late as the fif­
teenth century, there were only forty salaried bureaucrats in the English
Exchequer at Westminster, and though this was not the sum total of top 
English officialdom, it is a good indication of how thin the English state 

really was. In France the situation was similar as "the financial apparatus 

�f the monarchy lay in the hands of perhaps twenty or so men in the 

tune of Philip the Fair:'70 

As we contemplate the power of the Song state, we need to also rec­
ognize that Song emperors were not the "oriental despots" that an 
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still means "assembly" in Turkish toda! A kurultay to�k place in order to

I leaders as well as to discuss rmportant policy matters, such as
eectnew . . 74 

. t .. Mr Genghis Khan himself was chosen ma kurultay m 1206 CE. 
going Ovuu,, 

An assembly of this sort took place under a certain threat because a

succession not settled peacefully would result in open warfare. 

Kublai Khan became a leader in a kurultay held in 1260, although it 

was one that contested the result of a prior kurultay held by his younger 

brother. Once he conquered China, Kublai Khan was in the unique po­

sition of being both the Great Khan of the Mongols and the emperor of

China. A traditional Mongol Khan could command potent military

force, but the ability to direct it depended on persuasive power and al­

legiance. With the conquest of China, Kublai had inherited a bureau­

cracy.1s Kublai Khan's successor was declared during a kurultay follow­

ing his death, but in this case, it was his anointed successor, following

the Chinese model.76 From that point on the succession would continue 

to occur without any pretense of holding an assembly.

The Ming Restoration 

So far in this chapter I have emphasized the strength of the Chinese

bureaucratic state relative to contemporaneous states in western Eu­

rope. Eventually this situation flipped; European states began to extract

more and more revenue while the Chinese state followed the opposite 

course. Some think this was a consequence of the absence of institu­

tions of early democracy in China, but we should remember here that

the Song and dynasties preceding it had raised very high amounts of 
revenue while ruling purely as autocrats.77 The curious feature of the
Chinese decline in revenues is that it was in no small part a deliberate 

effort by successive Ming and Qing emperors to tax society more lightly. 
It was as if the Chinese state disarmed itself. 

The arrival of the Ming dynasty in 1368 ushered in an important res­
toration in two ways. The first, and most obvious, way was that outside 
rule by the Mongols had come to an end. But there was also a second 
restoration under the Ming, and this was to prove to be a lasting one. 
The founder of the dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang-or the Hongwu emperor 
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that the guiding principle behind all this was the return to a 

suggeSt f · 1 • • • h 1· ht
d·t· nal Chinese view o a s1mp e agrarian society wit 1g 

more tra I 10 
80 taxation by the state. 

Initially, the amount that the Ming raised through this form of taxa-

tion was still very high by European standards. Records from 1423 show

that the Ming government raised about 5.5 percent of GDP in revenues • 

In the same year King Henry VI of England raised less than a third of

that arnount.81 But the difference would not stay that great for very long.
In the latter years of the dynasty, which ended in 1644, Ming emperors 

were extracting only 2 percent of GDP in revenue. This was not only a
far lower level of revenue extraction than had existed under the Song, it
was also most certainly significantly lower than had been tax levels
under prior dynasties like the Han and the Tang. 

There may be many reasons why revenues declined under the Ming
dynasty, but two stand out in particular.82 The first involved the institu­
tional design of the Ming b�reaucracy. The Hongwu emperor engaged
in an effort to centralize as much power as possible under his own direct
control, raising the risk that in such a large empire this would prove inef­
ficient. In order to guard against potential threats to his rule, between
1376 and 1396 he also executed a great number of senior officials. The 

effect of this, one historian suggests, was to reduce the imperial bureau­
cracy to "a huge clerical pool:'83 

The second explanation for the decline in revenues was the lack of
extensive external or internal threats to Ming rule. This allowed the
Ming to survive in spite of its weakened administration. Unlike the 

dynasties that preceded it, or western European states at the time, the 

Ming did not face the sort of existential threat that made it necessary 
to raise as much revenue as possible given the economic resources of
the territory and the existing institutions of fiscal administration. For
Ming emperors a substantial decline in revenues was not a death

• sentence. 
It is true that Ming emperors still faced security threats. A simple

comparison of war frequency between 1500 and 1799 shows that China
experienced conflict 56 percent of the time while France and England
experienced conflict 52 and 53 percent of the time, respectively.84 
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What was different about the Ming was the nature of the externiJ
threats. European states at this time were embroiled in large-scale wanwith other major powers that were becoming increasingly expensive,
This was due in part to a simple increase in scale but also to the intro­duction of expensive new technologies involving fortifications andarti].lery. In this environment there was a great incentive to expand blcapacity. In China this was less the case. Instead of involving large con­flicts with other powers, the primary concerns involved either borderwars ,vith small nomadic groups or domestic rebellions. 85 Also, externalthreats came from a single northerly direction. 86 Under the Ming, Chi.na's northern frontier was secured on the cheap by resettling criminalsand landless people on a set of military farms that were supposed tobeself-sustaining. 87 The nature of external threats faced allowed the gov.ernment of the Ming to survive for a lengthy period of time (276 years)in spite of its weakened extractive capacity.

The Q!ng 
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(or poor) China was at this time. Even so, there is broadagreementtniithe rural Chinese population was under heavy strain 92 The s • econu ..
shock involved foreign incursion, and in particular a forcible ope . to external trade on terms dictated by Britain after the Opium W� .•1839-42. This further destabilized Chinese society. The initial political consequences of economic depression werefcltin 1796 with the White Lotus Rebellion that took place in highlandareJ!ofHubei and Shaanxi provinces that had recently been broughtundetcultivation. Those who rebelled sought their motivation in an apocalyp­tic version of Buddhism-dubbed the White Lotus Teachings by theauthorities-that spoke of an Eternal Mother without Birth (WushengLaomu), who superseded the Maitreya Buddha as the source ofsalvation.93 

In the areas where the White Lotus RebeIIion took place, overexploi•tation of the soil resulted in impoverishment of the local population.When combined with extortionate surtaxes levied by local functionar,ies, this led to a massive rebellion. It was only after using all remainingfunds in the imperial treasury that the Qjng were able to pacify�earea. 94 Gravely weakened, the dynasty came near to being overthro1mby the rebels of the Taiping Rebeilion of 1850 to 1864, and in this casethe rebels referred not to Buddhism but instead to apocalyptic ideasderived from Christianity. Having som eone in Imperial China runningaround the countryside claiming to be the brother of Jesus was pro­foundly subversive. 95 Faced with such grave threats, after the Taipingthe Qjng authorities did attempt to raise new revenues, but rather than this occurring tlu-ough central collection of new land tax revenues, theefforts involved ad hoc exactions by local and provincial officials.96Thisled to a further fragmentation of the regime.

Conclusion
China presents the dearest alternative to the path of political develop·ment taken by western Europe . In Europe a bureaucratic state arrivedvery late in the game, long after practices of early democracy had be­come firmly anchored. In China a bureaucratic order arrived at a very

UCRATIC ALTERNATIVE 165 
NA AS THE BURBA 

CJ-II 

• d • dudes like the Spring and Autumn pen� ,
earl date, and apart from �te 

utside invasion, and successful outs�de 
it p:sisted. It did so in sp1

:
e 
:::e bureaucracy rather than dismantling

conquerors simply co-op e 
that the natural environment was deter­

't It would be wrong to argue 

b t it did nrove influential. The con-
1 • 

this outcome, u r 
f h. h 

minantinleading to 

f: d the early development o a ig -ditions of the Loess Platea� avore 
that western European conditions • lture m a way 

d · t 
vield intensive agncu 

that geographywas etermman ,. , 
uld b wrong to argue 

al d 
didnot.Butitwo e 

f Chi ese bureaucratic state so e-th d lopment o a n here because e eve 
. ahead of western Europeans h t the Chmese were 

Pended on the fact t a 
. r oduction and measurement. U1t1-t chnolog1es 1or pr when it came to e 

. r 11 . o small part because a sen es Chin e impenal state ie m n 
h h 

mately, the es 
1 t f the state capacity t at t ey h t dismant e par o 

thr 
of emperorsc ose o 

11· lyera ofweakoutside eats 'th This worked we man ear 
f h Qj 

startedoutWI • 
·n ontinue the story o t e mgl In chapter u we w1 c but not ater. 
tu to assembly governance. dynasty's faII and belated efforts to rn 



7 

How Democracy Disappeared
in the Islamic World 

MANY PEOPLE ASK whether Islam and democracy can ever be compat­ible, and when they do so they often proceed from the simple observa­tion that modern democracy has a very weak track record in the MiddleEast In this chapter I will explore the deep roots of governance in thisregion. We will see that early democracy was actually the norm in pre­Islamic Arabia and that it continued for a time after the Islamic con­quests. It was embodied in the Koranic principle of shura-the ideathat rulers should be collectively selected and should consult thosethey governed. We will see finally that these practices died out underthe Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates but for reasons that had little todo with religious doctrine. Umayyad and Abbasid rulers inherited astate bureaucracy, and this allowed them to pursue the autocratic
alternative. 

Early Democracy before Islam

'Though historical sources on pre-Islamic Arabia are sparse, what we do
know points to a pattern we have already seen in other thinly settled re­
gions with mobile populations. Groups of people had a single ruler, but
the ruler was to some degree selected rather than being purely hereditary. •
It was also the norm for rulers to govern through consultation.
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. . the pre-Islamic period was an area populated
Central Arabia dunng
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also some town w 

. 1 . I 'Therewere
b 1 t d where either a substantia oasis a -

. ,r s tended to e oca e 
dina, iown 

b t' ced or an important trade route ex-
dfi agriculture to e prac i 

. d !owe or 
d' d ttled populations, society was organize 

. ted For both noma ic an se 15 
• • al lines based on patrilineal descent.

�ong tnb . f Bedouin tribes in the recent past provideThe political practices o . 
I In . h these pre-Islamic Bedouins governed themse ves • 

• ights into ow 
·a

ms . 'b have been governed by someone known as a sayyi recenttlmeS tn es 
" Id »1 Th h kh In literal translation shaykh simply means o man. eora

�
d ahy • b cognized by others as part of a selection process, andsayyi as to e re 

h he needs to rule in a consensual manner.2 W� know today t at some

B d . tribes even reject the idea of having a smgle leader. The Sa, who

�a�:the mountains of southern Jordan, claim, "We have no shaykhs

orwe are all shaykhs."3

The frequent use of oaths or pacts of mutual support provides �rther
evidence of non-hierarchical governance. This resembles the Italian and 
northern European communes that were also founded by sworn oaths. 
Herodotus described how one such pact of mutual support was sealed 
among pastoral nomads. 

The Arabians, who regard pledges made to their fellow men with 
special reverence, enter into a pledge in this way. Between the two 
men who wish to make the pledg� stands another man, who cuts the 
palm of each along the thumb with a sharp stone. Then, taking a small
strip of cloth from the cloak of each man, he daubs seven stones that
have been set up between them with their blood, and as he does so
he invokes Dionysos and Ourania. 4

The pact described above represented a way for tribal groups to pro­
vide for their security in the absence of a coercive state that could act as
a third party. It was generally a sayyid who brokered a pact to establish
peace between individuals who were not blood relatives. There is alsoevidence of pacts taking place in the towns of pre-Islamic Arabia.
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In Mecca these pacts are said to have been cement d 'th · . e w1 special h d shakes or handclasps.5 an•
When we consider the Arabian history of mutual • . . . assistance pactsmcludmg within towns, we can better understand th b k • e ac ground tothe early Islanuc document commonly known as the c t·t . • ons I ution of Mi dma. Though the two earliest versions of this text date £rom 'gnifi st cantl later, they are believed by scholars to represent a histo 1· al 6 y . . . r c event. Tue Constitution of �edma des�ribes an arrangement laid out by Muham.

�ad for managmg
_ 
the c�e�stence of different tribal groups, both Mus.lim and non-Mus�, within the city of Medina. In keeping with politi-cal arrangements m the pre-Islamic era there is nothing m· th th ' e pact at suggests a pattern of hierarchical authority ( excepting of course toGod), nor is there discussion of coercive state power. This means thatthe arrival of Islam failed to provoke any immediate shift toward hierar.chy and autocracy. 

Though 
_
sayyids in pre-Islamic Arabia ruled as first among equ�s,there were mstances where they succeeded in constructing hierarchicalauthority. The northern and southern parts of the Arabian Peninsula

�ere more suitable both to agriculture and to outside influence by for­eign powers. In the centuries prior to the birth oflslam, the RomanEmpire was locked in a struggle for regional power with the SasanianEmpire based on present-day Iran and Iraq. As part of this struggle,these two great powers sought to use their resources to cultivate re­gional clients in Arabia. Thanks to this support, some sayyids succeededin transforming themselves into maliks, or kings. This was the case ofthe Jafnids, a Byzantine client state, and the Nasrids, who we re sup­ported by the Sasanians.7 

Shura as a Principle of Consultation
The existence in the Koran of the principle of shura shows that ideas
about consensual governance did not disappear the day that Islam ar·rived. 8 The term appears first in the Koran when a ruler is urge d, "Sopardon them, and ask forgiveness for them, and consult them in theconduct of affairs. And when you make a decision, put your trust in
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cussed examp e O a ca " " al" h A d" g h th. d of the first four righteous c ip s. ccor m 
man who was t e ir 

Ii h h 1 

• d . 11 four of the first righteous ca p s were c osen
to Sunm octnne, a . . . h fir td. to the shura principle. According to Shiite doctrme, t e s accor mg 
three of these four were usurpers. 

Each of the four above episodes is based on statements by !ate��om­

mentators, and these people often had a political ax to grmd. But

whether the story of shura is historically accurate matters less thai_i does

th . le fact that some people clearly wanted to tell the story this way. esnnp 
B · · hThere is a direct parallel between the way seventeenth-cen�ry
-

r��s 

opponents of Stuart autocracy referred to an "ancient constitution m­

herited from the Anglo-Saxons and the way opponents ofUmayyad
_ 
ruI

_
e 

referred back to an era of consultative rule according to shura pnnci­
ples.14 In each case there was an attempt to use history to say that tradi­
tion suggested other ways of governing. 

The Umayyad Shift to Dynastic Rule 

As the Arab conquests spread around the Mediterranean, the initial way 
they were organized replicated the consensual structure of governance 
in Arabia. Armies that conquered non-Muslim peoples set up and lived 
in garrison cities, and soldiers in these cities were paid rather than being 
conscripted. The revenues to maintain armies came from subject popu­
lations, and they were collected locally. This meant that caliphs in 
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Medina (and subsequently Damascus) had I'ttl d' 
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n ro an�

h 
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w enMuawi ah,e rst mayyad caliph, designated his son Y: 'd h' y 
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f
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th 

canceof

d 
• n 1cs o eUma a s made repeated calls for a return to shura So f th YY·

fr . . . • me O ese calls c om outside cntics and others from self-interest d . 'd 
ame

. e�m� tive of the motivation, people hoped that they would 
pec­

C 
resonate. Patriciar�ne documented no less than thirteen episodes during the Uma penod where prominent individuals called for a shura council to b r;:

to select leaders.16 e e 

By the Abbasid period, which began in 750 CE and th . saw e capital 
moved to Baghdad, calls for shura grew fewer and farther between if
there was grud • th 

I as 
gmg acceptance at dynastic inheritance was inevitabl 

As one chronicle remarked
e.

I 

�y God, our booty, which was shared, has become a perquisite of the
nch; our leadership, which was consultative, has become arbitrarri
our succession, which was by the choice of the communit}I is n�
by inheritance.17 

1 

Inheriting a State 

Inheriting existing bureaucracies in the eastern end of the Mediterra•
nean allowed the caliphs to shift to autocratic rule. Prior to the Islamic
conquests, to the north and east of Arabia, the Sasanian Empire had
controlled Iran, Iraq, and part of the Levant since the third century CE.
�e Sasanians were in constant conflict with Rome and then Byzan•
t1um. To finance the· • th S . . 1r arnues e asan1ans relied on taxes on agncul·
tural production collected from a fertile region in what is now southem
Iraq. Arab conquerors would refer to this area as the Sawad-the "Black
Land"-th h d £ at a a ertile dark soil that contrasted with the white sand
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governors had little power. 

Things changed drastically with the two long reigns of Kawad ( 488-

1 CE) and Khusrau (531-579 ). In the 520s, following the suppression

:a violent uprising, Kawad and Khusrau (his son) implemented a se­

ries of centralizing reforms. They divided the empire into four parts,

each oriented toward a point of the compass, and each quarter was di­

vided into districts that themselves had subdistricts, all administered by

royal officials who directly collected taxes. Tax reforms included cre­

ation of a land registry, as well as a census, creation of a land tax, and

finally a poll tax. New authorities had policing and enforcement capa­

bilities, and the position of the high nobility suffered.20 

The Sasanian system for levying taxes was strikingly sophisticated. 

They levied the land tax at a rate ranging from one-half to one-tenth of

a crop depending on whether the land was irrigated, how intensively it

was cultivated, and how distant it lay from the nearest market. This was

later replaced by an even more sophisticated system where bureaucrats

surveyed the land, and tax rates were set dependent on the type of crop, 

the presence and type of irrigation, and the anticipated level of

productivity.21 

Sasanian monarchs also carried out a number of important engineer­

ing reforms that raised agricultural productivity. They did this through

the construction of canals as well as underground water channels known

as qanats.22 Under Kawad the Sasanians also attempted to concentrate
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and resettle populations close to irrigation works th t ffi a o ered th L,.l est agricultural productivity. eiu6". 
The consequence of the Sasanian reforms was th t h a wen Isla· armies conquered Iraq, they suddenly found themsel . mic

f "ch • • d . ves m possessfo o n 1mgate agricultural land that produced high · Id . nh d b . yie s. Tius land a een extensively surveyed, and there existed a cla fb "th th . . ss o ureaucra� WI e trammg and ability to manage the tax system 23 Hi t . d b • . 
• s 0nanshave e ated Just how heavily the Islamic Caliphate bor d £ . rowe rom the Sasaruans, and there were certainly new tax innovat 1•0 · d ns mtro ucedafter the conquest. But compare this to Gaul under the M • . erovmgians•the�e conquerors inherited much land but no bureaucracyorcadastr�register, and the type of rain-fed agricultural production made it diffi.cult to construct a new one. 

Though the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs inherited both a bureau­cra�y a
_
nd a sophis;!cat�d i�rigati

_
on system, over time they failed tomamtam the latter. Irngatmg soil runs the risk of raising its salt con­tent to a point where agricultural yields decline; to avoid this one needsadequate drainage. This in turn requires continual investments andAbbasid caliphs failed to make these, perhaps because theywe�esofrequently involved in succession struggles that necessitated divertingfunds to their armies. Over time, the consequence of all this was a se­vere decline in revenues. By 918 CE revenues from the Sawad were innominal terms only about a third of what they had been a centurybefore.25 

The Circle of Justice 
We began this chapter by reviewing the non-hierarchical character ofgovernance in pre-Islamic Arabia. Low population densi ty, mobilepopulations, and the lack of any coercive apparatus all weighed against
any alternative outcome. From this environment, Muslims inherited
and enshrined ideas about consensual governance in the form of shuraand mashwara. Though they are enshrined in the Koran, caliphs aban•
doned these democratic principles to rule as autocrats. However, aswe
saw with the Chinese empire, autocratic rule did no t  a lso imply
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FIGURE 7.1. The Circle of Justice. Source: London 2.011. 

abandoning any idea of accountability. In addition to their bureau-

the Islamic caliphs also borrowed a legitimating ideology fromcracy, . . . 
the Sasanians: the Circle of Justice. One descnption of this concept 

runs as follows.26 

There is no authority without men 
and there are no men without money 
and there is no money without cultivation 
and there is no cultivation without justice and good governance 

A surprising feature of the Circle of Justice is that descriptions of it 
often refer explicitly to tax collectors-they are seen as an essential part 
of a peaceful and prosperous order. The Circle of Justice celebrated the 
direct role played by the bureaucratic state in maintaining ·social 
harmony. For medieval Europeans-who started with the belief that 
'the king must live of his own" -this would have sounded like a very 
strange idea indeed. 
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The Byzantine InheritanceThe Islamic conquest of Iraq illustrates how inheritin til . g a state bureau.cracy can t governance m a more autocratic directi B b ful on. ut we shouMe care before concluding that this development O ·t • . n 1 sown settht Muslim world on an mevitable path toward autocrac Aft Abbasid caliphs continued to rule from Baghdad but thy. h edr1945 C� , ey a ostcon-trol of their provinces. So, we need to ask what was hap · . . perung in these provmces and what form governance took.When Islamic armies conquered Egypt, they encountered a ·tu • • s1 ationsrmilar to what they had found in Iraq, but in this case the state th inherited was of Roman and Byzantine origin. Egypt fell undertheou;.side control of Rome in 31 BCE. Prior to that date it had been part of thePersian Empire, and then Alexander the Great conquered it. From thispoint on, Egypt remained under Roman, and subsequently Byzantin�control apart from a very brief episode under the Sasanians just prior tothe Islamic conquests. �e saw previously that the physical environment of anc ient Egyptle�t 1t�e� to a centralized and autocratic form of rule. For those unhappywith life m the densely populated Nile Valley, there was no exit option.Easy measurement of the Nile flood, facilitated by the invention of thenilometer, helped make yields more predictable. This made a central­ized tax administration feasible.Under Rome the province of Aegyptus served as an important sourceof both grain and tax revenue. 27 Diocletian, who reigned from 284 to305 CE, divided Egypt into several districts whose officials were respon•sible to a prefect based in Alexandria. When control of Egypt passedto the eastern Roman emperors based in Constantinople, the role ofAlexandria diminished.Within Egypt there was initially a set of city councils that directlyparticipated in the collection of taxes. Outsiders administered thesecouncils at .first, so they were not really an example of early democracy,but from the fourth century onward local people took over the councilsonly to see them diminish in importance. Tax administration insteadinvolved a new class oflarge landholders who would represent the prin·cipal local power at the time of the Muslim conquest. 28
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d Egypt they encountered an env1-• s conquere , b When Muslim arm1e h t hich they found in Iraq. Egypt had . een
onrnent analogous to t a w b t none of these outside incursionsr . of powers, u ruled by a long series fth xi·sting bureaucratic state. The responsetI ment o e e d · led to the disroan e 1 ce those people at the top of the a mm-
of the conquerors was to rep � . to rely on the same local-level of-while contmumg d istrative apparatus . 1h large landowners were referre to ash d th Byzantmes. ese k 11 fici�s as a e . th lso continued to use Gree as we F dministration ey a 

29 Thi the duces. or a h dd'f n of Arabic technical terms. s was • albeit with t e a 1 10 1 · d as Coptic, . . 1 because the duces were close y supervise ta system of mdirect ru e no . 30 by Arab officials known as amirs. 

Al-Andalus 

. d around the Mediterranean, Muslim armies reached the
�tr:;:;ri�:altar within a few short decades of Mu�ammad's de:h. 
F there they conquered much of what is now Spam and Portug , a
t::orythattheywould refer to as al-Andalus. This territory was at first
ruled b governo rs sent from Damascus. After the fall of the Umayyad

Cali h:te in 750 CE, Muslims in al-Andalus created an independent

entl�te-subsequently called a caliphate of their own-_that lasted
until the beginning of the eleventh century. After that pomt, a set_ of
smaller Muslim and Christian kingdoms vied for control of the _Ibenan
Peninsula until the eventual conquest of Granada, the last Muslim state
on the peninsula, in the year 1492.

31
Events in Iberia after the fall of Rome allow us to examine how very 

different types of governance existed prior to, during, and following the 
end of Muslim rule. In the first of the above three phases-the one after the fall of the 
Roman Empire in the West-the Visigoths controlled much oflberia. This was the same group, led by Alaric, that had sacked Rome in 410 CE. Scholars have emphasized that Visigoth kings were elected. While tech­nically true, by the century before the Muslim conquest, almost all successions involved passing the throne from one relative to another, and in some cases the outgoing monarch designated the successor,32
Better evidence of early democracy among the Visigoths comes fro�
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the frequency with which bishops and others in h 
councils.33 

t e kingdomheM
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In the third and final phase of Iberian governance 
d 'th Ch . . 

, a series of�ngoms wi ns_tian monarchs expanded, consolidated, and final! •
captured the entirety of the Iberian Peninsula These lb . yre. 
d 1 d d · . 

• enan societi� eve ope an mamtamed a very important parli .. 
. amentarytrad1tion aswe saw m chapter 5. Early democracy had returned.

The key question we need to ask is why Christian ki d . . 
d ._1-_ 

ng omsinibenagoverne urr�ugh assemblies whereas Muslim rulers did not.
To start with, we should consider the Roman background er 

• th R . • 1axation
m . e oman provmce of Hispania operated along the same lines II�
saw m other provinces ofth t • Th . . 

ewes ern emprre. ere was substantialrefi.
ance �n local e�tes as mtermediaries, but the empire retained significant
coercive capacity. As elsewhere in the West, with the fall of Rome any
semblance of central bureaucratic control disappeared. The post-Roman
background helps explain why Visigothic monarchs had to rule in an
early dem_ocratic �ashion. Lacking a central bureaucracy, kings needed
to use therr councils of bishops for help in raising revenue.34

After the fall of the Visigoths, the Muslim invaders brought with them
an Umayyad traditi f on o rule without elections and without consent.Atfirst a caliph in Dam rul d al ascus e -Andalus through an appointedgover·
nor. After the split from the rest of the empire, individuals calling them·
selves the caliphs of al-Andalus ruled Iberia from the city of Cordoba. 

It is very unlikely that new ideas alone led to this change in the style
of rule in Iberia The Isl • amic conquerors also brought with them several
thin h h 
D 

gs t at elped cement autocratic rule. In the year 718 the caliph in
amascus sent a new governor, a large military force, and trained bu•

reaucrats to solidify d • • a m1rustrat10n and assess land for the purposes of
taxation 35 In th d 

. 

• 0 er wor s, they imported a state. 
It 1s unclear how q • kl h I u1c Y t e ru ers of al-Andalus resorted to direct 

taxation of agric It I • • II u ure. mtia y, they funded their operations by
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at the time. f • 'Ii f 
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There is so ano . 1 . th 
. d th al' hate. As we will discuss more extensive y m e

have reinforce e c 1P . . d 
h 1 1 • c world during this penod experience some-
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f
apt
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er, t e
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s
vamiolution with the introduction of new crops shared

thing o a reen , . . 

fromfarparts of the empire.Accompanying this, the caliphate mv�sted

heavily in irrigation works in the Guadalquivir Valley where the city of

Cordoba is located. 37 

S h did the Iberian Peninsula's Muslim society eventually lose out
ow y . th;, 

to the Christian kingdoms that established themselves to its nor 

From the description I have given, it seems like the caliphate based in

Cordoba had a lot going for it. It had a bureaucracy, a standing army,

and a stable basis of direct taxation. These are things that other Euro­

pean states would not have for half a millennium or more. And this is

not even to mention the advances in learning and culture that so many

have emphasized as being an integral part of al-Andalus.

One possible answer to the decline of al-Andalus is that there was

something in the natural environment, or other unchanging local condi­

tions, that undermined the attempt to import a state to southern Spain.

It'snotclearwhythis would be the case, though. The agricultural tech­

nologies imported by the Muslims allowed for transforming the envi­

ronment in a durable way. 
A better explanation is that the Achilles' heel of the caliphate in

al-Andalus turned out to be one that has plagued many autocracies: the

problem ofleadership succession. Despite all of its strengths, the his­
tory of Muslim government in al-Andalus suggests that much like the
early Abbasid Caliphate, leaders tended to have very short tenures.
Between 929 and 1031, rulers of al-Andalus governed for an average of
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less than seven years. In the year 1031 the last Uma d ali 
fi d b yya c phwasexi]..Jrom Cor o a, the central administration coll d cu

. apse ' and al-Andbroke apart mto a set of petty kingdoms that fell to h . �lll• 38 • moreco es1veChri t1an forces. It 1s possible that these Christian fio 
S·rces were more c �sive because they had better solved the problem of le 

O 
_e-succession. 39 adersh1p 

The Disappearance of Islamic Democracy
Instead of democracy being reborn through state calla h • . . pse, as appenedm Europe, the inhabitants of the Islamic world experienced th • d C eoppo.site tren • onquest led to a shift from early democracy to t • . au ocraticimperial rule. Geographic factors helped push in this direction· th 'ch• all f , en �1ver v eys o Egypt and Mesopotamia allowed for a strong, central.1zed state to develop. But environmental factors aside, there was also arole of con_tingency in all this. It mattered that the Islamic conquestshappened m the wake of centralizing reforms in Sasanian Iraq. HadMuslim armies invaded a century beforehand, they would have founda more decentralized polity where monarchs were weaker and wherelocal notables held considerably more sway. Under these circumstancesthe black soil of the Sawad may have not served the same role in con•s�cting an autocracy. Instead of conquering a state that was alreadyincnsis-as happened with the fall of Rome-the Islamic invaders inher­ited a state in its prime.
The other factor that weighed against democracy in the Islamic worldwas the speed with which the empire grew. This rapid expansionwasaproduct not only of Muslim thought; it was also due to the sweepingsuccess that Muslim armies had, and this was not guaranteed at the out•set We have seen a pattern so far where societies that governed them•selves through early democracy tended to be small in scale. Within avery short time, politics among the Arab peoples went from being aface-to-face affair to one where people could be separated by thousandsof miles. 

Some have suggested that what the Arab peoples really needed to dowas to develop a practice of representation of the sort that Europeans
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for\everal decades now. There are also vibrant democracies m West

Africa and elsewhere that are majority Muslim. It turns out that wh�ther

a territory was conquered by Arab armies during the seventh and e
_
ighth 

centuries is a much better predictor of current autocracy than is the

presence oflslarn. 41

But does this correlation between Arab conquest and current autoc-

racy really mean that democracy in the Middle East wa� doomed as

early as the seventh century CE? This version of the persistence argu­

ment is certainly far too simple a conclusion. Unlike either western Eu­

rope or (most of) China, the Middle East also experienced direct colo­
nial control, and French and British colonial authorities certainly did 
not exactly support democratic movements in the territories they 
ruled.42 In more recent years, outside support from major powers has 
also reinforced autocracy, much like it did when the Romans and Sasa­
nians vied for influence in pre-Islamic Arabia.43

What I think we can say with more confidence is that by steering 
things in an initial autocratic direction, the Islamic conquests did help 
weigh against the future development of democracy. It is also true that 
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Democracy and Economic

Development over the

Long Run 

THE HISTORY OF EUROPE'S rise has played a critical part in debates

about the relationship between democracy and economic development. 

Though European states did not establish modem democracy until the

twentieth century, for many centuries prior they did practice early de­

mocracy. Rule through representative assemblies is thought by many to

have usefully constrained rulers from threatening innovation and pro­

duction.1 Part and parcel of this was that Europe was politically frag­

mented, and scholars have argued that this too spurred economic de­

vclopment.2 There is also a debate about democracy and development 

in more contemporary settings. 3 

According to the standard view, the situation in China and the Is­
lamic world could not have been more different from Europe: autocracy 
stilled development. The fact that the Industrial Revolution happened 
in Europe-not in China or the Middle East-is exhibit A in favor of 
this claim, and it is a hard one to dispute. But if we look further back in 
time we immediately encounter a problem with this line of reasoning. 
For much of the long span of history, China and the Islamic world were 
ahead in terms of economic development. How can this be? I will argue 
here that democracies and autocracies each have specific strengths and 
weaknesses when it comes to economic development. 
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Autocrats Did Well Early but Not Later There is no small amount of debate among economic histori·an b Sa OUIwhen Europe overtook China. For many scholars, this occurred we�before the Industrial Revolution. For others, the "Great Di·ve ,rgence happened only because of the Industrial Revolution.4 Whoeverisri�Ion this question, we should also recognize that there was a prior, euiydivergence in which China and the Middle East had living standar�substantially above those in western Europe. 5 In recent years economic historians have made heroic efforts in pro­ducing early GDP per capita estimates across world regions. These es­timates involve much uncertainty, but if used cautiously they can stillhelp us. We now have estimates of Chinese GDP per capita extendinifrom the early part of the Song dynasty (980 CE) to the late Qingdy,nasty (1850 CE).6 We also have per capita income estimatesfortheh­lamic world from the eighth century through the thirteenth century,and we can extrapolate further. 7 Using these we can compare develop­ment in China and the Middle East with development in England,aEuropean country for which we have particularly good long-run data. Figure 8.1 shows per capita GDP estimates.8 We see a clearearlydl­vergence in which China and the Middle East were ahead. We also seethe emergence of the Great Divergence that involved Great Britain (andthe rest of Europe) eventually becoming much richer than the other tworegions. 
A look at levels of urbanization tells a similar story about the GreatDivergence. Economic historians sometimes use levels of urbanizationas an alternative measure of development for historical economies. Thelogic here is that if GDP per capita is difficult, or impossible, to caku•late, then estimates of the fraction of the population living in towns orcities serve as a good alternative. When we measure developmentthrough urbanization rates, the initial advantage of the Middle EastoverEurope appears substantially larger, though the date of convergencebetween the two regions remains essentially unchanged when com•pared to what we see with the GDP estimates. 9 We continue to see thatChina has a large initial advantage, and in this case convergence with
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In fact, the early development success of China and the Abbasid Ca­
liphate was not attributable to Soviet-style growth. One reason for this 
may be that in these polities, unity of governance over a large geographic 

area helped spur innovation. In an era of common jurisdiction with 
common customs and policies, ideas could flow freely. 

Consider first this description by Andrew Watson, who wrote a clas-
sic text on agricultural innovation in the early Islamic world. 

The picture which emerges from our enquiries is one of a large uni­

fied region which for three or four centuries-and in places still 

longer-was unusually receptive to all that was new. It was also un­

usually able to diffuse novelties: both to effect the initial transfer 

which introduced an element into a region and to carry out the sec­
ondary diffusion which changed rarities into commonplaces.13 

This does not sound like a place where autocracy stifled innovation. 

We should acknowledge, though, that this did not last forever; in later 

times the Ottoman Empire would resist the spread of critical new tech­

nologies. Economic historians have provided extensive evidence ofhow 

the institutions, practices, and policies oflater Middle Eastern states 

sometimes prevented economic change.14 

Consider next how an autocrat ruling over a large territory might 
directly encourage the diffusion of knowledge and agricultural prac­

tices. In the year 1012 CE there was a severe drought in the Yangtze River 

valley and several other areas of China. Thanks to the empire's vast ex­

tent and its links to neighboring kingdoms, Emperor Zhenzong became 

aware of a rice variety that was drought resistant and fast maturing. He 

sent envoys to Fujian province, where farmers had begun growing the 
rice, and obtained thirty thousand bushels of seed for distribution to 
areas stricken by the drought. This also included a government effort to 

instruct farmers in how to cultivate the new seed. The new rice strain 
became known as Champa rice for the Champa Kingdom in central 

Vietnam where it had originated. Some rice specialists have compared 

its importance to the modern-day Green Revolution.15 

This picture of a Chinese imperial state promoting innovation was 
not limited to agriculture; we can draw the same conclusion about both 
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While the Song emperors pursued pro-commerce policies, the ad­

nunistrative centralization they implemented may have sown the seeds

of future difficulties. Under Zhu Yuanzhang, the first emperor of the 

Min dynasty, China pursued several policies that undermined the mar­

ket :Conomy. The first was to overissue its paper currency, the baochao,

making producers reluctant to accept it as a medium of exchange.25 

'!he Ming also neglected investment in water transport, and this was 

most apparent in the regions surrounding the Song capital of Kaifeng.

The capital now lay to the north at Beijing, a city that at the time was not

deeply implanted in trade networks. Beijing's main link to the south of

China was via the Grand Canal. The Ming emperors now put the canal

under direct military control, with limited access for private ships.26 

Finally, the Ming established a system of military farms in northern

and western areas of the country. These were staffed by involuntary mi­

grants.According to one estimate, by the year 1393, 15 percent of China's

population had been displaced in this manner. 27 This is an astonishingly

high figure for a society that lacked modern means of transport; it at­

tests to the very high coercive capacity of the Chinese state. One could

hardly expect forced migration such as this to be good for economic

development.28 Military and strategic considerations were at the heart

of this decision. 
The trajectory of economic development under the Song and the 

Ming shows how the strength and centralization of an autocratic order

could support economic development-including innovation-while 

simultaneously raising the risk of policy reversal. This is every bit as

relevant for China today as it was during Song and Ming times.

Power and Prosperity in the Golden Age of Islam

UndertheAbbasid Caliphate (750-1258 CE), the same ingredients that

favored economic development in Song dynasty China operated in the

Middle East. It turned out that, once again, autocratic leaders could

promote learning and innovation, particularly in the early days. The dif­

ference with China was that autocratic rule under the Abbasids also

proved very unstable, leading to diversion of resources into military
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ets China under the Song dynasty, the Sasanian Empire, and

Plantagen 1 1 

all the early and late Abbasid periods. 3 The division point here for

�e
Jbasids is 945 CE, the point at which caliphs in Baghdad became 

fi reheads as they had lost control of their provinces • 

guWith an average ruler duration of only eight years, the early Abbasid 

period stands out for its instability. Severa� schol�s have attributed this

to the lack ofa succession rule based on pnmogeru ture or to the absence

of institutionalized constraints on the monarch of the sort that existed 

inEurope.32 Others emphasize the impact of polygyny-multiple wives

meant multiple sons, compounding the potential for conllict.33 There

may be some truth in these arguments, but Song China, the Sasanian

Empire, and the later Abbasids all practiced polygyny, and their rulers

stayed in place for longer. The exact reason why the early Abbasid period 

was so unstable remains to be fully established. The more general point

here may be that autocracies are particularly susceptible to this risk. 

Abbasid instability had negative consequences for development .

Southern Iraq was the principal source of agricultural production and

revenue for the caliphate. Iraqi agriculture depended on irrigation sys­

tems that required continuous investment, but the Abbasids took the

system they had inherited from the Sasanians as given. Political turmoil

and instability led to a continual neglect of steps necessary to maintain

production in rural areas. 34 Instead of investing in irrigation, the Abbasid

caliphs devoted massive resources to the military in an effort to maintain

control of their territories. This ended up creating further sources of in­

stability. While the financial demands of a standing army were inelastic,

revenues from agricultural taxation tended to be variable. 35 Under these

circumstances it would have been ideal to develop a form of public bor-

rowing, but this did not happen.36 After 945 CE the Abbasid caliphs

would continue to rule but as largely ceremonial figures.

Weak Autocracy and Growth in Europe

European rulers lacked a state bureaucracy of the sort that existed in

China or the Middle East. This prompted many of them to rule in the

fashion of early democracy, relying on representative assemblies for
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revenue. But as we saw in chapter_ 5, some European monarchs still triedto rule as autocrats, and once agam, the case of Philip the Fair of Prancecan help show us the implications of this political regime forecononuc
development. Lacking coercive capacity, Philip could not do much to
promote development-nor could he do much to hinder it. People often remember Philip the Fair's reign for high-profile instancesin which he trampled upon the property rights of some of his subjects,llOn July 22, 1306, Philip expelled the Jews from France and in so doingseized their property for his own uses. 38 He followed this up by expropri­ating the assets of the Paris headquarters of the Knights Templar, theorder that had been serving as his bankers. On May 12, 1310

1 
Philip thenordered that fifty-four of the Templars be burned at the stake for heresy,an event that took place in central Paris. Burning your bankers at the stakedoes not sound like a strong indicator of property rights protection. The episodes concerning the Jews and the Templars showthatiiilirespect to some groups to which he had ready access, Philip the Fair hadboth the inclination and the ability to despoil his subjects. But without a state bureaucracy he lacked the ability to do something like this onabroader scale. 

Philip the Fair lacked not only fiscal capacity but also the ability touse other government organs, such as the judiciary, to promote or hin­der development. In theory, Philip sat at the top of a clear judicial hier­archy, and he retained the right as king to hear any case he desired onappeal. But even in those instances where Philip would have desired todo so, there were important obstacles in his path.39 The first was thatlocal princes, barons, and lords in many locations retained veryimpor•tant de facto control over judicial affairs. The second obstacle involvedthe great fragmentation of judicial authority that often made it difficultto exert control. Finally, as was true with tax collection, Philip lackedsufficient numbers of trained and competent officials.

Early Democracy and Growth in Europe
There is a venerable argument that European representative assembliesfavored economic development because they usefully constrainedrul·ers. This could distinguish Europe from other world regions. It could
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FIGURE 8.3. Urbanization and representative assemblies. (See the text for definitions.)

number of European polities compared to the data set that I myself col­lected. Using this we can compare the growth trajectories of individualEuropean cities in states with representative assemblies and those citiesin states without assemblies. Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden showthat on average, states with representative assemblies had larger cities,a potential sign that political institutions had a positive impact on eco­nomic development. However, by the year 1800 European cities in stateswith a history of having a representative assembly were only slightlylarger on average than were cities in states without such a history
(26,000 as opposed to 23,000 inhabitants). If there was a positive effect
of assemblies on growth, then it must have been a rather small one.

Conclusion: The Ambiguous Effects of Democracy
The lesson of this chapter has been that when we think about the effect
of democratic institutions on development, we benefit from taking a
long-term view. Instead of considering only the last half century, oreven
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Why England Was Different 

SINCE JOHN BRIGHT'S first reference to the "mother of parliaments" 
in 1865, many have argued that the English invented this political prac­
tice. The more accurate assessment is that the English invented a new 
kind of parliament. England was different because its rulers and people 
developed a style of governance that would evolve into modem democ­
racy. English representatives had more distance from their constituents 
because they were not bound by mandates. Nor could their constituents 
require them to refer back for approval before final decisions were made. 
This system had clear advantages, especially from the point of view of 
monarchs, but it was also in many ways less democratic. Direct public 
participation was limited, and local interests were bound by majority 
decisions with less opportunity to block change. I will draw a contrast 
between England and the Dutch Republic. While the Dutch Republic 
had a claim to being the world's "first modem economy," the Dutch did 
not invent modem parliamentarianism. They instead �ad political insti­
tutions that more closely resembled early democracy. This may in tum. 
have held back economic innovation and development. 

The Roman Background

Britannia became a province of the Roman Empire in· 43 CE. It re­
mained one until the withdrawal of direct Roman rule, dated to the year 
410. Traditionally, what happened next has been described as an inva­
sion and wholesale replacement of the local Romano-British population

197 
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by barbarians. Bede, the famous chronicl h 
eighth century, described things in the foll 

e� w o wrote in the earlr
1 . owmg way. In the war ord named Vortigern invited the Angl d h 

year 4491
B • . es an t e Saxons to ttl . ntam to fight against his enemies Wh t th An I 

se em
• cl 

• a e g es and the Sax didmstea was conquer and slaughter the local ul . 
ons 

kindl cl b th h 
pop atron so that "the fire - e y e ands of the heathen executed the just 

on the nation for its crimes."l 
vengeance of God

Today, thanks to modern DNA evidence schol�s kn th th 
h 

I ow at erewas somew at less vengeance than Bede had thought Th fr 
DNA f An 1 

• e act1onof
. 

o g a-Saxon origin in people oflocal descent currently llvin 
m central and southern England is less than 50 percent 2 So thi 

�
. . • , swasnota situation where outsiders imported a wholly new society and system

of government. What the Anglo-Saxon invasions did do was dramati­
cally reshufile the cards beyond what happened elsewhere in Europt
Across the channel in places like Gaul, the fall of Rome resulted in a
collapse of central authority, but Roman institutions for local gover­
n:mce survived. In England there was more of a need for a new begin­
ning; what had been a flourishing Romano-British economy based on
large agricultural estates crumbled in short order after the withdrawal
of Roman military protection.3

The Hundred and the Shire

Once they became fully developed, local institutions in Anglo-Saxon
England involved governance at the level of shire or county and below
that at the level of the hundred, which was in some areas known as the
wapentake. 4 We saw in chapter 5 that the wapentake was of Scandina­
vian origin. The organizational notion of the "hundred" may have been
a Carolingian import, but as we will see, hundreds in Anglo-Saxon
England had a much more active assembly life. 

The Hundred as an institution reached its full prominence in the
tenth century, and it would remain important until late in the medieval
period. Each hundred was simultaneously a territorial unit, a subdivi·
sion within a shire ( or county), and a court presided over by a hundred·
man. There is some debate among historians about exactlywhothese
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hundredmen were. In some, generally older, accounts, the hundredman
. gested to have been a reeve, or official of the king, perhaps some­
is sug 
one who was granted a manor in exchange for service.5 This would

im Iy a top-down arrangement. For others, the hundredman was simply

a ;ominent member of the local community. This would imply more

of a bottom-up arrangement but one where the Crown had introduced

uniformity of procedure. Even in this case, the Crown retained the op­

tion of punishing hundredmen who did not carry out the tasks assigned

to them.6 A hundred also often included a sworn jury of twelve men to

judge cases. The number twelve may be of Scandinavian origin-via the

wapentake-possibly because in Norse mythology the gods themselves

were twelve in number.7 

Under Edward the Elder, who ruled from 899 to 9241 the following

decree stipulated how a hundred should function.

Each reeve was to hold a meeting (gemot) every four weeks, and to 

see to it that every man was totally worthy of his folk-right, and that

each law-suit should have a day appointed for hearing and

settlement. 8 

At this phase, the Hundred was primarily a judicial institution, and a

later text known as the Hundred Ordinance shows that one of the most 

common legal disputes at the time involved ownership and thieving of

cattle. 
The other thing we see clearly here is that while the Hundred may

have had its origin in folk assemblies deep in the past, by the tenth
century it was also fundamentally a system that was managed from the
top with a degree of uniformity. We will see the same exact pattern when
describing the shire and its court as well as the king's council, the witan.

It contrasts strongly with patterns seen elsewhere in western Europe at
this time where central rulers had much less ability to manage and or­
ganize local events. 

The shire, or county, was the next unit above the Hundred in the ter­
ritorial division of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom. 9 The shire first emerged
in the Kingdom of Wessex before subsequently spreading elsewhere as
England fell under a unified Anglo-Saxon kingship. From the late tenth
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century onward, the shire was presided over by 
I • . someone kno s 1tre reeve, or shenff. The shire reeve would 1 . . wnasthe

• h d . . . p ay a cntical role m t e a mm1stration of justice but also . . . 
not only 

• in raising revenue Th hir would itself also have a regular assemblv hir 
• e 5 e ,, or s e court. In chapter 5 we saw that at the turn of the first ·n 

Saxon England was the sole state in Europe-a
p

armit £ 
enruum,Ang!o. 

M t!-
rom areas und usum control-that levied a direct and kin d .d 

er 
. . g om-w1 e taxonagricuJ. tural produce. The immediate stimulus for this was th d 

h D l 
en��Mt e anege d. It was the existence of the hundred d h· 

th 
an s ire system at made this possible. After the period of Danish tribute thi uld

I d th . I swo 
ea to e creation of an annual national tax known as the h .id 

t 
erega ,or 

army ax. 

Witenagemot 

7!1e ?11al Anglo-Saxon institution that we need to consider is that of the 
king s c�uncil, or witan, that we first encountered in chapters. Meetings 
�f �e �1tan were referred to as witenagemot. As with other Anglo-Saxon 
mstitutions, historical scholarship on the witan has tended to oscillate 
be�een seeing this council as a bottom-up arrangement imposed by 
society or a top-down arrangement imposed by kings. In my view the 
interesting feature of the witan was that it was some of each. This is what
also made for the strength of the Anglo-Saxon state. 

Like other kingdoms throughout western Europe, in the seventh, 
eighth, and ninth centuries the individual kingdoms that would eventu· 
ally become amalgamated into England had periodic assemblies, typi• 
cally including the great and the good, but sometimes more than that 
These assemblies were episodic events. During the tenth century as· 
semblies became more regularized in the expanded Kingdom ofWessex 
that would eventually become known as the Kingdom ofEngland. The 
most authoritative recent account of the early English Parliament be• 
gins the discussion of Parliament's origins with the reign of JEthelstan 

(r. 924-939), the son of Edward the Elder.10 We know from "witness
lists" from £.thelstan's assemblies that these could often involve a bun·
dred individuals or more.11 So, they may have been elite gatherings, but 
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Ot small and intimate councils. The dates of assemblies dur­
theywere n 
. this eriod also became much more regular, often timed to coincide

:th trattional feast days associated with sacred moments in the Chris-

tian calendar. 
Nineteenth-century historians often wrote of the witan as a represen-

tative body through which England's people, via their ruling elite, placed

constraints on monarchs. In reaction to this, some twentieth-century

historians flipped things in the opposite way-the members of the

witan were said to be "mere retainers of the king."12 More recent scholar­

ship by Levi Roach provides an evidence-based way of thinking about

this problem. In addition to being large, the witness lists to £.thelstan's

assemblies show a great regularity in attendance from one meeting to

the next. If "mere retainers" were likely to change from one meeting to

the next to suit a king's whims, then the witness lists tell a very different

story. They suggest that it was not only the choice of the monarch but

also one's position in society that mattered for being able to attend. 

The second question we need to ask about the witan is whether its 

meetings were simply stage-managed events of the sort organized by 

Philip the Fair or actually involved an element of consent. Here the evi­

dence points clearly in the latter direction, even if we lack eyewitness 

accounts of the sort that we used for Philip's assemblies in chapter 5. 13 

The final question is what the members of the witan actually did 

when they met. The answer here is that the assemblies considered di­

plomacy, proposed royal charters, and, of course, discussed taxation. 

The Normans Inherited a State 

Rather than constructing a state of their own, like so many other con­
querors considered in this book, the Norman kings inherited one.14 The 
most direct way to show the Anglo-Saxon inheritance is to consider the 
famous Domesday Book. As a comprehensive assessment of all 
wealth-conducted in 1086 by William the Conqueror-the survey is 
rightly described as being unique in western Europe.15 But we should 
also ponder this further fact: a Domesday-style assessment was never 
repeated by the Normans after 1086. Reinforcing the idea of an 
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Anglo-Saxon inheritance, historians have shown that Domesday wasitself compiled with the help of existing tax lists dating back to the pe­riod before the conquest. One of the features facilitating the compila­tion oflists like these in the Anglo-Saxon era was the relatively high (forthe time) level of literacy. This itself went hand in hand with the fact thatEnglish, rather than Latin, was the language of official governmentbusiness. 16 

The Normans also inherited the Anglo-Saxon pattern of royal coun­
cils. While the membership of these councils changed, Will iam theConqueror kept the tradition going because he found them useful. Theone key difference with the initial Norman assemblies was that atten­dance now became obligatory as a result of feudal ties. Those who re­ceived land from William in exchange for service had an obligation toprovide council.A feudal system like this had not been practiced bytheAnglo-Saxons.17 

Magna Carta Was Not a Big Deal (Initially)
Magna Carta followed the Norman conquest after a century and a half,and historians have repeatedly disagreed about its importance. Forsome Magna Carta was a key constitutional moment; Bishop William Stubbs wrote that "the whole of the constitutional history of Englandis little more than a commentary on Magna Carta."18 For others theMagna Carta itself was not a watershed; it was the way in which theevent would be interpreted centuries later that mattered. To add to this,there is a debate about the uniqueness of Magna Carta within Europe.Some believe that by obliging KingJohn to sign the document at Run­nymede, the English barons set England off on a course from other Eu­ropean nations. For others, Magna Carta was simply one example of anumber of similar events happening in Europe at this time from the

Privilegio General in Aragon to the Golden Bull in Hungary. 19 

The first problem with the "unique watershed" interpretation of
Magna Carta is that the events of 1215 were hardly momentous. MagnaCarta itself was never signed by King John, nor did he seal an originalversion of it. What took place at Runnymede was instead a verbal
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t b eked up by oaths, as well as the threat of force. Soon after-agreemen a 
d Kin John and his barons returned to open conflict. Thoughwar, g · • 

th t· t Id tMagna Carta contained a pro�is1on sta�mg at c�r am axes cou no 

be levied without consent, King John ignored this, and several su�se-
B ·t· h monarchs did the same. It was the need for cooperationquent n 1s 

from members of society that ultimately encouraged later monarchs to

respect and reissue the charter.
. . 

A second reason to disagree with the watershed idea 1s that Magna

Carta did not result in a fundamental break in the pattern of English
governance. As we saw previously, En��sh monarc�s-in particular
Anglo-Saxon monarchs-had been ra1smg taxes with the help of as­
semblies since the tenth century. Magna Carta did include the explicit 
ti ulation that "No scutage or aid is to be levied in our realm except by 

�; common counsel of our realm," but this felt more like reaffirmation 
of an older practice. 

Though the events of 1215 hardly seem like a turning point, the same 
forces that propelled early democracy in other societies would s�on
lead to a reassertion of Magna Carta's importance. On several occasions 
where K.ingJohn's successors got into trouble with their barons or found 
themselves in need of funds, they chose to reissue Magna Carta so as to 
reconfirm the rights and responsibilities that had been agreed to at Run­
nymede. It was the weak position of English rulers that forced them to 
make this concession. The best way to see Magna Carta is as one event 
in a long sequence in which English kings and those they ruled would 
bargain over governance. Had King John not agreed to the charter at
Runnymede, or had the barons not proposed it in the _fi

rst _
place, the

underlying forces would have still pushed in the same direction. 
• • atmg aUltimately, where Magna Carta was most important 1s m ere 

focal point of agreement for future advocates of consensual government
-

rfu1 ill tr tion of how and the rule of law. It provides a particularly powe us a 

b t • dified subsequentonce an expectat ion of government y consen 1s co . , 
people can continually refer back to it. In the seventeenth century, amid

d th • ogatives Edwardattempts by Stuart monarchs to expan e1r prer ' . 
d h • ht enshrined therem,Coke could write about Magna Carta an t e rig � . ,, 

as part of what many called Britain's "ancient constitution. • • 
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There were many other European events that resembled M agna
Carta, and this meant that supporters of consensual governm t 1 en e se­
where could also have a common rallying cry. J. C. Holt, the author of
the authoritative history of Magna Carta, said precisely this· "th • e reit­
eration of the same story throughout western Europe carries obvious• 1· • "20 In h f: b rmp 1cations. an era w ere war are was ecoming ever costlier,
monarchs found themselves compelled to work through assembtes 
composed of barons, members of the church, and representatives from
towns. In 1188 King Alfonso IX of Leon was obliged to give important
privileges to his vassals, and he did so in the context of a representative
assembly called the cortes. In 1205 King Peter of Aragon drafted a docu­
ment to do the same.21 In Hungary with the Golden Bull of 12221 feudal
lords obtained a guarantee of their privileges with an annual meeting to 
discuss disputes and political problems.22

KingJohn's "Heavy Exactions" Were Not So Heavy 

One of the most common ideas about Magna Carta is that it was trig­
gered by what are sometimes called King John's "heavy exactions."23

1his gives the impression of a powerful English monarch who needed 
to be constrained, but a look at early English revenue data tells a very 
different story. We saw in chapter 1 that around the year 1300-some 
eight decades after Magna Carta was agreed-King Edward I ofEngland 
was able raise about 1 percent of GDP in revenue.1his was slightlymore 
than Philip the Fair of France was able to raise but not much more. In 
contrast, in 1086 CE the Chinese emperors of the Song dynasty were 
able to raise upwards of 10 percent of GDP in revenue while in 850 CE 
Abbasid caliphs could extract 7 percent of production from the Sawad 
oflraq.24

The next thing we should do is ask how heavy King John's exactions 
were in comparative terms. Figure 9.1 shows annual revenue figures dur• 
ing KingJohn's reign. 25 These are expressed as a share of estimated En• 
glish GDP.26 For purposes of comparison I have added two horizontal
lines showing peak levels of fiscal extraction in Abbasid Iraq and Song 
China. 

,15 

WHY ENGLAND WAS DIFFERENT 205 

� Peak Extraction - Song China

� .1 
0 

C 
0 

tl Peak Extraction -Abbasid Iraq

�•�
;.os 

r1 King John's Revenues 
n I J n

o_ D U lII J] □ □ rJ E'.1 [J LI LJ Li U
o ��:...:.:�=--:..�r-----�------=�

1210 1215 
1205 1200 Year 

FIGURE 9.1. KingJohn's heavy exactions in comparative perspective.

The idea that John's exactions provoked a constitutional crisis is

borne out by the data. During the early part of his reign, John for the

most part extracted about 1 percent of GDP in revenue. Then, quite

suddenly, in the years immediately before 1215 he tripled this rate of

extraction. It's also clear from detailed tax breakdowns that the lion's

share of this increase came from ordinary revenue raised in the En­

glish counties. The drastic decrease in revenue extraction for 1215 is 
due to the fact that a baronial rebellion against John was already well 
underway. 

To judge how heavy these exactions were, we also need to compare 
KingJohn's exactions with what was going on in other societies around 
the globe, and here we see that even at its peak, revenue extraction 
under John was less than half of that in the Abbasid Caliphate and less 
than a third of that in Song China. These societies were able to maintain 
these rates of extraction without succumbing to a tax revolt. It would 
seem then that King John attempted to go as far as he could with the 
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autocratic method of revenue extraction, and this was not very success­
ful. The absence of a state bureaucracy explains the difference.

It is also sometimes argued that by agreeing to the · . 1 prmc1p es of
Magna Carta, English monarchs after KingJohn were able t o raise more
revenue than would have otherwise been the case Instead f • o an unsus-
tainable series of heavy exactions implemented with force l b, ru ers esta 
lished a contract with society to raise a solid and susta1·nabl e revenue
stream. Two facts suggest that this argument may be overrated. The first
is that Edward I in 1300 was only able to extract about as much in rev­
enue as John did during the period before his "heavy exactions.• The
second is that it would be a very long time before any English monarch
was able to extract 3 percent of GDP in taxes in a sustainable w Thi ay. s
would only happen during the latter stages of Henry VJII's reign,27

Where England Really Did Pioneer: 

The Absence of Mandates 

England was not exceptional because it had Parliament or because of 
the Magna Carta: it was the absence of mandates for parliamentary rep­
resentatives that was different. Today we think of it as natural that in a 
democracy, representatives should not be bound by mandates imposed 
by their constituents. It is simply the way that things should be done. 
Representatives should instead have free rein to make laws as they see 
fit, and their constituents should then decide whether to reelect them. 
This is a British parliamentary legacy. 

In chapter 5 I emphasized that it was very common for constituencies 
in medieval assemblies to bind their representatives with mandates. In 
the strictest case, deputies had no power to make decisions on their 
own. In the Burgundian assemblies of the Low Countries this practice 
was enshrined in the practice of oui"r et rap porter. 28 The word oui'r is an 
archaic French formulation for "hear," so this expression means "hear 
and report." In cases where representatives did have decision-making 
power, this was accompanied by strict instructions from their constitu· 
ents. If a representative wanted to deviate from this line, they would
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r b k for further input. The mandate system created a great
need to re1er ac . . 

fl al bl eking power. In some cases, there was a prmc1ple of
deal o oc O . . . . 

. . l or the equivalent idea that an md1v1dual community
unanumty ru e, . . 

Id • I declare that it was not bound by a dec1S1on. We also saw
cou sunp Y 
this in chapter 2 in many non-European societies. Among the Huron,

and other groups in the woodlands of northeastern America, groups

t Considered bound by a decision unless they had individually
were no 
accepted it. The same norm prevailed in pre-Islamic Arabia. 

For European monarchs the mandate system was unwieldy, and so

they sought a way around it by demanding that constituencies grant full

powers to their representatives to decide things as they saw fit. Faced

with the urgent need to raise finance for war, a process of continual

reference back to constituencies promised delay and indecision. To but­

tress their claim that representatives should have greater autonomy, as

we saw in chapter 5, monarchs began using a recycled phrase from

Roman law known as plena potestas, meaning full powers.29 

But simplyinvokingplena potestas didn't do much to improve things

for most European monarchs. When Philip the Fair convened what

would become known as France's first Estates General in 1302, he de­

creed that deputies to the assembly should have full powers. This was

dutifully agreed to, but the assembly resulted in only a very broad, and 

rather vague, consent to being taxed. The real business of sorting out 

how much tax would be paid was left for protracted negotiations with 
individual communities.30 In Spain, monarchs also continually sought
tha� deputies be granted full powers but without much greater success. 
The monarchy eventually gave up on its central assembly, the Cortes, 
and instead began negotiating with individual Castilian towns.31 The
one place where an attempt at plena potestas was absent was in the Dutch 
Republic. Geographic proximity and easy water transport made a sys­
tem of reference back feasible, but even in the Dutch case, the system 
was unwieldy.32 The Dutch Republic often had difficulties in speedily 
funding military engagements, precisely because there were so many 
parties to be consulted in order for this to happen. 

English monarchs were more successful than others in seeing that 
plena potestas actually meant something. Our first trace of full powers 
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being mentioned in a summons to Parllament fr th 
comes om the In at year, it was requested that representatives of each Yearu

6
& seven boroughs should bring with them lett 

of the twenty. ers patent With ab .L seal, and the letters were to state that the boro h 
orou&l's 

1 fful 
ug granted thee · ent o 1 powers of attorney to the representat· • 

qui\',. 
fi 

ive m question. 33 Re erence to plena potestas became a perman t el b . . . . en ement of royal summons egmmng m 1294 with what subsequent! uld b known as the Model Parliament (held in 1295) Thi . ywo 
f 

ecome 
• S 1S part O the IO'"' summons in that year: /OJ 

Moreover, the said knights are to have full and suffi .· aent power for themselves and for the community of the aforesaid count}\ d th 
said citizens and burgesses for themselves, and the comm��eso;the aforesaid cities and �oroughs separately, then and there, for doing
what shall then be ordamed according to the common council in the 
premises; so that the aforesaid business shall not remain unfutished 
in any way for defect of this power. 34 

The reference to "full and sufficient power" is what people usually 
focus on when reading this passage, but the reference to no unfinished 
business is also critical. This removed the possibility for borough rep• 
resentatives to refer back to their communities before making decisions. 
After 1294 a reference to full powers was part of the summons to every
English Parliament until 1872.35 

There were still a few occasions after 1295 when members of the 
Commons stated that they needed to refer back to their constituencies. 
This happened in 1339-40 in a context where, at the outset of what· 
would prove to be a long war with France, Edward III was desperately 
attempting to raise war finance.36 The magnitude of the dernandshe 
made prompted members of the Commons to state that they needed to 
refer back to their constituencies before discussing the matterfurthet37. 
This was the last time that such an exceptional request would occw: • 

We owe the fact that modern democratic representatives operate

without mandates to the peculiarities of English history. The mostp]au•

sible reason England was different is that this was a historical legacy. 

From the Anglo-Saxon period onward, English monarchs had achieved 
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£centralization that those on the continent could only envy:
a degree o 

to Predict where mandates would disappear, you would say
If one was 

England, and in a way, this also means that modern democracy has a

h t autocratic feel to it compared to early democracy. 
somew a 

• Despotism and Good Government under the Tudors

As with so much else about English history, historians have not been of 

one mind when it comes to the Tudors, the house that ruled England 

from 14s5 to 1603. For Bishop Stubbs, writing in the late nineteenth

century, King Henry VIII was "the tyrant whose every caprice is wise 

and sacred."38 Half a century later, the Cambridge historian Geoffrey 

Elton would establish a new consensus that said the exact opposite. In­

stead of being marked by despotism, the Tudor era was one of state 

building, establishment of the r:uJe oflaw, and the solidification of par­

liamentary control.39 Elton would in turn receive criticism for having 

taken the argument too far in the other direction.40 

· So, who is to be believed? In my opinion there are elements of truth

in each of these radically different views of the Tudors, and they high­
light a theme that I have emphasized throughout this book: the ques­
tion of sequencing. If the early democratic institutions of government 
by consent are established first, then it is possible to subsequently build 
a bureaucracy without veering inevitably into autocracy or despotism. 

Let's consider first the evidence on Tudor despotism, or what is bet­
ter described as attempted despotism. In support of those who argued 
that Henry VIII had despotic tendencies, Lawrence Stone offered the 
following list of actions: Henry extended the definition of treason to 
include speech; he arbitrarily seized the wealth of England's monaster­
ies; he declared himself head of the church; he attempted to rule through 
proclamation; and he hoped to create a standing army. 41 So, Henry was 
no mild-mannered democrat. 

Evidence of despotism aside, it is also clear that the Tudors made 
important strides in creating a bureaucratic state. Geoffrey Elton took 
the view that prior to a series of reforms initiated after 1529 by Thomas 
Cromwell, Henry VIII's chief minister, the English state still fit the 
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medieval pattern of resembling a ruler's household.42 This style of ov.
ernment principally involved the king ruling through his imm d� e 1ate
entourage without clear lines of authority or competency of the sort
that we would expect in a bureaucracy. The effect of Cromwell's reforms
was to reduce the importance of the royal household as well as of what
had been an informal inner ring ofleading counselors. There would now
be a set of departments, known as courts, a number of which were
charged with separate aspects of revenue collection. There would also
be a more formal privy council. Though Thomas Cromwell laid out
impersonal bureaucratic procedures, he failed to apply them to him­
sel£43 Perhaps for this reason, Cromwell made many enemies and ulti­
mately fell out of favor with Henry VIII. In June 1540 he was arrested
and imprisoned in the Tower, and a month later Cromwell was beheaded
in public. 

The striking thing about the Tudor reforms is that they did not tum
England into an autocracy. It is true that Parliament did not design the
Tudor bureaucracy-this was led by ministers of the Crown-nor did
it yet have formal oversight of the sort that it would acquire in later
centuries, but there is also no doubt that Henry VIII was compelled to
rule jointly with Parliament. The so-called "Reformation Parliament,"
which lasted from 1529 to 1536, was England's longest-sitting Parliament
to date. During this period, Parliament asserted its supremacy in law.
England would now, at least in principle, be ruled by a sort of collective
executive under the phrase the "King-in-Parliament." One interpreta­
tion of this is that Henry VIII abided by this arrangement because he
could rule more effectively with it. 44 

The alternative view of why Parliament continued to matter is that
Henry was checked by "powerful medieval institutions and political
traditions."45 Political scientists might draw a similar conclusion using
different language; once members of Parliament had learned how to act
collectively, they were in a better position to resist royal encroachment.
This illustrates the importance of sequencing. By the time of Henry's
accession, England had a well-oiled system of political representation,
and in mobilizing during this period Parliament could draw upon this.
The best illustration of this is the lengthy opposition to a bill presented
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b 'Ihomas Cromwell in 1539 that would have given the Crown power
y 1 b d ree 1he bill faced bitter opposition in both the Lords and

toru e y ec 
C Ons Ultimately, a statute allowing for rule by proclamation�o� . 

P liament but there were very significant checks placed on itsdid pass ar ' 46 
d the Act itself was repealed in 154 7. Subsequent Tudor mon-

use, an 
archs would often prefer to call Parliament only mfrequently, most n�-

tably in the case of Elizabeth I, but they would not attempt to bypass 1t.

The later efforts of Stuart monarchs to do precisely that would lead to a

nfli tthat resulted in a more complete form of parliamentary suprem-co C 
Thl·s is what we will now turn to in the next section. acy. 

The Two Faces of Parliamentary Supremacy 

The next critical step in English constitutional development was the 

shift to parliamentary supremacy. After a century of conflict between 

Crown and Parliament, in 1688 Parliament succeeding in reasserting and 

amplifying its "ancient" prerogatives. Parliament now met much more 

frequently than before. It began to play an intensive role in raising rev­

enue and in managing the new system of public borrowing. It also 

passed other forms of economic legislation. In the face of this, the direct 

influence of the Crown waned considerably. The last year in which the 

Crown vetoed parliamentary legislation was 1710.47 It now mattered less

who was king or queen than who controlled the majority in the House 

of Commons and the executive functions that came to be known as 

"The Ministry:' This would gradually evolve into a system with a prime 

minister, a cabinet, and a norm of ministerial responsibility. Between 

1688 and 1715 there were frequent elections and intense competition 

between two nascent political parties, the Whigs and the Tories. Aft�r 

1715, the Whigs established an enduring majority that would last until 

1760. Later commentators would refer to this as the "Whig

Supremacy:'48 

The significance of the Glorious Revolution of 1688 has been a��­

dantly recognized and emphasized by historians, economists, politi�al

scientists, and others.49 Rather than repeat what others have s�id,

here I would like to emphasize a fact that has received less attention.
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It mattered a great deal that parliamentary supremacy was establishedin a country where the practice ofbinding representatives with mandateshad already disappeared. It also mattered a great deal that the practiceof making decisions by simple majority had already been established,with no possibility for individual localities to block decisions or opt outof them. All of this meant that when parliamentary supremacy wasestablished, this occurred with a body that had very substantial insula­tion from local interests. This was a very different situation from parlia­mentary supremacy in the Dutch Republic. The final thing to recognize
about 1688 is that, as Jack Goldstone has emphasized, William ofOrange's successful invasion was a highly contingent event that couldhave failed. If so, the story of modern democracy might have beendifferent 50 

Once the British Parliament became supreme, its insulation fromlocal interests would prove to have both good and bad consequences,or what we might call the two faces of parliamentary supremacy. Thefirst, positive face was that a parliament unburdened by local blockinginterests could pass important economic legislation favoring develop­
ment. The second, more negative, face was that a partisan executive
could act in an autocratic and corrupt manner.

The First Face of Parliamentary Supremacy:
High State Capacity 

After the Glorious Revolution of 1688 the number of Acts of Parliamentpassed expanded dr�atically. In the two centuries prior to 16881 Par­liament passed an average of thirteen Acts a year, though this figure
varied substantially from year to year since Parliament sat infrequently. 
In the century after 1688, a Parliament that sat more or less continu­
ously now passed an average of 121 Acts per year. 51 It was a stunning
transformation. In the period of the Whig Supremacy ( 1715-60) about
a third of these pertained to the economy or to improvements in com·munications. Most Acts in the former category were enclosure Acts,
while most in the latter category involved the construction of turn·
pikes. An Act would give a group of named individuals the right to
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'k • n a specific place and to collect tolls for its use. ct a turn pi e i conStru 
'k ould have been under the control of individual • sly, turnpi es w PreVIOU I 

d'd t have the right to collect tolls. Extensive research • hes that i no pans . t h s shown that turnpike Acts led to a massiveb Damel Bogar a 
1 dY • • t nt and that this brought improved trave an • crease m mves me 

lO 
52 

mmunications. 
h � th 

co 
• th ffectiveness of these turnpike Acts was t e 1act atUnderlymg e e 

h l l l nerally initiated by local people, and w i e oca hile they were ge w 
ft nsulted on them Parliament remained supreme m ople were o en co , pe 

th William Blackstone described parliamentary its ability to pass em. 

supremacy in the following terms:

I h th sovereign and uncontrolable authority in making, confirming,
e�l:ging, restraining, abrogating, repealing, reviving: an� expound­
• fl concerning matters of all possible denonunations, eccle-mg o aws, 

. . al thi b · • ti'cal or temporal, civil, military, maritime, or cnnun : s emgs1as , 
'h · all th place where that absolute despotic power, whic must m gov-

e�ents reside somewhere, is entrusted by the constitution of these 
kingdoms. 

And he continued with this statement. 
• d medies that tran-All mischiefs and grievances, operations an re , 

f h I • thin the reach ofthis scend the ordinary course o t e aws, are WI 

extraordinary tribunal. It can regulate or new-model the suc�ession
th • fH VIII and William III. to the crown; as was done in e reign ° enry . . 

It can alter the established religion of the land; as was done� a van-
• f ki H VIII and his three ety of instances, in the reigns O ng enry 

. fth afi h th onstitution o e children. It can change and create res even e c 
f kingdom and of parliaments themselves; as was done by the a_

ct o 

£ • • al d eptennial elections.union and the several statutes or tr1enru an s 
. d 

1 

• t ally impossible; an It can, in short, do every thing that 1s not na ur 
· th d all ·t wer by a .figure ra ertherefore some have not scruple to c 1 s po , 

, 53 
• -too bold, the omnipotence of parliament. 

the begm· ning of an era Many recent scholars have written of 1688 as 
al li limitations on roy of "limited government" because of par amentary 
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authority. But Blackstone's observations speak to an alternati·v • t e in er-pretation: the Glorious Revolution of 1688 initiated the era of an n1i u m­ited Parliament. 

The Second Face of Parliamentary Supremacy:
An Autocratic Executive 

One of the persistent fears of medieval Europeans who sent representa­tives to royal assemblies was that they would be captured by the center.Spending too long in the capital opened up possibilities for a centralruler to exert corrupt influence. This was one reason why mandates weredeemed necessary. The irony of Great Britain after 1688 is that it suc­cumbed to precisely this problem, and this could happen because after1295 mandates were outlawed. Instead of corruption coming from theCrown, it came instead from a new and powerful type of parliamentaryexecutive led by Robert Walpole. He is often referred to as Great Brit­ain's first prime minister. 
In the first thirty years after the Glorious Revolution there was active 

I and often extreme, competition between two parliamentary parties, theWhigs and the Tories. When it came to candidate selection, monitoringvotes, and parliamentary organization, these two groups could lay claim, to being the ancestors of modern parliamentary parties. This all oc­curred in an environment of frequent elections. The Triennial Act of1694 stipulated that elections to the House of Commons should takeplace at least once every three years. In practice the pace of electionswas even more rapid and with frequently shifting Commons majorities.There were nine parliamentary elections held between 1695 and 1715, After 1715, the Whig party succeeded in establishing an enduring parlia­mentary majority that would last until 176o. 
. With a comfortable majority, after 1715 the Ministry under the Whigsunple�ented a number of restrictions on political participation. Thiseffo� mcluded lengthening the term of parliaments to seven years, ex­
�andmg the use of "placemen" in the Commons, and passing restric-tions on ope 1· • I n po 1tica expression. We cannot pass off each of thesemeasures as being attributable simply to the fact that Robert Walpole,
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Wh. leader was corrupt or to this being part of the spirit of thethe 1g , . . , 
tunes. Whig corruption was possible because of Parl�am�nt s absolute

Changes like this would not have been possible m the Dutchpower. 
Republic. . . . 

By extending the term of parliaments, the Whigs made it easi�r to

maintain their majority. The Septennial Act of 1715 stated that elections

must occur at least once every seven years, and it would remain in place 

until 1911. With a long statutory term like this, a majority would find it

more likely that they would be able to time elections in a way that best

suited them. 
To justify the Sept_ennial Act, Whig leaders could not simply say that

they were seeking to preserve their majority. The Act's supporters in­

stead offered the justification that the Triennial Act, and the frequent

elections it entailed, had stirred up public passions to such a degree that

electioneering became a game of slander. It is true that even twenty­

first-century purveyors of fake news would have been impressed by

some of the vitriol that appeared in British print publications at this

time.
54 

By introducing the number of "placemen" in Parliament, the "\\Thig
majority also helped reinforce its position through patronage. W�uld-be

reformers had sought rules stipulating that members of Parliament

could not simultaneously hold offices remunerated by the state. During
the tenure of Sir Robert Walpole, the "\\Thigs went in exactly the oppo­
site direction. He significantly expanded the number of placemen in
Parliament and stipulated that placeholders were required to vote wi:11
his Ministry on all bills. This made it much easier to retain a substantial
Whig majority in the Commons.55 In other cases, Walpole use� o�t­
right bribery to win elections and to solidify his parliamentary ma1onty.
In doing so some of the publications that he sponsored explicitly sup­
ported corruption. Corruption was said to be "a result of the present 

h aff; , »56circumstances of the world the natural condition of uman arrs. 
From 1715 onward, the �g majority in the Commons also p�riodi­

cally took steps to quell any sort of"disturbances" that might disrupt 

their rule. In 1715, and at several points thereafter, they suspended ha­
beas corpus. With the Riot Act of 1714, the Whig majority made it
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possible for local authorities to declare any gathering of twelve or morepeople to be unlawful. The Riot Act would not be officially repealeduntil 1967. 
The Whig Supremacy marked a period of political stability for GreatBritain with a simultaneous move away from democracy. The periodthat followed-one in which no single party dominated Parliament­would see increased accusations of bribery and corruption. One popu­lar cartoon from 1774 depicts the prime minister, Lord North, standingover a stream of sewage portraying those who had received bribes.JohnWilkes is shown with a broom stating that he will "stem the stream.•s1This of course bears an uncanny resemblance to the contemporaryclaim in U.S. politics that someone needs to "drain the swamp." Formany in the American colonies, his case illustrated everything that wascorrupt and tyrannical about the British parliamentary system.

England versus the Dutch Republic
To get a better sense of how the English pattern of assembly governancewas fundamentally new, we can compare it to the Dutch Republic. TheDutch Republic also had a strong set of representative institutions, butthey were more characteristic of early democracy than moderndemocracy. 

The Dutch Republic had a complicated set of governing assembliesthat bewildered some outsiders, particularly those used to a more cen­tralized approach to politics. There were assemblies at the level of eachtown, at the level of each province, and then an estates general for therepublic as a whole. It was ultimately the towns that had the power inthis system. 58 Individual towns bound their deputies to higher-level as­semblies with strict mandates. In another characteristic of early democ­racy, there was a strong notion that each major town needed to agree toa proposal for it to pass, and they could opt out of measures with whichthey disagreed. Individual towns had the right to regulate trade, marketentry, and even citizenship rights. 59 Governance inside the towns of the�utch �epublic involved limited participation that tended to becomeincreasingly oligarchic over time. 60 
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d t • useful for illustrating how perplexing outsiders often One anec o e is 
th D t h system of government.61 During the 1660s the Frenchfound e u c 

· · h h h L · b • fl tered into a military alliance wit t e Dute . oms Crown ne yen 
d hi ministers repeatedly remarked that it was a chore to try to Wms 

J,a 'th ntry whose assemblies seemed to have as many wuerent dealw1 acou 
. . th e were participants. Louis dismissively called the Dutch opuuons as er 

Re ublic an etat populaire or "popular state" and the best strat�gy he

co!ld think of was to write the Dutch patronizing letters expressmg an
tal exasperation with their system of governance. almost paren . . . 

The great irony of the Dutch political system is that this was a d�s-

. tl dern set of arrang· ements in a country that has otherwise tine y premo 
,,62 . kin been said to have had the "first modern economy. It is worth as 

_g
whether premodern Dutch politics ultimately hampered eco

_
nom�c

th whereas England's more modern institutions fostered it. This 
::;help explain why the Industrial Revolution happened in England 
and not the Netherlands.63

Several words of caution should be heard before we consider this 
problem. The first issue is that it is inevitably difficult to find an exp Ian

� 
tion for something that happened only once; only one coun� coul
be the first to industrialize. The second issue is that there are emmently 
plausible economic answers to the· "Why England?" that ha�e little to
nothing to do with political institutions. Robert ��n,: promment ec�­
nomic historian, has made the case that industnalization happened m 
England first because English wages were high, creating a dem:11d for
labor substitutes, and because available energy was cheap, creating the 

1 • d 64 It wasnot possibility of substitution once new techno og1es emerge 

. th th coal deposits located because England had a parliament at ere were 

near Manchester. Nor is it likely that high wag es for laborers pr�vailed
• osed exclusively ofbecause of a Parliament that at the time was comp . . . 

k £ B 'ti h ollticalmsti­wealth holders. The best case one could ma e or n s P 
• h 1 d ate the space for the tutions is that a parliamentary regIIDe e pe ere . . 

• d f rimental scientific type of technical innovations-derive rom expe 

knowledge-that allowed industrialization to take place. 
. • an consider the mun-As one measure of the pace of innovation, we c · . 65
d d th D t h Republic over time. ber of patents awarded in Englan an e u c 
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Figure 9.2 shows the numb er of atents b 
ries for the Netherland b . � 

Y twenty-year period. The se-

asserted it . d d 
s egms m 1575, just after the Dutch Republic 

s m epen ence fro s · 66 

begins in 1617 toward th d 
m
f 

pa1�. The senes for Great Britain 
. e en o the reign of] I 67Wh 

• 

mnovation the N th 1 d 
ames • en 1t came to 

' e er an s at first o t h E 
the content of some f th 

u s one ngla nd. If we considered 

Duringhisre· J 

O ese patents, the comparison is even starker. 
ign, ames I of England h d d 

to individuals �0 d 
an e out patents as special favors 

11 r pro ucts that d"d 
May 1 in the ye 6 N' 

1 not represent an innovation-on 
ar I 17, icholas Hill d 

to print drawing . 
yar was granted the exclusive right

s, engravmgs and t • f h 
demonstrated skill . h· 

' 6 por raits O t e king, based on his 
. m t 1s area 8 Thi • 

poly rather than an "d . 
• . s was Simply conferring a mono•

ai to mnovation. 
What is equally strikin • p· 

of patent issuance afte b
g m igure 9-21s that despite a rapid early pace

• 
1 r a out a century th f 

m the Netherland 1 
e rate o economic innovation 

s s owed dram f all 
patent issuance incr d dr 

a IC Y. As this happened, the pace of 
ease amaf all • E IC Y m ngland, particularly from the 
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mid-eighteenth century onward. 1he most common story that many

would tell for England is that the Glorious Revolution of 1688 helped 

improve the security of property. Perhaps, but if so it took about sixty

years for the effect to kick in as far as the production of patents is con­

cerned. Rather than suggesting that property was insecure before 1688,

it might b e more accurate to say that English institutions after 1688 did

not get in thewayofinnovation once it did begin to accelerate. There is

also an alternative variant to this story, recently proposed by Bas van

BaveI.69 He argues that stagnation in the Dutch Republic was driven by

the way that rising wealth inequality gave elites increased power to re­

shape political institutions to make them more exclusive and to create

barriers to entry into markets, hobbling growth. 

To get a better sense of how English political institutions mattered 

for development, consider the following fact: eighteenth-century eco­

nomic progress benefited from Parliament 's protection of property, but

it also at times depended on the ability of Parliament to override local

rights. This was a way in which the English Parliament in terms of its

prerogatives more strongly resembled autocracies than early democra­

cies.70 The spread of canals and turnpikes in Great Britain was made 

possible precisely by private Acts of Parliament that overrode the inter­

ests of some landowners. Turnpike trusts set up in England were given

powers of eminent domain.71 No such developments could take place 

in the Dutch system where the structure of political systems gave local

interests blocking power. Despite its autocratic constitution, ancien re­

gime France was also characterized by institutions that gave local inter­

ests considerable blocking power. It was only after the centralizing re­

forms of the French Revolution that large-scale investments could be 

made that raised agricultural productivity.72 

England's Failure to Complete the Transition

to Modern Democracy.

England was the first country to have a modern representative 

assembly-one with full powers and no mandates-but it was not the 

first to establish modern democracy because it delayed so long in
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expanding the suffrage. One of the paradoxes ofE 1. h Ii 
opment is that while the English pioneered the d 

ng
l
1s po 'tica] deve}. 

. . . . 
eve opment of d 

cratic 1deas-mcludmg the idea that all (men) sh uld h 
emo-

Id fir b . , 
o ave the vote-·1

wou st e m England s colonies in the New Wi Id th . 1

h (ti hi ) 
or at this would 

appen or w te men . This puzzle offers us an im t 
think b 

por ant opportunity 
to a out when democracy is possible. 

Serious discussions of universal male suffrage in England be Wi 
the Revolution of the 1640s. The Revolution saw th d 1 gan 

th 

nl f . e eve opment not
o yo r adically egalitarian ideas but also of a potent newt l r 

· th 
oo 1or coer-

cion: e New Model Army. 73 This was a form of m 'lit . . 
substantially more robust than the ad hoc militias� t �� 

orgaru
d
zation 

d · . 
a a prece edit 

an m a sense 1t was the modem era's first professional standin 
The problem was that if the New Model Army would a:

g �y. 

d ti · 
prove euect1ve at 

e eating the monarchy under Charles I, it would prove equally effectiv 
at stamping out the most ardent supporters of democracy within ·ts e 
ranks. 

1 own 

ti 
To �derstand the radical nature of seventeenth-century proposals

�r uruversal suffrage, we need to consider electoral practice at the time.
Smee 1429 the suffrage for elections of knights of the shire to Parfiam t 

�
o

ad b
:

n _
res�icted to individuals with a freehold that would re�:

th� s
. �gs 10 rent per year. For comparison, an unskilled laborer in

ti 
uilding tr ade in southern England at this time would have made 

our pence per day, or about fifty shillings a year. A skilled craftsman
would have made b t .6. 

fli 
a ou seventy- ve shillings a year.74 The justification

o ered for the forty-shilling rule was as follows.

Item, whereas the elect· fkn· h ions o 1g ts of the shires chosen to come 
to the parliaments f th ki 0 e ng, m many counties of England, have 
now 

1

°f
d
late been made by very great, and excessive number of 

peop e welling with' th 10 e same counties of the which most part 
was by people of 11 b 
h 

sma su stance, or no value, whereof every of 
t em pretended a • • al 

. h h 
voice equiv ent, as to such elections to be made 

wit t e most worth kn' h Y 1g ts and esquires dwelling within the 
same counties• whereb I h . • Y mans aug ters, riots, batteries, and divi· 
sions among the geotlemen and other people of the same counties,
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shall very likely rise and be, unless convenient remedy be provided

in this behalf.75 

Over time the forty-shilling rule would represent a very significant

restriction on the suffrage, one that survived until 1832. At the time it

was passed, however, the rule represented more of a clarification of who

could vote rather than a new restriction.76 A forty-shilling freehold was

a restriction but not a sufficiently tight one to restrict electoral participa­

tion to only great magnates. In one voting tally from Nottinghamshire

in the fifteenth century, there were 625 participants in an election. Based

on population estimates, this would have represented about 4 percent

of adult males in the county.77 

By 1630 the forty-shilling restriction on voting in shire elections had

been in place for two centuries. In a famous account of the 1630s and

164os, the British Marxist historian Christopher Hill argued that England

during these years witnessed substantial class antagonism fed by eco­

nomic depression.78 In this environment radical clerics began contesting

both crucial elements of church doctrine and est ablished relationships

between elites and masses. The emergence of the Levellers and the Dig­

gers, two radical movements associated with the New Model Army, oc­

curred around the same time. The Levellers focused primarily on issues

of constitutional reform while the Diggers ( who called themselves the 

True Levellers) advocated more direct efforts to est ablish economic

equility.79 The Levellers had an explicit political agenda that included

some elements that have become standard in modern democracy.

One of the Leveller demands was to have frequent elections. This was

a desire that British colonists in North America would subsequently share,

as would the Anti-federalists in the debate over the U.S. Constitution.

A second Leveller demand involved a call for what amounted �o near

universal male suffrage. In their Agreement of the Free People of England,

published on May 1, 1649, four Leveller leaders called for exp anded suf­

frage along the following lines .

All men of the age of one and twenty yeers and upwards (not being

servants, or receiving alms, or having served the late King in Arms or

voluntary Contribution) shall have their voices: and be capable of
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being elected to the Supreme Trust, those who served the king bein disabled for ten years only. 80 g 

The sentiment in favor of universal suffrage was hardly shared by allwithin the New Model Anny. The army was led by a set of senior officerscommonly known as the "grandees." The grandees had used the idea ofan ideological movement to mobilize an army, and the Levellers were amajor part of this. Had the Leveller movement succeeded in bringingabout an expansion in voting rights, this would have fit with the patternwe have seen elsewhere in this book. When elites need to mobilize theirpeople for war, they often agree to allow these people to have politicalrights that did not previously exist. But by 1649 the problem for theLevellers was that the Civil War was over, Charles I had been beheaded ,and their side had won. The question for the grandees was whether tolead a social revolution that would democratize England or to insteadleave existing hierarchies in place. 81 
The initial discontent of the Levellers against the grandees stemmedfrom arrears of pay within the New Model Army-a tried and true mo­tivation for army revolts throughout human history. In this instance, therevolt quickly developed into a much broader conflict over differingpolitical agendas. 82 The best known of the grandees were Thomas Fair­fax, Henry Ireton, and Oliver Cromwell. They came from among theranks of England's landed gentry. Not coincidentally, the grandees alsofavored a suffrage that would be restricted to landowners. Ireton justi­fied this in the following terms:

I think that no person hath a right to an interest or share in the dis­posing of the affairs of the kingdom, and in determining or choosingthose that shall determine what laws we shall be ruled by here-noperson hath a right to this, that hath not a permanent fixed interestin this kingdom. 83 

In calling for near universal suffrage, the Leveller leaders, John Lil;burne, William Walwyn, Thomas Prince, and Richard Overton, antici•pated what would become a key element of modern democracy. Butthey went even further than this in calling for something not presenttoday: elections on an annual basis.
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d declare: That the next & al future Representatives, shall �� m 

d h . • � II power for the space of one whole year: an that t e continue m1u 
h 11 f course ch use a Parliament once every year so as all eople s a O ' 

p 
b thereof may be in a capacity to meet, and take place ofthemem ers 

• Representative: the first Thursday m every August forthe foregoing 
) ·f G d O please. (Agreement of the Free People of England even ° s 

bl for the Leveller leaders was that by the time they pub-The pro em 
Th h• •r sto they were already locked up in the Tower. elished t is man11e , 

. 1 er. that the Levellers hoped to see would not be imp e-broad suurage 
d • E land until 1918-a very long time between the genera-mente m ng . 

(£ f: . f .d nd its application. Near universal suffrage or reet1on o an i ea a . . h • al ) Id be implemented in the American colonies muc white m es wou 
Ii d the call for annual elections of the legislature would be-ear er, an 

h US come an Anti-federalist rallying cry during the debates over t e . . 
Constitution. 

There may be many reasons for the failure of the Leveller_s to achieve
their political goals. As part of these, it is hard to escape the nnpo�tance 
of the New Model Army. What has often been call�d the w�rld s first 
modern military force allowed for the creation of a dictatorship, at least 
for a time and as long as one had the loyalty of the army, there was not 
much to �tand in one's way. Had the English Revolution not seen_the
establishment of such a potent military force, it is possible that things 
would have turned out differently.

Conclusion 

Developments in Great Britain went halfway to modern democra� As 
1 • t • es from early m the was the case with so many other European po 1 1 , 

h terized by active assem-medieval era English governance was c arac 
blies. What was different was that from a very early date-long bef�re 

b c M Carta-these assemblies the Norman conquest and long e1ore agna . . took on a centralized character where the king had a stronger pos�tion 
than was the case elsewhere. This pattern would continue, and it re-

all d•cr t kind of parliament. sulted in England having a fundament y 1ueren 
During the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries English 
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monarchs were able to establish a practice that repr esentatives top li 
ment should not be bound by mandates. This was th.i 

ar a-
. . some ng that mon

archs elsewhere m Europe tned to achieve but neve "th h' r WI t Is degre f
success. After 1688 and the establishment ofparli 

eo 

th 
amentary suprem 

e absence of mandates would result in a high d f 
. acy,

. . egree o cohesion and
capacity for the national legislative body. This allo d p 1. 

l . . we ar iament to
p ay an active role m the economv but it also mad r " e ror a government
that was more distant from the people. Ultimatelv E 1 d d' 

l 
n ng an 1d not

comp ete the transition to modern democracy because it d 1 d r 
ru . e• � 

sever centuries before establishing universal suffr A . . 
th . 

age. swewillseem 
e n�xt chapter, It took a very different set of conditions in North

Amenca �o produce this outcome. 

10 

Democracy-and 
Slavery-in America 

WHILE GREAT BRITAIN LED the way by establishing a new form of

representative government, it was Americans who developed some­

thing closer to modern democracy. One view of democracy in America

is that it did not really take flight until the Revolution. It was at this

point that Americans, as a result of an intellecturu effervescence, created

a modern democratic state, and this then spread to the rest of the Euro­

pean world. It is undeniable that the American experiment inspired

revolutionaries elsewhere. But to understand the origins of democracy

in America we need to realize that it wasn't the intellecturu develop­

ments of the late eighteenth century that produced it. Democracy in

America emerged from earlier British ideas that were transplanted into

a new environment. It was an environment where there was nothing

resembling a state, where land was abundant relative to labor, and where

those who sought to rule had no choice but to seek the consent of the·

governed. In other words, these are exactly the conditions where de­

mocracy would be expected to flourish. This would quickly translate

itself into a situation where, from the seventeenth century, a broad suf­

frage for white mrues prevailed. For Africans the story would be very

different. I will show how the same underlying conditions that pro­

duced democracy for white colonists also encouraged the invention and

expansion of chattel slavery. 

225 



226 CHAPTER 10 

Early Colonial Assemblies

Historians seem to agree on the following basic point While th h • osew 0first established British colonies in the New World often intended togovern them in a top-down, bureaucratic way, things turned out to beradically different. To understand this process, we need to first chart thedevelopment of popular assemblies in colonial America. The story ofcol�nial assem�lies in No�th �erica casts doubt on any simple expla­nation suggestmg that this was Just a British transplant. There is littledoubt that without the British parliamentary tradition, the NorthAmerican colonists would have had less of a repertoire for goverru· ng,But the colonists also took things in a much more democratic directionthan had ever been done in England. Participation (for free white men)was broader than it would be in England until the late nineteenthcentury. Elections were much more frequent than the seven-year inter­val that would prevail in England from 1716 until 1911. In several colonies,people also had opportunities to control representatives in betweenelections by using impeachment or by issuing explicit instructions ormandates. 
Fiftyyears ago, two scholars at Harvard offered alternative interpreta·tions of why colonial American institutions resembled early democracy.For Samuel Huntington, a political scientist, this was all about inherit·ing English political ideas characteristic of the Tudor period (1485-

1603).1 For Bernard Bailyn, a historian, the explanation lay with thematerial conditions that prevailed in North America. By altering thebalance between rulers and ruled, these conditions pushed the colonistsback to an earlier form of governance. The evidence fits Bailyn's inter­pretation better, and it also fits closely with the explanations for earlydemocracy that I have offered throughout this book. For Huntington, early American colonists inherited views from the
Tudor era. In his words, "The English colonists took these late medievaland Tudor political ideas, practices and institutions across the Atlanticwith them during the great migrations in the first half of the seventeenthcentury."2 But Huntington ignored the fact that colonial American in·stitutions were much more democratic than Tudor institutions in their
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h During Queen Elizabeth I's entire forty-five-year reign later p ases. 
Only ten parliaments held, and only one of these lasted morethere were 
Compare that frequency with American colonial assembliesthan a year. 

t Very Year During the Tudor era only a very small fraction of thatme e 
adult males would have had the right to vote. In colonial assemblies a

broad manhood suffrage prevailed from the start. very 
l bl" B . · h . For Bernard Bailyn, colonia assem 1es were a ntis practice, re-

fracted to reflect North American conditions. He expressed this idea in
the following terms. 

What had taken pl�ce in the earlier years of colonial history was the 
partial re-creation, as a matter of fact and not of theory, of a kind of 
representation that had flourished in medieval England but that had 
faded and had been superseded by another during the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. 3 

That earlier system Bailyn referred to was one where representatives 
were akin to attorneys operating under strict mandates from their con­
stituents. Bailyn argued that the reason why colonial governments 
adopted this system is that they had no choice. In a vast area with a weak 
central government, individual towns had a high degree of autonomy, 
and they saw themselves more as aiding the central government than 
being aided by it. _ _ . 

As I said above, those who initially founded the British colorues m 
North America often had no intention of furthering the cause of democ­
racy. This was most evident in the case of Virginia where a joint stock 
company based in London held ultimate control; the initial gove�e�t
on the ground at Jamestown was strictly hierarchical. It was also m evi­
dence in Massachusetts where Puritan settlers formed a government 
based on exclusion of the "unworthY:'4 

What took place soon after the initial settlements was that the circum­
stances to which Bailyn referred pushed in the direction of democracy. 
Other scholars have made analogous arguments. A high ratio ofland �o 
labor, combined with the absence of anything resembling a bureaucratic 
state, made consensual governance a necessity. J. R. Pole argued that 
colonial assemblies became a necessity because the London-based joint 
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stock companies that had "control" of the colonies were 1·ust th at, com.parries, and not state bureaucracies-they lacked the mean t ru] s O eontheir own.5 

Massachusetts 

In the case of Massachusetts, after a few decades, settlements were dis­persed across a wide territory, making the exercise of hierarchical con­trol from Boston difficult if not impossible. Nothing resembling a statewith coercive power existed, and the legacy of this was apparent even
as late as Alexis de Tocqueville's visit to America in the 18Jos. He re­
marked that in New England, towns and their assemblies had preceded
the construction of a state.6 In the absence of a state, the only alterna­
tive, as we have seen in so many other societies, was to rule by consent,
in this case through what would become known as the New England
town meeting. As one historian put it, "The town meeting solved the
problem of enforcement by evading it."7 Without coercive institutions
or a bureaucracy, it was logical that all should have the right to vote in
order to build consensus. 

The Massachusetts Body of Liberties of 1641 established a broad
manhood suffrage along the following lines: "The Freemen of every
Towneship shall have the power to make such by laws and constitutions
as may conceme the welfare of their Townes."8 In addition it was speci­
fied that "It is the constant libertie of the freemen of this plantation to
choose yearly at the Court of Election out of the freemen all the general
officers of this Jurisdiction."9 

What we have here is an extraordinary statement about a broad
suffrage. It cannot be said to have derived from Puritan ideology
because the Puritan leaders themselves did not support it. In the 1630s
John Winthrop had argued against a greater role for elections to the
General Court, the assembly of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. To
bolster his case Winthrop invited John Cotton, a prominent minister,
to give a sermon to the General Court where he preached against the
dangers of excess democracy.10 Puritan ministers favored a suffrage
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. ted to members of their church and a deferential relationship be­restnc 
,een governor and governed equivalent to what they saw as appropri-

:e between man and wife.11 Nor can it be said to derive simply from

English ideas or practice. In 1641 the Levellers had not yet pronounced

in favor of a broad suffrage, and they were ultimately unsuccessful in

achieving that goal. 
The General Court first met in 1634. Initially, the idea was that all free

men should attend, but the onerous nature of this task quickly resulted

in a system of representation with individual towns or plantations se­

lecting representatives.12 These representatives were selected by a broad
franchise. In 1691, when the Province of Massachusetts Bay was estab­

lished, the qualifications for the suffrage were set at either holding land
that would rent for forty shillings a year or holding forty pounds sterling
of property. This was a clear imitation of English practice, but while the
forty-shilling rule was a very significant restriction of the franchise in
England, in the North American context of broad landownership, this
was much less so. Scholars generally assume that most free men retained
the right to vote, and there is concrete evidence to back this up. Esti­
mates for eighteen Massachusetts towns during the eighteenth century
show that on average 72 percent of adult males could vote.13

In thinking about assembly development in Massachusetts, it is also
hard to miss the obvious link with taxation. In the absence of state
power to tax, governance by consent was the necessary alternative. As
a joint stock company, the Massachusetts Bay Company did not have a
right to tax its stockholders, and so, logically, it did not have a right to
tax the residents of the colony either. This created an opening for the
General Court at its first meeting in 1634 to assert that it alone had the
right to levy taxes. But the General Court did not have much capacity
to collect taxes either. The Reverend John Cotton might have done
something like exhort people to pay their taxes, but he had no means to
assess and collect them. When taxes were levied, it was left to the indi­
vidual towns of the colony to do the job.14 This was the pattern of de­
centralized tax enforcement of a sort that had existed in a great many
early democracies.
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Virginia 

The establishment of the Chesapeake Bay colonies followed a very dif.
ferent process from that in Massachusetts, but here too local realiti 
eventually pushed political institutions in a more democrati·c d' . esrrection.
The settlement at Jamestown in 1607 was established by the v· • . . . 1rgm1a 
Company of London with the hope of discovering gold and silver. The 
company had full rights to manage the affairs of the settlement as it saw 
fit, and the initial idea was that it would do so through a small council 
of individuals that it itself chose. This was not a democracy, and there 
was no intention of establishing anything resembling a representative 
government. As the Jamestown settlers struggled with problems of dis­
ease, starvation, and lawlessness, the initial response of the authorities 
was to crack down in the most authoritarian way with severe and sum­
mary punishments. 

. Two critical events ended up changing colonial governance in Virginia 
m the most drastic way possible. The first was a shift in who controlled 
the Virginia Company back in London. The second was the European 
discovery of how to cultivate tobacco for export. There was no silver or 
gold to be found, but this turned out to be a good substitute. 

In 1619, Edwyn Sandys became the new treasurer ( equivalent to gov­
ernor) of the Virginia Company based in London. Sandys was a promi­
nent politician and Member of the House of Commons who was known 
for being a leader of the "opposition" to James I. Sandys advocated mu­
tual rights between king and people.15 The motivation for his program 
tells us much about the conditions that led to the development of de­
mocracy in colonial America. Facing an insufficient number of people 
willing to settle in Virginia, Sandys set about finding people who might 
deliver potential migrants from among the ranks of the poor while also 
providing inducements for people to migrate voluntarily. 

Sandys solicited local justices of the peace in England for youths 
of fifteen years and over who were "burdensome to the Parish where 
they live." If the parish contributed five pounds sterling, the company 
�ould then organize for the transport of a youth to Virginia where-as 
it was put-they "shalbe entertayned in good manner as servants and 
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t·zes "16 The end result for many was not very entertaining. Mostappren 1 
f the arrivals at Jamestown during this period found a colony that was

�-equipped for large numbers, and they soon died from starvation, dis-

ease, or both.17 

1he second strategy Sandys pursued was to offer more favorable con-

ditions in Virginia through land grants and democratic rights. To this

end, the company gave grants ofland to settlers who had already been

there for some time. It also sought to attract new settlers with programs

vhere they would sharecrop on company land for a certain time; after
\ 

18 

that they would control land of their own. 

In addition to land grants, the company also laid out a framework for 

a more democratic form of governance in Virginia. Day-to-day affairs in 

the colony would be managed by the governor and council. Important 

affairs would now be managed jointly with a general assembly composed 

of two burgesses from each of eleven different settlements in the colony. 

In establishing this practice, the company made clear that decisions 

should be made by a majority and that the burgesses would be chosen 

by the "inhabitants." Though the company did not explicitly state that 

there should be a broad suffrage, this was the clear implication.19 

The first democratic assembly of European settlers in North America 

took place between July 30 and August 4, 1619, at Jamestown. It was 

composed of the governor and the council, who had been chosen by 

the Virginia Company, and two representatives from eleven different 

settlements. This first assembly, however, was not a great success, as 

many of its members fell ill in the hot summer weather. 

In conclusion, the whole Assembly comaunded the Speak.er ( as nowe 

he doth) to present their humble excuse to the Treasurer Counsell & 

Company in England for being constrained by the in temperature of 

the weather and the falling sick of diverse of the Burgesses to break 

up so abruptly.
20 

It is a testimony to the link between taxation and representation that_ 
one thing the Virginia assembly members did still manage to do before 

they adjourned was to levy an initial tax on tobacco to support local 

officials. When subsequent attempts were made by the council to levy
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0 e irst eneral Assembly of Vll'ginia. Source: Proceedings o IncGeneral Assembl., 01 Vi' • • i I •;, :, irgm,a, ,u � Jo-August 4, 1619, ed. William van Schreeven and GeorgeReese (Jamestown:Janiestown Foundation of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 1969);
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taxes on its own, the assembly successfully asserted its prerogatives in
the area.21 Poll taxes were collected by justices of the peace.22 These
were officials appointed by the council, so this differed from the pattern
in Massachusetts. 

Maryland 

Unlike in Virginia and Massachusetts, the founding charter of Mary­
land allowed explicitly for an assembly of free men to assist the propri­
etary governor, Cecilius Calvert, in managing the affairs of the col­
ony.23 But the charter also gave Calvert an essentially monarchical role 
in passing law. His initial attitude with respect to assemblies was to 
attempt to preserve this prerogative and to ignore the stipulation in 
Maryland's charter that governance should allow for the "advice, as­
sent, and approbation of the free-men" of the colony.24 The first Mary­
land assembly took place soon after the colony's initial settlement in 
1634-a meeting that all free men were to attend. 25 The tiny size of the 
colony's population made this feasible. As had happened in Massachu­
setts, this soon evolved into a representative system in which most free 
men had the right to vote. 

Among the three colonies I have considered here, Maryland is the 
case where hierarchical, autocratic control persisted the longest, but the 
problem was that without the possibility of any state coercion, it simply 
did not work. For significant amounts of time, efforts by proprietary 
governors in Maryland to ignore demands made from the assembly led 
to the ungovemability of the province. The other element that undid 
the governors was that without any means of raising revenue on their 
own, they were forced to rely on the assembly for help. As one observer 
said, "The Burgesses hold the purse in their hands or at least hold the 
Strings:'26

It took a bit longer for the voice of the citizenry to be heard in Mary­
land, but the end result was the same as in the other colonies. By 1715 
the Assembly of Maryland became the venue in which the elected rep­
resentatives of free men in the colony could express their will, including
byvetoing legislation. 
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A Broad (White, Manhood) Suffrage
We can see from the assemblies in Massachusetts Vi'rcn · d , 0.rua, an M

ary
.land that long before American independence the Briti h I . , s co orues inNorth America distinguished themselves by having ab d ffr . �m�In fact, rn several early cases they had unrestricted suffrage b r: lim erore ita-tions were subsequently put into place. In Great Britain at this timepro�ably less than� percent of adult males enjoyed the r ight to vote inparliamentary elections. So how did this happen?

Ideas about democracy must certainly have helped in the achieve-ment of a broad suffrage in North America but we need t b , o remem erthat the radical ideas that emerged in Great Britain were never actual! implemented there. The broad suffrage envisioned by the Leveller�would only be implemented in England with a delay of more than twocenturies, and even then, only gradually. So there must have been some­thing else that was different between the English and the North Ameri­can contexts. 
Just as it favored the development of colonial assemblies, the needfor labor also placed pressures on political elites in the colonies to offer

an expanded suffrage. To investigate the colonial suffrage, we can em­ploy the same framework we have used throughout this book. One criti­
cal �actor we considered was the ability of people to find satisfactory
options elsewhere if they are unhappy with how they are being treated.
In the case of Great Britain's North American colonies there are two
ques�ons to ask here. The first is whether people would have an option
to exit to alternative venues if they were unhappy once they arrived. As
we already considered, the existence of abundant land would have made
this feasible. We then also need to ask a second question. What might
prompt people to migrate from Great Britain in the first place?

In Great Britain unskilled laborers had few political rights, but during
tbe s

_
eventeenth century they experienced a steady increase in the wages

received, and this affected the bargain that colonial American elites
needed to offer to get them to migrate. From the early sixteenth century,
�ages for unskilled laborers in London rose continuously. By the begin·
rungs of Am • I • . •. . encan co oruzation these wages were higher than in other

0 
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FIGURE 10.2. British living standards in comparison. The figure shows welfare ratios 

based on twenty-five-year averages for select locations in the Old and New Worlds. 
Source: Allen, Murphy, and Schneider 2.012. 

European cities, and this divergence would only increase over time. 
Figure 10.2 shows this trend using welfare ratios that represent how far 
above the subsistence level a family with one wage earner would have 
been. The seventeenth-century increase in the welfare ratio was not only 
a London trend. Data from southern English towns show a similarly 
rapid increase, albeit from a lower starting point. 

To entice people to migrate from Great Britain, colonial American 
wages obviously needed to be sufficiently high, and the data suggest that 
this was the case. Both in terms of nominal wages and welfare ratios, 
available evidence suggests that standards of living for unskilled labor­
ers were similar in the colonies and in England. 27 However, data on 
emigration rates suggest that the number of people leaving the British 
Isles fell from approximately seven thousand per year in the early part 
of the seventeenth century to only three thousand per year by the
century's end. 28
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Beyond high wages, the attraction of having the right t ovotewasan
other factor that was used to entice migrants to North Am . enca-hi h
wages and political rights were complementary enticem t Th g ens. epoliti
cal scientist Elena Nikolova and the economist Roger c I 

. . . ong eton have 
each made this claun, and N1kolova has provided statistical 'd 

• 29 . 
evi enceto

support it. While seventeenth-century conditions pushed· t... In1avorofa
very broad manho�d suffrage, two eighteenth-century developments led
to some back-tracking. The first of these involved pressure from British
royal authorities to regulate the suffrage. The second was that in th
southern colonies, as the number of African slaves arri·VIn· · de. g Increase 
dramatically, there was less incentive for elites to offer the suffrage 10
�oorwhites because they had less need for their labor. 30 The restrictions
imposed on the suffrage in Virginia were indeed more significant th
those imposed in Massachusetts. In Massachusetts, on average abo:
three-quarters of free adult males could vote, and voting rates in indi­
vidual towns ranged from so to 90 percent. In Essex County, Vrrginia,at
around the same time an average of 54 percent of males voted.31 So the
white male suffrage was narrower in Virginia, though not dramatically so.

Origins of American Slavery 

The story of democracy in America is sometimes told in a way that is
divorce� from the history of slavery. The factors leading to democracy
are considered on their own, and the same is done for slavery. But if we
dig d�eper we can see that the same underlying factor oflabor scarcity
contributed both to the granting of political rights to whites and to the
enslavement of Africans. I make no claim here to be the first scholar to
examine the links between American slavery and American freedom,
as Edmund Morgan referred to it in the title of his 1975 book.32 Whatl
want to instead suggest is that the foundations of both democracy and
�lavery in America fit with a broader theme that I have emphasized: the
im�ortance of land abundance ( and consequent labor scarcity) and exit
options. ..· 

To consider this argument we need to first take a short detour through
the theory oflab • or coercion as presented by several econom1sts. In 1970,
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m;st named Evsey Domar wrote an article titled "The Causes
an econOuu 
f Slavery or Serfdom" that neatly encapsulated an argument that

;ome historians had made: a condition oflabor scarcity creates incen­

. e
0r those who own land to develop coercive labor arrange­

uves I' 
t 33 In a nutshell, if we imagine a world where land and labor are

mens. 
the two factors of production, then ifland is sufficiently abundant rela-

tive to labor, controlling a lot ofland on its own will not be the route

to wealth-you need to instead find a way to control people. Historians

of recolonial Africa have often suggested that in an environment of
P 11 

• • • b 
land abundance, slavery natura y arose as an mst1tution ecause con-

trolling people was so valuable. But there's a problem here. As we saw

in chapters 2 and 3, it has also been argued by historians of precolonial

Africa that land abundance led to early democracy. As long as people

could move elsewhere, or so the story goes, then ruling in a coercive

way was not feasible.
The question of when labor scarcity leads to coercion and when it

instead leads to freedom has been answered by Daron Acemoglu and

Alexander Wolitsky, two economists who present a theoretical model

that expands upon Domar's original insight. 34 As Domar suggested,

labor scarcity can lead to the development of more coercive labor ar­

rangements because labor is more valuable. However, as labor scarcity

increases, it also means that anyone forced by you to work may find that

escape options elsewhere become more appealing. The final outcome

depends on which one of the above two outcomes dominates-people

who get enslaved are those who do not have a good "outside option."

Let us return to the context of the Chesapeake colonies in North

America in the late seventeenth century. Many British migrants to the

Chesapeake came under indentured servant contracts. Some of these

arrangements were purely voluntary and others less so, as individuals

might be swooped up from the streets of London, sold out of orphan­

ages to eager recruiters, or otherwise shipped off against their will. In

some cases, the word "slave" was even used to refer to these individu­

als.35 So, on August 7, 16601 the employer of a servant named Ann Parker

stood accused in Middlesex County Court in London of illegally selling

her "for a slave to Virginia." By the time Ann Parker was sold, Parliament
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had enacted punitive statutes against this practice, but those wh . owere picked up on the streets of London and shipped to Virginia in earlierdecades had no such legal protection, nor would Africans receive it until
much, much later. 36 

The early days of forced shipment of English to Virginia sounds likeit would have been an environment ripe for servitude once they gotthere. In fact, it did not always work that way. Once they finished theirperiod of indenture, many English migrants established farms of theirown. This exit option must have been facilitated by the fact that they
looked like Vrrginia's existing British colonists, and they also sounded
like them. They would have also shared a host of other cultural com­
monalities. In other words, they had a good outside option.

Now consider the case of Africans in Virginia, Maryland, and the
other British colonies in North America who began arriving in 1619. Tue
earliest African arrivals to Virginia and Maryland came in a variety of
situations. Some were free and remained so, some were indentured
under term contracts analogous to those of many white migrants, and
some came entirely unfree. 37 Outside options also mattered for Afri.
cans, and for several obvious reasons they were much worse than those
for white migrants. Africans looked different than English people, they
most often would not have arrived speaking English, or being aware of
English cultural practices, and there is plenty of evidence that people in
Elizabethan and Jacobean England associated dark skin with inferiority
or other negative qualities. 38 Outside options for Africans were remote
to nonexistent 

The sustairiability of slavery in colonies like Virginia and Maryland
depended on Africans not being able to escape and find labor elsewhere.
For slave owners it of course helped that they had the law on their side.
This law evolved quickly to define exactly what a "slave" was, there hav­
ing been no prior juridical definition of the term. Africans were now to
be slaves whereas kidnapped British boys were bound by "the custom
of the country," meaning that eventual release could be expected.39 

We can now see how an environment ofland abundance and labor
scarcity led simultaneously to greater political rights for white migrants
and to enslavement for Africans. But to understand slavery's expansion
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d t Consider a further factor : the rise of tobacco. It was the dra­we nee o 
. • ease in British demand for tobacco that would lead to anmallc mer . . . . . 40 

all dramatic expansion of slavery m Maryland and V1rg1IDa. 
eq;

0; Rolfe, the future husband of Pocahontas, is by t�adition thoug�t
h b n the first white settler to successfully cultivate tobacco mto ave ee 

. • He did so with a strain from Trinidad that was both sweeterVtrgima. . . . . 
and higher in nicotine than local vanet1es grown by Native Amencans.

Rolfe exported his .first crop to Great Britain in 1612
1 and the new crop

was very warmly received. 
. . 

From an initial low base, British imports of colornal tobacco steadily

increased throughout the seventeenth century. Those in England who

considered themselves expert on the subject debated whether smoking

tobacco had any health benefits. Many advocated tobacco's medicinal

benefits, but KingJames I took a different view. In a pamphlet published

ini604, he described tobacco smoke as 

a custome lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the 

braine, dangerous to the Lungs, and in the blacke stinking 
_
fume 

thereof, neerest resembling the horrible Stigian smoke of the pit that

is bottomelesse.41

There was a substantial increase in British tobacco imports in the 
1660s, and it is at this point that the story takes an odd tum. During the

Great Plague of 1665 in London, the idea became widespread that smok­

ing tobacco would protect an individual from the disease. Even schoo!­
children were ordered to smoke, and in one oft-repeated story that is
perhaps apocryphal, a boy at Eton College was whipped for not smok­
ing.All this would have further increased demand for Virginian tobacco.
Tobacco being a highly addictive product, any temporary spike in con­
sumption could be expected to have long-lasting effects. 

The case of the colony of Georgia provides us with a final example 0! 
how land abundance and labor scarcity produced American slavery.4 

Georgia was the last of the thirteen British colonies in mainland North
America to be established. This took place through a royal charter
granted in 1732. The men who established Georgia took the surprising
initial step of banning the use of African slaves in the colony. The stated
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motivation was that the colony was to be settled by poor· di 'd in vi uals 
from England who sought a better life. Reliance on African sl aveswou]d 
only reduce the industriousness of these people. Moral co b ncemsa out
whether it was actually acceptable to treat Africans in thi's d manner 0 
not seem to have entered into the picture. The outlawing of I . . s�� 
comb med with a pattern of land tenure that was intended to maintain 
a high labor-to-land ratio. Land grants to individual settlers were limited 
to fifty acres. 

The prohibition of slavery in Georgia did not last very long. B 1 
f• di 'd all d 

y 735 
a group o m v1 u an owners emerged known as the "malcont ts' en 
Using cold financial logic, they argued that even though the price of an 
indentured servant from England was cheaper than that for an African 
slave, use of slaves made more economic sense. They thought that slaves 
were more used to working in agriculture and in this particular climate. 
Slaves also had lower costs of subsistence. Finally, the value of an inden­
tured servant depreciated more quickly, not only because their contract 
might run out but also because English indentured servants tended to
die at a much faster rate than African slaves. 

By the summer of 1750 the trustees who had hoped to make Geor�a 
a free colony gave up their effort-settlers were free to use African slaves, 

Developments Elsewhere in the Americas 

If land abundance had starkly different effects for Europeans and Afri­
cans in North America's British colonies, we should also ask what hap• 
pened to the south in the Spanish domains and to the north in New 
France. Here as well we will see that both the natural environment and
legacies of previous states left a mark. 

Latin America in Comparison 

The bargaining position of European settlers in Spanish America was 
fundamentally weaker than it was in the British colonies; as a result, 
there was no comparable story of extensive political rights being 
granted. In England at the time of colonization wages were high and 
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rising while in Spain at the same time they were low and stagnant, so

there was less need to offer political rights to attract ordinary Spanish

migrants. We can show this by comparing subsistence ratios calculated

b Robert Allen and his colleagues,43 A subsistence ratio of one means

:at the wage of an unskilled worker is just sufficient for providing a
family's basic caloric needs. At the outset of the seventeenth century the

subsistence ratio for unskilled workers in London was just under three

whereas in Valencia in Spain it was less than two. During the course of

the century the London subsistence ratio rose to more than four

whereas in Valencia it stagnated. 

1he other major difference between North and South America was 

the abundance and organization of "native" labor.44 There is consider­

able debate about population densities in the Americas before 1492. 

Recent archaeologically based estimates suggest that the part of North 

America excluding Mesoamerica had a population of between one and 

six million people.45 In South America the Inka Empire alone is esti­

mated to have had ten to twelve million people.46 In Mesoamerica the 

Aztec Empire alone is estimated to have had three to four million 

people.47 To sustain these high populations, inMesoamerica and South 

America people practiced a settled, intensive form of agriculture, 

whereas the inhabitants of the Eastern Woodlands were mobile and 

used the land extensively. When conquering the Inkas, the Spanish 

could simply dispense with the top level of rulers while, at least at first, 

maintaining the underlying bureaucracy. Any attempt to do something 

similar with the Huron or the Iroquois would have simply resulted in 

them melting off into the forest. Once again, inheriting a bureaucratic 

state and practices pushed things away from democracy. 
Even after the introduction of European diseases decimated native 

populations, there remained substantially more indigenous people 

south of the Rio Grande than to the north ofit. Early Spanish colonizers 

therefore focused on creating institutions of forced labor, such as the 

encomienda system and later the repartimiento. In some cases, these ef­

forts were facilitated not just by the presence of the native population 

but also by the inheritance of forced labor institutions created by indig­
enous rulers. So, in Peru under Spanish control, Spanish colonists used 
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the mita system by which local elites had been obliged to furnish 1 
fi • di ·d al ll 

. . c abor 
rom m vi u ay u commuruties ror pro1· ects of the Inka I 48 ru ers. Had

the conquest and settlement of North America occurred substan. 
li h Mi . . . . . 

tially 
ear er, w en ss1ss1ppian societies were still flourishing ·t · . . . , 1 1s possible
that coloruzers might have made similar use of native popul t' . . . . a 10nsand 
mstitut1ons north of the Rio Grande, but this was not to b th e e case.

The Case of New France 

New France provides us with another opportunity to assess the effect
of conditions in the New World on governance. Like a number of the
Britis� colonies i_

n North America, French settlement was originally
orgaruzed by a private company. Also, as in British North America, the
state ended up taking things over directly given slack performance and 
an inadequate number of settlers. The prime difference was that while
landholding in British North America was characterized by freeholders 
on small farms, most French settlers in North America became tenants 
on tracts ofland owned by local notables. 49 

If the French had succeeded in replicating their home institutions of 
the time in New France, then this would have looked fairly bureaucratiG 
and on a superficial level this is precisely what happened. When New 
France was made a royal province in 1663, there was on paper a bureau­
cratic chain of command that stretched all the way from the French king 
down to the lowest-level colonial official. But the same realities that 
made assemblies an inevitable feature of governance in the British colo• 
nies pushed in the same direction in New France albeit to a more
limited extent. 

' 

As early as 164 7, the king of France had agreed that the inhabitants of 
the three towns of Quebec, Montreal, and Trois-Rivieres should be aJ.
�owed to elect representatives, called syndics, who would attend meet•
mgs of the governing council. This council otherwise consisted only of
officials appointed by the king. The rationale for this development ap·
pears to have been the same that we have seen on many other occasions:
Iac

_king much means of coercion, the only way to govern the local popu•
lation was to seek their assistance. so
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1he tradition of popular representation continued after New France

became a royal colony in 1663. In this instance, it occurred through

popular assemblies convened by the governor of the province and the

intendant, who was the other most senior royal official. Between 1672

and 1700 seventeen of these assemblies were held, and they do not ap-

ear to have only been for show. On at least one occasion, the governor

!nded up enacting legislation that went in a direction contrary to what

he had initially proposed.

The Arrival of Modern Democracy

in the United States 

Though conditions in British North America favored a consensual

mode of governance, this was not yet modern democracy. It is true that

there was a broad suffrage, as in modern democracy, and this was a

major advance on what was taking place in England. But many other

features of governance in the town assemblies and colonial legislatures

hearkened back to practices of early democracy that we have seen in a

great many human societies. It was the Constitution of 1787 that would

complete the transition. 
To see examples of early democracy in action in British North Amer­

ica, consider the following examples. In the colonies, representatives 

could often be bound by mandates, instructions, and other non-electoral

devices. In England such practices had long since disappeared. In the

colonies members oflegislatures were often elected annually. In Great

Britain after the Septennial Act of 1715, members of Parliament only

needed to face the electorate infrequently. In the colonies and under the

Articles of Confederation substantial prerogatives were reserved for

local and state governments. 51 Like in early democracy, there were also

substantial opportunities for those who disagreed with a decision to

simply opt out of it. 
What the Federalists did was put the United States firmly on the track

of modern democracy instead of early democracy. One view is that the

constraints posed on democracy through the Constitution were
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intellectually motivated. Classical scholars, such as Polybius, had edfor a "mixed constitution" that blended democratic, aristocrat(c d, an monarchical elements, and his influence on the U.S. Founding Fath 
52 

ers
was clear. The opposite view, staked out most famously by Charles
Beard in 19131 

is that this was a movement driven primarily by economic
interest. A group of those with property and commercial interests
sought a set of institutions that would defend their position. s3 While
Beard was subsequently criticized for overreaching, events in the newly
independent United States during the 1780s do give us examples where
those who would become the backbone of the Federalist movement 
inveighed against measures to assist debtors. These included outright
debt cancellation as well as the issuance of paper money.54 

Representatives Were No Longer Bound by Mandates

The Constitution negotiated in Philadelphia made no reference to
"mandates" or "instructions" that citizens might use to bind their rep­
resentatives. As such, these practices had no legal basis even though it
had been the practice in a number of colonial legislatures to use man­
dates or instructions. 55 The Federalists argued that the practice of man­
dates destroyed any possibility for deliberation between representatives.
Also, mandates would tend to be used when the passions of the people
were most inflamed. Anti-federalists saw mandates as a necessary check
on the abuse of power. Though mandates were not included in the Con­
stitution, there was discussion of them during the drafting of the Bill of
Rights. Anti-federalists like Elbridge Gerry advocated incorporating
mandates as part of the First Amendment. The right to free speech
should include speech that would bind representatives. The Federalist
majority in the House of Representatives rejected this proposal. 

The United States was not the only country to take a decisive move
away from mandates at this time. In France in meetings of the Estates
General it was common for constituencies to bind their deputies with
strict instructions. As we saw in chapter 5, attempts by monarchs to have
deputies given full powers proved largely ineffectual. In 1789 the Estates
General had not met since 1614 though assemblies in some provinces
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had continued to meet. As part of the process each district or baillage

that sent a representative to the Estates of 1789 composed a cahiers de

doleances. 'Ihese books were meant to express grievances and requests
c , rm but they were not instructions or mandates, and one of the
1or re10 , 

first decisions tak�n by the French revolutionaries in July 1789 was to

abolish mandates. 
1he decision of the Estates General of 1789, and of subsequent rep-

resentative bodies, to renounce the idea of mandates or instructions

met with majority, but far from total, support. For the Abbe de Si eyes,

the idea that an individual constituency could bind their representative

with a mandate was fundamentally incompatible with the idea that the

deputy should have the national interest first in mind. For others, the

use of mandates was critical for ensuring that it was the people who

actually governed. The most outspoken supporter of the continued use

of mandates was Jean-Fran�ois Varlet, a member of the group known as

the enrages. This group spoke for the Parisian lower classes known as the

sans-culottes. Varlet saw the importance of mandates in the following

terms:

In a country where the people are everything, the first act of sover­

eignty is to elect, the second is to give powers and mandates to those

who are elected. 56 

Was the abandonment of mandates under modem democracy a good

thing for the average citizen? We generally take their absence today for

granted, but there have been examples on both the right and left w�e�e

people have proposed bringing them back. If we think about this m

abstract terms, the advantage of a mandate is that it does not matter

whom you choose as a representative; the disadvantage is that it makes
it harder for representatives to respond to unforeseen circumstances or

new events even in cases where representatives know that the people

who sent �em would have preferred a different choice. A system with­

out mandates like this, where deviation is possible, will be more prefer-
h th• • wsand able the greater the certainty that a representative s ares ell' vie 

the greater the ability of the public to learn about the true state of

affairs. ·, 
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Does the above abstract framework help us understand why and
when mandates were abandoned? I think not. Whether we are talkin
about a British monarch in 1339, American Federalists in 17g F g 7, or rench 
Revolutionaries in 1789, the abandonment of mandates can b th es eun-
derstood as a struggle between a center and localities with th . . . . . . e center
succeeding m 1mposmg its will. It was the triumph of modern democ-
racy over early democracy. 

Elections Became Less Frequent 

No longer bound by mandates or instructions, under the Constitution 
representatives could also enjoy longer intervals between facing voters 
at the ballot box. Today the Anti-federalist idea that elections should be 
held annually seems odd and unrealistic. In federal and state elections 
today, representatives and executives are chosen for terms ranging from 
two to six years. But to put this into perspective, we need to remember 
that the system the Anti-federalists sought was simply that which had 
prevailed in most of the colonial legislatures. 

We can get a sense of electoral precedent by looking at the constitu­
tions of the original thirteen state legislatures. 57 Eight of these were 
adopted in 1776, three were adopted in the ensuing three years, and two 
further states chose to maintain existing charters from the colonial era. 
In all but three legislatures the term of office for the lower house was 
one year. In two of the remaining cases the term was only six months. 
Only in South Carolina was the term of office even as long as two years. 

Now consider the terms of office adopted for the upper house in the 
thirteen original state constitutions. The way in which most colonial 
legislatures evolved was to have an upper house that was appointed 
either by company directors or by the Crown, paired with an elected 
lower house. In the newly independent United States these upper 
houses ( called either senates or legislative councils) would now be 
e�ected. Of the eleven states that had upper chambers, six chose to also 
give their upper house legislators terms of only one year. One further 
stat • h e gave its upper ouse a term of two years; one state gave it a term 
of three years, and two further states gave their upper houses a term of 
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fouryears. Finally, one state (Maryland) gave its upper house a term of

��� . .  

1he above evidence shows just how much the Constitution of 1787

deviated from existing practice. For the House of Representatives, the

framers went against the norm of annual elections and instead adopted

a two-year precedent set by only one state. For the Senate, the framers

adopted a term of office that was a full five years longer than that of the

majority of states. 
As one would expect, the debate about electoral terms closely mir-

rored that on mandates. Annual elections would ensure a close link be­

tween the people and their representatives while longer electoral terms

could provide useful distance. The Anti-federalist Elbrid�e Gerry t�ok

the former view, suggesting that if annual elections were dispensed with,

then tyranny would soon arise. Other speakers remarked that the Sep­

tennial Act had placed undue distance between constituents and repre­

sentatives in Great Britain. Therefore, this was not an example to be

followed.58 

In laying out the Federalist position James Madison took a very �if-

ferent view. He argued that in an extensive republic it would take tune

for legislators to learn about the interests of states other than their own.

He argued further that instability had always been the problem of r�­

publics. For elections to the Senate, Madison went even further. Wil­

liam L. Pierce had argued in favor of a three-year term, and he did this

on the basis of the fact that the Septennial Act in England-which had

lengthened the parliamentary term from three to seven years-had

caused "great mischiefs." Madison initially argued for a seven-year term

for the Senate. 59 

The Center Gained the Power to Tax and Wage War

. th Am • colonies had resem-
Pnor to 1787 joint ventures between e encan 

bled the ad hoc financial arrangements found in so many other earl!
•b t· from individual ent1-

democracies. The center negotiated contri u ions 
. . Thi the way that state fi-

ties, but it had little coercive authority. s was 
bli 1h one exception to this

nance was organized in the Dutch Repu c. e 
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was that during the Revolutionary War, the Continental Co ngressgave
itself the power to issue a paper currency that came to be kno h . . " wnast e 
Continental. Backed by nothmg more than anticipated" tax revenues 
the value of the currency quickly depreciated, leading to the creation of
the popular phrase "not worth a Continental:' The underlying problem
was that the Continental Congress had no way of generating these tax
revenues on its own. 

Just as mandates and annual elections seem unnatural to us tod th ay, e 
idea that the Constitution would not give the federal government sub-
stantial power to tax seems equally implausible. Strong central state 
power is a core feature of modern democracy. But from the standpoint 
of 1787, this was not a natural or obvious outcome. The Anti-federalists 
historical examples in hand, argued that giving the federal government 
the power to levy taxes would risk resulting in tyranny. That is not what 
happened in the end, but to see the depth of these anxieties we need to 
recognize that they persisted well after 1787. 

Early Critics of Modern Democracy 

We know that the Constitution suffered many criticisms for augmenting 
central power while loosening the grip that the people would have on 
their representatives. Some felt that their worst fears had materialized. 
There was a concern that while the Constitution held representatives at 
a distance from their constituents, financial interests in New York and 
Philadelphia would have no problem influencing Congress.John Taylori 
a Virginia politician who was a close friend of Thomas Jefferson, de­
scribed the problem in the following terms. Writing in 1794, he distin­
guished between the "5,000,000," which was thought to be the popula· 
tion of the United States at this time, and the "5,000;' the moneyed elite 
that would have great influence. In U.S. political debates today, we 
would refer to this group as the top 0.1 percent. 

Only the one thousandth part of the nation retains in reality a politi· 
cal existence. Political life is enjoyed by the power which influences 
the Legislature. This influence is possessed by the 5000-and the 
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000 000 are only allowed once in two years , a kind of political 
51 I 

spasm, and after one day's mockery ofimportance, sink again into its 

lethargy. A nominal election of, and an irresistible influence over the

Legislature, are things of real difference.60 

This statement-written at the dawn of modern representative

democracy-illustrates precisely why this form of government is so

frustrating. Elections allow for mass participation, but political partici­

pation then becomes episodic. I will return to Taylor's observations in

chapter 12, asking what pertinence they have for thinking about democ­

racy in the United States today. 

Connecting Citizens with a Distant State 

The Constitution of 1787 on its own did not assure the survival of de­

mocracy in America. It even posed a problem to the extent that citizens 

were now governed by a very distant state. Some citizens in the Early 

Republic saw the problem: keeping citizens connected with a distant 

state would require substantial effort and investment. One such invest­

ment was subsidizing the circulation of newspapers so that people could 

inform themselves. 
The writers of the Federalist Papers were slow to recognize the im-

portance of keeping the public connected with government and there­

fore trustful of it. In his contributions to the Federalist Papers , James

Madison did not w'rite very extensively about public opinion, nor did

John Jay or Alexander Hamilton. The phrase "public opinion" appears 

in the Federalist Papers only five times and on each occasion only in

passing. After 1789, Alexander Hamilton argued for a submissive role for

the public. Public opinion was important to the extent that citiz�n_s

should decide whether they had confidence in government, but the oti.-

zenry was not to play a more active role.61 

In his writings after 1789, James Madison took a different view. 6_2 
�or 

him, in a republic, public opinion should go beyond simply deci�g

whether one had confidence in government. Members of the public 

needed to have a way of actively informing themselves. This raised two
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questions: What mechanism would the public use to inform itself' H , O\\' 
could the public inform itselfin such a large republic where events oftentook place at a great distance? In Federalist 10, Madison had written ofthe virtues of a large republic. In his essay titled "Public Opinion,• writ­ten in December 1791, he now spoke of the constraints posed by largesize. Madison argued that promoting the circulation of newspaperswould be one way to address the constraint of scale. 

The larger a country, the less easy for its real opinion to be ascer­tained, and the less difficult to be counterfeited; when ascertained orpresumed, the more respectable it is in the eyes of individuals. Thisis favorable to the authority of government. For the same reason, themore extensive a country, the more insignificant is each individual inhis own eyes. This may be unfavorable to liberty. Whatever facilitates a general intercourse of sentiments, as goodroads, domestic commerce, a free press, and particularly a circulationof newspapers through the entire body of the people, and Representativesgoingfrom1 and returning among every part of them, is equivalent to acontraction of territorial limits, and is favorable to liberty, wherethese may be too extensive.63 

James Madison's essay appeared as the United States Congress wasdebating the passage of a Postal Service Act. In congressional debate thequestion arose whether the postal system ought to be used to subsidizethe delivery of newspapers. In countries like the United Kingdom, thegeneral rule was to use the postal service to raise revenue, not to subsi­dize shipments. In the United States, congressional sentiment weighedin favor of subsidizing newspapers so that the public could better informitsel£ But the question then arose of which newspapers should be sub­sidized. Perhaps there should be an authorized list, or even a singlenewspaper? Elbridge Gerry, who had been a prominent Anti-federalist,argued forcefully against this option because he feared it would lead tothe creation of a "court gazette." Through the Postal Service Act of 1792, the Congress instead opted for the opposite strategy. There would be asubsidy whereby any newspaper could be delivered virtually anywherein the territory for the cost of one penny.64 
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newspapers, but there are some existing estimates of numbers f 
6s . . . 

0 copies for select years. There 1s, m fact a tight correlation between th enum.
her of copies printed in a given year and the number of newsp apers in
circulation. So, we can use the number of newspapers as a proxy for the
total number of copies. 

The next question is how much the Postal Service Act contributed
to this process of expansion. It is clear from Figure 10.3 that there was a
dramatic expansion in the number of newspapers in circulation after
1792. But there was also an expansion prior to that date. This process
seems to have begun at the end of the War oflndependence.

We can see clearer evidence of the impact of the Postal Service Act
by looking at the geographic distribution of newspapers. Of the 143
newspapers in print on the eve of the passage of the Postal Service Act,
the vast majority were published in large coastal cities. Some observers
feared that the absence of news availability in inland areas was contrib­
uting to turbulent events, such as Shays' Rebellion, which took place in
western Massachusetts. By 1800, eight years after the Postal Service Act's
passage, the new newspapers that appeared were very often in inland
areas that previously had had only distant access to news. We see further
evidence for the importance of newspapers in the United States soon
after the Postal Service Act of 1792 with the following comment from
the French observer Jean-Esprit Bonnet: "They arrive in the mostfarolf
places once a week; secondary towns have them two days a week; and
large cities have them morning, noon, and night."66

The ability to ship newspapers for a penny helped keep citizens in the
Early Republic informed about their government. But in some cases, it
also helped keep people misinformed. Even before the divisive election
of 1800, vituperative, fake news had played a prominent role in American
politics. In 1788, amid the debate over the ratification of the Constitution,
Ben Franklin wrote a letter to the editors of the Pennsylvania Gazette in
which he pretended to take the view of a European observer who, laid
up by gout, had decided to amuse himself by reading a packet of news·
papers from the state of Pennsylvania. The observer described his
impression of American politics in a way that, with the switch of a few
labels, could easily fit with American poll tics in our current polarized era,
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For I learn from those Papers, that your state is divided into Parties,

that each Party ascribes all the public Operations of the other to vi­

cious Motives; that they do not even suspect one another of the 

Smallest Degree of Honesty; that the antifederalists are such, merely

from the Fear oflosing �ower, Places, or Emoluments, which they

have in Possession or in Expectation; that the Federalists are a set of

conspirators, who aim at establishing a Tyranny over the Persons and

Property of their Countrymen, and to live in Splendor on the Plun-

1 67 derofthe Peop e. 

The Pennsylvania Gazette never published Franklin's letter, but it still

speaks volumes about the era. And nasty partisanship wasn't the only

aspect of the ratification debate. There were also instances of direct lies.

Anti-federalists spread published rumors that John Jay himself had be­

come an opponent of the Constitution. Federalists published a fake let­

ter from Daniel Shays, the leader of Shays' Rebellion, urging Anti­

federalists to inflame frontier opinion by speaking of aristocracy,

oligarchy, and monarchy.68 

If the new penny newspapers could propagate fiction as easily as the 

truth, then how can we claim that their existence helped solidify democ­

racy? Shouldn't we think that the effect was in fact the opposite much

as some think of the effect of social media today? To answer these two

questions, we need to first ask another: the penny newspapers com­

pared to what else? Compared to a world where there are multiple 

newspapers, none of which engage in muckraking or slander, the per­

formance of the penny press might seem subpar. But recall that while 

James Madison wrote in general terms about public opinion, people like

Elbridge Gerry had a more specific fear in mind: the idea that the Fed­

eralist administration would establish something akin to a "court ga­

zette" and that this would be the sole source that many people would

have about the affairs of government. Under these circumstances, it

might be far better to have access to multiple news sources even if they
• 

Id 'd ome informa-were biased; even biased news sources cou prov1 e s 

tion.69 Had the United States gone down the road of having a court

gazette, American democracy would have been worse off.
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Conclusion: The Invention of Modern Democracy
We have seen that two contradictory impulses conditioned th d 1 e eve op-
me�t of modern democracy in the United States. The first was an initi�
envrronment ofland abundance and labor scarcity that mad e consen-
sual governance with a broad suffrage necessary, but this only applied
to free white males. The second was an effort by the framers of the U
Constitution to di_

spense with certain features of early democracy��
to create greater distance between representatives and the public. 

During the colonial period, the same forces that had pushed toward
conse�sual governance for Native Americans did the same for European
colomsts. Land abundance, ease of exit, and the absence of coercive
state power all made consensual governance a necessity. Colonial as­
semblies emerged to help levy taxes and to administer justice. A broad 
manhood suffrage arose not because of some concrete plan, project, or 
philosophy but for the simple reason that there were few initial differ­
ences among colonists upon which to base a more restrictive system. 
The suffrage also became a means of attracting people. These forces 
pushed in the direction of democracy as long as you were a European 
settler. In an environment oflabor scarcity, the alternative strategywas 
to rely on forced laborers who could be easily distinguished from the 
European population and who had no good exit option. In this case, the 
result was chattel slavery for Africans. Early democracy and slavery had 
the same underlying origins. 

The impulse provided by the framers of the Constitution was like 
that which monarchs had imposed in England but without going as far. 
As in England, representatives after 1787 could no longer be bound by 
mandates, they were not constrained by annual elections, and the cen­
tral government had considerable authority to tax and use armed force. 
But there were three fundamental ways in which the events of 1787 pro­
duced a very different outcome from the English one. 

The first was that necessary compromise in Philadelphia ensured
relatively short terms for the House of Representatives, even if elections 
were not held annually. Bicameralism facilitated this compromise as
elections to the House ended up being nearly as frequent as the annual
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elections that Elbridge Gerry sought while elections to the Senate

ended up being closer to the term of seven years that James Madison

thought appropriate and that applied in England from 1716. 

'!he second was that the suffrage for men in the United States con­

tinued to be a very broad one. In Great Britain, the forty-shilling free­

holder rule ensured that the percentage of adult males who coul'd vote

was in the single digits. When it was enacted in 1429 this rule repre­

sented an expansion of the suffrage compared to the elections that pre­

ceded. But no further modification would be made for more than four

centuries until the Great Reform Act of 1832. In the British colonies of

North America application of the same rule resulted in a much different

outcome, allowing a majority of adult males to vote. Though the English

Levellers were the first to propose a broad manhood suffrage, their idea

would first be implemented in America.

1he final difference was that unlike other countries that eventually

made the transition, modern democracy in the United States would for

very long remain incomplete-it would not be for three hundred and

fifty years after 1619 that African Americans would enjoy the same vot­

ing rights as others. This was not a conquest that occurred as a result of

a single watershed moment; it was instead the result of what some

scholars have called a long and unsteady march.70 Ultimately, the

achievement of the vote by African Americans points to another impor­

tant property of modern democracy: precisely because it espouses to

make political participation universal, within this form of government 

the excluded have a powerful argument for demanding the same rights 

as others. Early democracy lacked this feature.
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The Spread of Modern 

Democracy 

STARTING FROM ITS ANGLO-AMERICAN beginnings, modern de­
mocracy spread first to other lands inhabited by Europeans, and then
to further areas as peoples freed themselves from European colonial
rule. The spread of modern democracy is a striking phenomenon. What
is equally striking is that by the late twentieth century, even govern­
ments in states that do not seem democratic said they were democratic.
They called themselves People's Republics, Socialist Republics, or even
Democratic People's Republics, as in the case of North Korea today. We
can now consider whether the same factors that we have seen in the first
ten chapters can help explain the global spread of democracy. Modern
democracy has been more likely to take root in places where there is a 
legacy of state weakness and where rulers need their people. Prior tradi­
tions of collective governance have also mattered.

Charting the Spread of Democracy

We can begin thinking about the global spread of modern democracy
with a chart that shows the whole development in one picture. Over the
last few decades social scientists have produced numerous quantitative
measures of democracy. Some authors focus on a minimalist definition
of democracy based on the presence of competitive elections with a
broad suffrage in which incumbent parties stand a chance oflosing.

1 
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FIGURE 11.1. Toe rise of modern democracy. Calculated and presented by Our World in Data 

based on data from the Polity IV database. Democracies here are those with a combined 

Polity score of six or higher. 

An alternative approach is to adopt a subjective measure of democracy,

such as that comprised in the Polity index.2 Here, experts subjectively

code a country based on a series of individual components. These are

then added up, and if the score passes a certain threshold, a country is

called a democracy. 
Figure 11.1 shows the fraction of the world population living in a de-

mocracy, an autocracy, or a colony, based on the Polity index. Altem�­

tive ways of coding would show a similar story. There are three mam

democratizing moments to consider, and these correspond to the three

"waves" of democratization observed by the political scientist Samuel

Huntington.3

The first wave was a slow-moving one that commenced at the begin­

ning of the nineteenth century and culminated after World War l.4 It

involved the slow movement of European states toward democracy, and

I will spend the first part of the chapter examining this. One of the
r 1 . . ething that we have,actors eadmg to democracy m Europe was som 
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encountered elsewhere in the book: in an environment of ma b· ssmo 1. 
lization for ,var, rulers needed their people, and so universal c . . . onscnp.
tion led to universal suffrage. I will also examine the expansion of the
suffrage to women. In many ways, this was a more revolutionary d 1 eve.
opment than was the achievement of universal suffrage for men. 

The second wave of democratization occurred in the wake ofWorld
War II as European dictatorships reverted to democracy and as new! 
independent countries like India established democratic constitution:
We need to remember that prior to this date, while democracy was
spreading in Europe, many people elsewhere were ruled from outside
by Europeans in as undemocratic a fashion as possible. For this second
wave I will concentrate on one main question: Why did democratic
governance not emerge in China and Russia while it became firmly an­
chored in India? Long-run legacies of state development help explain
the divergence. In China, a long history of state presence provided a
ready means for the Chinese Communist Party to draw on certain as­
pects of the imperial legacy, such as household registration. Anyone
who attempted to do the same thing in India would have had far less of
a state legacy to draw upon. 

The third of Huntington's three waves began with the democ­
ratization of the Iberian Peninsula in the mid-197os, but what is most
obvious from Figure 11.1 is the dramatic expansion in democracy after
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 5 m the third section of this chapter I
will ask how it is that numerous African countries have become democ•
racies since this date. According to just about any conventional political
science theory, African countries should not be democracies today.
They are too poor, too divided, and too unequal to sustain this form of
governance. The actual outcome in a number of African states has been
rather different. I will argue that this may be attributable both to tradi· 
tions of early democracy and to the relative absence of a history of
strong coercive states. 

As we study Figure 11.1, we do need to also make sure not to fall into
a trap. This would be to suggest that democracy started off in one place
before expanding globally. This was true of modern democracy but not
early democracy. As we have seen throughout this book, many peoples
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.0 many areas that Europ eans colonized had their own forms of early

�emocracy-it just happened that they got colonized by Europeans

who then imposed non-democratic rule from afar. Were we able to chart

this movement in full and adopt a broader definition of democracy we

would conclude that the initial share of people living under some form

of democracy actually started out quite high. It then fell subsequently
as a result of colonization, only to rise again as colonies became inde­

pendent. This is yet another reason to think of the decline and rise of

democracy.

Democracy Comes to Europe 

It is not hard to see why Europe provided a fertile terrain for the expan­

sion of modern democracy. Early democracy had been a prominent

feature of governance in many places in Europe; societies had what

Roger Congleton calls the "king and council template" in which rule

was shared between a monarch and some members of society.6 It is true

that there was some waning of this model in the two centuries before

the French Revolution. Assemblies could prove obstinate in refusing

taxation, and monarchs sometimes found other ways to achieve their

goals. In France, after 1614 the Estates General was dormant, and in 

Prussia things went considerably further: the powers of the Estates of

Brandenburg were removed entirely. But no other European ruler went

as far as Prussia in this direction, and by 1789 the practice of assemblies

was still well known. 
. The spread of democracy in Europe involved several successive de­

velopments. In those cases where they had weakened, representative

assemblies were reinvigorated. In many cases these assemblies bore the

same name as their medieval counterparts. Having a prior base to build

on helps explain why this could happen. Subsequently, assembli�s

began to accumulate more power to the point where they became the

central basis of government, and this too represented a return to medi­

eval precedent. The final achievement of democracy involved the estab­

lishment of universal suffrage, including for women, and competitive

elections. We need to ask why all this happened.
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·when people try to explain the spread of democracyinE 
Im . . bl d h r 

urope1 they 
a ost mvana y a opt an approac 1ocused on this c t· on ment alone
They then ask how and why conditions in some European . • 

. countries led 
them to advance more qmckly on the democratic road or· . , m some cases 
to retreat from 1t But we can also think about things in difti . a erentway 
by seemg whether European democratization can be u d d. n erstoo m 
terms of the broad factors that favored democracy in oth 1 . er paces at 
other times. 

An Expanding Blaze of Ideas? 

The simplest explanation for the arrival of democracy in Europe is that
the American Revolution was based on a set of radical new ideas about
political equality, and this proved to be a very powerful message. This was 
a fire that once lit spread into what one historian has recently called an 
"expanding blaze."'7 But there is a shortcoming to this story: for the vast 
majority of European states there was a long hiatus between the spread of 
American ideas and the adoption of universal suffrage. We could say the 
same thing with regard to the spread of French revolutionary ideas. 

We saw in chapter 9 that the ideas of political equality of the Ameri­
can colonists had been seen in other places at other times. In the 164os
in England the Levellers and the Diggers had experimented with exactly 
the same ideas of a broad manhood suffrage. But by the time they got 
to the point of writing these ideas down, the Leveller leaders were im­
prisoned in the Tower of London. The environmental conditions of 
North America were much more amenable to seeing a broad sufii:age 
b� adopted. It may be that this needed to happen first before democratic 
practices could spread to Europe. 

_ The second thing to realize about the spread of democracy in Europe
18 that compared to other "waves" of democracy, this was a very slow­

�oving one. The fall of the Berlin Wall triggered a substantial increase
m the number of democracies within a few short years. But the effect of 
the American Revolution on Europe was much slower if we judge uni­
versal suffrage as the outcome. For most European states this process 
would take more than a century.
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Did Europe Democratize Because It Grew Rich?

'lhe most common explanation political scientists have offered for de­

mocracy's emergence is that it happens as countries grow rich. This

could be for a number of different reasons. It could involve a direct ef­

fect of higher incomes if people demand more political rights as they

rise out of poverty. It could involve a number of other effects for which

income per capita is a proxy measure: as countries grow rich this often

means improved communication and transport that allow people to

mobilize. The transition from an agricultural to an industrial economy

might have the same effect. Finally, higher per capita incomes might also

mean that people are more likely to be educated and therefore better

able to resist the calls of false prophets and demagogues who would

undermine democracy.

Economists and political scientists have spilled much ink trying to

ascertain whether higher per capita income and the things with which

it is associated really do drive democracy. Here I want to propose a

simpler approach that will return to Seymour Martin Lipset's first work

on this subject from 1959. Lipset compared democracies and dictator­

ships in Europe and Latin America by looking at income per capita,

doctors per capita, telephones, motor vehicles, radios, and newspapers.

He also looked at indicators of education and industrialization. The re­

sults showed substantially higher levels of development in stable

democracies. 
One question about Lipset's analysis is whether the best test of the

theory is to examine levels of development in 1959. The alternative

would be to look at levels of development at the time a country first

democratized-or had a chance to democratize. For most European 

countries this happened long before 1959. 
Take the case of France. In 1959 French GDP per capita was a little

less than $10,000 in today's dollars.8 There were many doctors, tele­

phones, radios, newspapers, and motor vehicles. France was less devel­

oped than a country like the United States, but it was hardly impover­

ished. But France did not democratize in 1959-it first became a stable

democracy some ninety years prior to that date at the outset of the
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Third Republic. In 1870 French income per capita was onl $ , d Th , Y 2,383 1ntodays ollars. at s about the same GDP per capita as tan . zan1a orSenegal today, and in France in 1870 there were of course no tel h ep onesradios, or motor vehicles. 1 

France in 1870 became a stable democracy in spite of bein . . g a poor developing country, and 1t was hardly unique in doing so Amo • ng a setof thirteen western European countries, the average per capita incomeat which they democratized was a little over $3,000.9 Four of the coun­tries in this set were actually poorer than France when they d emo-cratized. Also, a number of these countries became stable democraciesprior to the invention or diffusion of the technologies for commu rnca-
tion and transport that many see as critical for democracy. 

The bottom line from all of this is that at the time they democratized many western European societies were quite poor, yet the great firstwave of democratization still happened. When we see European experi­ence in this light, perhaps we should be less surprised that a number ofpoor countries today, par ticularly in Africa, have transitioned todemocracy. 

A Legacy of Weak States 

To better understand why modern democracy spread to Europe, we 
should first return to the deep historical background that I considered 
in the previous chapters. This cannot explain the timing of European 
democratization, but it can explain why it did eventually happen. 

By the turn of the eighteenth century, European state bureaucracies 
had grown in strength, but they were still relatively weak in world his­
torical terms. Consider how the "land tax"-an important part ofBrit­
ish revenues-was collected. One way to collect the land tax would 
have been to establish and train a bureaucracy that could then go out 
and assess land values and process payment. It is what other societies 
outside of Europe had been doing for millennia. But this isn't what hap-
pened in Great Britain. The British land tax was instead assessed and 
collected by local "commissioners" appointed by the Crown. These 
were generally local gentry members, no doubt substantial property 
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h Selves who were nominated by individual MPs. One holders t em , 
. t historian of the land tax has observed that the Crown and Pronunen 

• t actually had very little control over these commissioners.the Min!S ry 
npaid individuals-generally men of substantial means-1heywere u 

did not depend upon the Crown financially, and the Crown had 
who littl b'lity to monitor them.10 This was not terribly different from very e a 1 

th Anglo-Saxons had done things, and it led to the same po­the way e 

litical outcome : governing through consent wa� the only w.ay to go._ 
It is true that Great Britain did make substantial progress m est�blish-

t 1. ed collection of two other types of tax: customs duties on ��ra� 
imports and excise duties on common consumption goods. Here. the 

number of officials administering these two taxes rose from 2,524 r�ght 

after the Glorious Revolution of 1688 to 71114 at the end of the American 

War of Independence, and the amounts collected rose commensu-

t I 111t also helps explain why people vociferously criticized the ex-ra ey. 
121h cise as something that would open the floodgates of tyranny. ose 

ho made such comments would have agreed with the argument that 

�have been making throughout this book. What they did not anticipate 

was the way in which Parliament would be able to control the excise to 

avoid tyranny. This is another example that points to the importance of 

sequencing when it comes to state and democratic development. 

What about Europe's "absolutist" states: were they not strong? In 

some historical work of the 1960s and 1970s it was common to learn of 

early modern Europe's absolutist states and how they evolved from 

more consensual medieval forms of governance. Subsequent work

showed that with the notable exception of Prussia under the Hohen-

1 . till ded up having to work zollems, even supposedly abso utist states s en 

th. d Some even wrote of a through assemblies in order to get mgs one. 
• • • nl3 • • myth of absolutism. 

• h ld ·d .d • ·d ampleof owo 1 eas Eighteenth-century France proVI es a VIVl ex 
. th t after 1614 French mon-about absolutism stretched too far. It 1s true a 

. d al . • al true that they trte to archs ceased calling the Estates Gener ; 1t 1s so 

1 f ffi • als called intendants. construct a bureaucracy based on a c ass O O a . 
b . • 

XIV •11 c d it necessary to argam But even monarchs like Louis stl 1oun 
1 . b ofFrenchprovmceswith their subjects. As just one examp e, a num er 
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retained assemblies that played an important role in levying taxes. Jullan
Swann has demonstrated this extensively for the Estates General fB o ur-gundy, which helped the Crown raise taxes and therefore also had 1 . . 14 

aroe
m consenting to them. These same Estates also provided loans t th 

15 
o e

French monarchs. T he Estates General of Burgundy was far from
unique in playing this role.16 All this suggests that outside of the Prus­
sian case, European absolutism is better seen as an idea than as a de­
scription of a firmly anchored practice. 

To sum things up, by the time that the American Revolution put the
question of democracy firmly on the agenda, western Europe still had
a set of relatively weak states where rulers felt compelled to rely on as­
semblies and other bodies to obtain consent for their actions. This was
fertile ground for the development of modern democracy. 

A Legacy of Assemblies and Voting 

I have said throughout this book that early democracy is a human inven­
tion and not a specifically European one. But there were two ways in 
which Europeans prior to 1800 did innovate. This was through the use of 
formalized elections and with the establishment of assemblies covering 
large geographic distances. The prior development of both of these tech­
nologies meant that by the time the American Revolution happened, 
part of the infrastructure for modem democracy was already in place. 
This was very unlike other regions-such as the Middle East-where 
early democracy existed at the local level but was never scaled up. In 
chapter 7 we saw how this mode of operation made it difficult to main· 
tain democratic governance in an expanding polity. As the early Islamic 
Caliphate rapidly expanded to cover great distances, old patterns of face­
to-face, consensual governance could no longer work. What was needed 
was a new means of operating, but that was hard to invent overnight. 

In addition to their assembly tradition, by the time of the American 
Revolution, Europeans had also been ·practicing formalized voting for
centuries. It just happened that this was much more common at the
local level than at the national level. Within the Catholic Church, a large,
sprawling organization, considerable efforts were made to elaborate a
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f t' g and of majority and supermajority rule as the political 

th�ort� ot M
v
oe;�sa Schwartzberg has shown.11 Within individual towns

SC1en 1s all b 1 • t • s like 
. al k lace including in nomin ya so ut1st coun ne 

voting so too p , 
f b d 

France.is Not surprisingly, nineteenth-century advocates o a roa 

If ft n tried to hearken back to these early examples to support
su rage o e 
their cause.19 

th 
It is true that Europeans were not the only ones to develop e pr_ac

� 
tice of voting and of voting by majority. During the Kamakura p�no 

inJapan (1185-1333) monastic groups governed
�

ems�l�es collectiv
!:; 

and they did so with a principle of majority rule. But it is_n�t clear 

examples such as this had the same durability that th� did m Eu:ope .

The other way in which Europeans innovated was m developmg an

th Pplied to governance over
explicit theory of representation at was a . . 
large territories . Some larger polities outside Europe did mamtam co

h
un-

. 
al arent such as w en

cils but the constraints of geographic sc e were app ' 

Ashanti chroniclers in West Africa noted the physical obstacles to at-

tending assemblies. Geographic obstacles were a burden in 
:

urope

:�:� 
Elsewhere I have noted that the frequency of meetings o assem 

hi al 21 1his meant that assem-
was closely correlated with geograp c sc e. 

h b anag-
blies could only play a truly active role in governance, su� as

al 

Y m 
1 s 

all li . But geographic sc e was es 
ing spending, in relatively sm po ties. . . thi _

bl t to taxation, smce s oc 
of an obstacle to having an assem Y consen 

1 f this . al 221h most extreme examp e 0 
curred at less frequent mterv s. e 

p Innocent Ill
·1 f 3 15 where ope 

was the Fourth Lateran Counci O 121 - rr ·n . thr h t Europe in an euort to ga1 

convened representatives from oug ou 
. 

• 

consent for revenues. 

M One Gun1 
One Vote

Expanding the Suffrage: One ani 

. . d assemblies help explain why
Historical precedents involvmg voting an 

t plain the tim-
E but they canno ex 

modern democracy spread to urope, 
la ed a role here, in

ing of its adoption. While many factors �ay ha�e p
l 

y 
'Throughout this

. t ne in part1cu ar.
what follows I want to invest1ga e O 

. likely to emerge when
book, I have emphasized that democracy is more 

t y this dynamic
h • teenth cen ur 

rulers need their people. In t e nme 
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reemerged. Interstate competition and technol • al h . og1c c anges d. 
particular the development of railroads made the bil' . ' an m

. b th 
, mo ization of 

anrues o necessary and possible. 23 This co ld b b 
mass 

. u est e done thr h
umversal conscription, and that could best be obtained if 

oug 

the right to vote. 
people had 

Sweden provides an example of this phenomenon A ___ • 

th f b -
• L'.\..ltxious about

e prospect o ecommg embroiled in a Europe 
S d· 

an war, m 1901 the
we ish government obtained passage of a law establ" hi 

. . 
IS ng UlliVersru 

conscnpt1on for all men. This would soon give Swede ' S ·a1 D . . ns oc1 emo-
crats, a mmonty party, a new raliym· g crv "one man one gu • 

. . 

- 11 , n, onevote. 
Just as anc�e�t Athemans had thought it necessary to allow the thetes a
greater political role because it was they who rowed the b t thi 
th 

oa s, swas 
e same argument some twenty-five centuries later. Hjalmar Branting, 

who would go on to be Sweden's first Social Democratic prime nuru·. t 
£ 

s� 
went as ar as to say that "the right to vote is Sweden's prime de£ 
· "S d 

ense 
�ss�e. we en adopted universal manhood suffrage in 1909, and there
is little doubt that the conscription argument helped pave the way for 
this change.24 

We can also consider more general European evidence on universru 
conscription and universal suffrage, separating out male and female suf­
frage. 25 Though there was no analogous slogan saying "one woman, one 
gun, one vote," it was the case that during the two world wars women 
took on new roles, and some have argued that this bolstered their claims 
for equal voting rights. 

To see the overall pattern of conscription and male universal suf• 
frage in a set of twenty countries in Europe, consider the two Unes m ••
Figure 11.2. The solid line represents the fraction of a sample of countries 
that had a system of universal conscription in place. 26 The _do�ed line
represents the fraction of countries in which there was universal man• •

hood suffrage. These lines move so closely together that it suggests a , .
str0ng relationship between the two. . • •• • 

• • • • ·, •• • •• • 

While the two lines in Figure 11.2 follow an indisputable common

trend, we need to dig a bit deeper to see what the actual relatio�hip
between the two is. One way to do this is to look at timing, based on the
simple principle that for one thing to cause another thing, it needs to

-� 
0 

.8 -- ---·····'·· 
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countries by year that bad universal .and equal male suffrage and that bad universal 

conscription. (See the text for sources.) 

precede it. When we untangle the relationship between universal con­

scription and universal suffrage in this way, we see a very interesting

result. Early adoption of universal conscription increases the likeli­

hood that a government will subsequently adopt universal manhood

suffrage. The reverse is less true. Say that a country adopts universal

conscription but it does not yet have universal manhood suffrage.

There is a 23 percent greater chance of adopting universal manhood

suffrage in the next five years than would otherwise be the case,27 Now

consider the case where a country has already adopted universal suf­

frage but it has not yet adopted universal conscription. Here there is 

only a 4 percent greater chance of adopting universal conscdption 

within the next five years. 28 . • 
• 

. . - • •·.... _: •• -
: • '. _ • • 

It appears, then, that adopted universal conscription faced pressures 

to subsequently adopt universal manhood suffrage. But if universal

manhood suffrage arrived first, this did not increase the chance that

universal conscription would also be adopted�
• • • 
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One question we might ask is had European countri·e t t . . . . s no 1ought large-scale wars-mcluding with conscription-prior to the runeteenthcentury? Yes, they had done so, but conscription prior to the nineteenthcentury was of a more limited sort that generally targeted people whowere already down and out and who therefore had little leverage to de­mand the vote. The invention of the railroad changed all this as it be­came possible to mobilize ( and feed) substantially larger armies thanever before. Armies numbering in the millions could now be mobili· d and they were best recruited through universal conscription. 29

ze 
1 

There was one European country where the one man, one gun, onevote principle did not apply, and that was autocratic Prussia. The Prus­sian government first began contemplating a system of universal con­scription after the devastating losses it suffered against Napoleon andhis French armies. The French ideas of the levee en masse and the citizensoldier provided a powerful example. We know for a fact that somePrussian councillors favored adopting the French model. In 1808 an ad­visor to the Prussian Army's chief of staff proposed that generalized military service could only work if citizens were granted a free constitu­tion, the franchise, and the ability to hold those in power to account This advice was ignored by King Friedrich Wilhelm Ill. He chose to instead implement a more limited reform by banning some of the grue­some disciplinary punishments for which the Prussian Army was known. 30 As was the case in other autocracies, such as those in Warring States China, conscription in Prussia was enforced by bureaucracy rather than gaining compliance by granting political rights. 

Voting Rights for Women 

By 1900 a number of European countries could be reasonably called 
modern democracies because of the broad suffrage that they gave to 
men, but none of them had given rights to women. A half century later universal female suffrage was a reality in all countries but Switzerland Ultimately; this should be seen as the most novel democratic develop·
ment of the twentieth century. Men had participated in democratic
politics in one way or another for millennia. But as we saw in chapter li 
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, d' ect political participation in early democ racies (and autoc-womens ir 

. ) ery uncommon thing. It would be too strong a conclusionrac1es was av 

to say that the invention of politics meant the exclusion of women, but
the truth may not have been far from it. . . . . In chapter 2 we saw that when women did en��y po�t1cal influence
in early societies, this generally happened in polities with low levels of

liti. al entralization. When the highest level of governance was the po C C al li. alinfl 1 al Community or even just the household, then fem e po tic u-oc I 
• d 't t ncommon When higher-level governance existe , 1 wa sence was no u • . . much less so. It is possible that the same phenomenon p revaile_d m E�-

. r to the modern era In a famous cont r ibution published mrope pno • . . • · al1891, Moisey Ostrogorski, the early Russian soc10log1st and poht1c 

scientist argued that within Europe, political power of women �t thde, • • " xtingu1she local level in "primitive and medieval commurut1es ":as e 
by the establishment of higher-level governance. Looking at local com­
munities and in particular those with some communal forms of prop�
erty, Ost;ogorski provided examples of cases where women had playe 

hifted from spontaneousa prominent political role. As governance s . . d d uniform rule women lostforms of assoc1at1on to a more structure an , 
what political role they had enjoyed. th l ki' ssertions about e ear YThere is evidence to support Ostrogors s a . f Period but we should also not fall into overly romanticized n�tion� 0

al 1 t' th ntury h1stonc early and abundant female power. Some twen ie -ce 
d rful role in Anglo-Saxon so-work suggeSted that women playe a powe . aft th N conquest. More recentcietyj only to lose prominence er e orma n d ' . lifi d because it was base onwork suggests this picture was ove rsunp e b th t • cture would seem to e a evidence only for elites. A mo re accurate p1 

,_n 1 d did have some muuence,ordinary women in later Anglo-Saxon Eng an tiall . d lit omen were essen Ybut in the early Anglo-Saxon peno non-e e w 
property.31• d £ ale universal suffrage began In some senses the movement towar em . th 1 al level In, litical rights at e oc • • with the reestablishment of womens po . . h d the right to England, as early as 1834 women who were taxpa

dm

ye�s . at red the poorf d' that a mis e vote for and sit on the boards O guar ians th ati' onal leveld • th suffrage at e n laws. English women woul not gain e 
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for almost a century after this point. In 1862 Sweden gave the ri h • • • al 1 • fi 1 h g ttovote m mumcip e echons to ema e eads of household wh 32 . . o were tax-payers. They would not gam full rights to vote in national el ct· t another sixty years. e 1ons10r
Both the Swedish and the English cases suggest alinkbetwe en a gov-ernment's need for someone's resources (paid through taxes) and thegranting of political rights. The next big question is whether female ar­ticipation in the war efforts of the twentieth century hastened the �val of female suffrage as it had done for men. Here the answer seems to bemaybe, but not for the reasons we might think.

It is implausible that war risk would have advanced the cause offe.male suffrage prior to 1914. Women were not being conscripted or askedto otherwise directly participate in the war effort. Given the type of warsthat were expected at the time, the idea that women would actuallyplay a critical role in any war effort was also not anticipated. The twoworld wars turned out to be a new type of conflict: women were calledinto the war effort in both direct and indirect ways involving govern­ment employment for the war effort and replacing men in economictasks that were seen as critical. If women could conduct these tasksusually carried out by men, then why should they not also have the right
to vote?33 

It is clear that among countries that participated in the two world
wars, women's suffrage often followed soon afterward. Austria and the
United Kingdom gave voting rights to women soon after World War I,
and Belgium, France, and Italy took the same step in the immediate
wake of World War II-the timing here was certainly no coincidence.

But the twist to the story is that European states that had not partici•
pated directly in World War I also took the same steps. In the wake of
World War I, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden all established
full female suffrage. This gives a strong sense then that while women's
war efforts may have mattered, it was also true that the end of a large­

scale war offered a new opening to reform movements in general.·
The remaining possibility for women's suffrage is that its emergence 

may also have depended on what we might call "normal" politics, for
lack of a better term. The political scientist Dawn Teele has recently
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demonstrated that when existing leaders thought tha� their party's vote 

h uld benefit disproportionately from extending the suffrage to 
5 arewo . . th Y Pushed for this reform. 34 One might consider this to be awomen, e 

• t fthe argument I have made throughout this book about the�o 

effect of rulers needing their people, but it is a bit of a stretch. There 1s 
though that the extension of female suffrage depended very one way, , 

closely on the arguments I have made. In some states in the western 
portion of the United States, such as Wyoming, the pressure to attract 
female residents to an area where there were six adult men f�r every 
adult woman pushed male elites to grant female suffr:r considerably
earlier than happened elsewhere in the United States. 

Democracy Posed Less Danger to Elites than Feared

There is one final important reason for the spread of democracy in Eu­
rope. Over time, European elites learned that they had less to fear from 
democracy than they had originally believed. 

For much of the nineteenth century, debates about universal suffrage 

on the part of European elites provoked the same fears that had been
nfr hi entheld by some of America's Founding Fathers-mass e anc s:� 

might entail a wholesale expropriation of property. "Democracy itse_lf

d tries acquired democratic was a dirty word. But as more an more coun 
1 did t take place Ultimately, theexperience the anticipated catac ysm no ' . th initiall feared mayfact that democracy posed less danger to elites an Y 

have helped ensure its continued existence. 
al d' d • . • h that democracy one 1 Evidence on progressive taxation s ows 

. . . In • 'f al series of democraticnot produce massive redistribution. an mi 1 
revolts in 1848, participants had called for establishing top

l
;� 

r:
t�s 

that would see the richest members of society p ay fully ha 0
b 

� 
f
eir 

1 . f 1848 were too ne toincome in tax. 36 The democratic revo utions O 
fll e these revolutions assee such plans implemented, but we cans 1 us 

h h ed once democracy ar-a gauge to compare them with w at appen 

t . s -ur. I Europ ean coun ne rived for good On the eve of World vvar , many 
th 

• 
. tr. fi decades. But e aver-had had universal or near universal suurage or 

t"ll •n the f n in Europe was s 1 1 age top marginal rate of income taxa 1o .. 

I 
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single digits, and data on inheritance tax rates tell aver . . 
Prior to 1914 the advance of democracy failed t 

y
d
similarstory.3' 

t d. 'b . 0 pro uce a gen .1 

move o re 1stn ute income or wealth th h th 
erdl 

roug e tax syst I 
only subsequently-in an environment of 

t em. twas 

d 
mass warrare wh 

emands were made on individuals-that stee 1 
. en new 

terns would be adopted. 3s 
P Y progressive taxsys-

Consider next the evidence on government debt p lit' al d . li . . • o ic an eco 
nom1c e tes in nineteenth-century Europe oft h ld . . • 
f . f . 

en e a very significant 
ractlon o their wealth in government bond I s. n an era where man 

states financed their debts through regressive taxes 
y 

. on common con-
sumption goods, it was feared that mass enfranchiseme t uld 

. th . 
nco com-

prormse e security of this form of wealth There might b . • e pressures to
cut consumption taxes even if this sparked a government default. For 
most of E�ope, nothing of the sort happened. To see this, we can look 
at �ond yields. In Great Britain yields on British Consols rose in antici­

!:
tlon of the 1832 act that expanded the franchise, but they quickly re-
med to the same level afterward. Aditya Dasgupta and Daniel Ziblatt 

have shown that yield spikes in advance of subsequent suffrage reform 
acts proved to be successively smaller-wealth holders were learning 
that democracy was posing less danger than they had feared.39 

Consider finally what we know about the evolution of wealth in• 
equality before and after the expansion of the suffrage. Economists often 
measure wealth inequality by estimating what percent of a country's 
total wealth is held by the top 1 percent of households ( or individuals). 
To calculate this share there must be some record of individual wealth, 
and one source of this is records from an estate or inheritance tax. Since 
France was among the first countries to adopt a modem inheritance tax, 

�he French data provide us with a particularly long-run view of wealth
inequality before, during, and after the expansion of the suffrage. 

Figure 11.3 shows the evolution of wealth inequality in France, with 

�ecords beginning in 1810. At that time the top 1 percent of individuals
in France controlled 46 percent of their country's wealth. France had 

a brief experiment with universal suffrage with the Second Republic, 

beginning in 1848, but this was too brief a period for us to expect 

democracy to have done much to move the wealth distribution. 
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FIGURE 11.3. Wealth inequality and universal suffrage in France. This figure is from Scheve 

and Stasavage 2017 drawing on wealth inequality data reported in Piketty 2014. 

The experience of the Third Republic provides us with a better test

of the effect of universal suffrage on wealth inequality. Universal suffrage 

was adopted at the Republic's establishment in 1870 and maintained

continuously until its end in 1940. During the first four decades of the

republic, wealth inequality rose from 50 to 60 percent. It was only long

afterward that wealth inequality entered into a steady decline, so that at

the time of France's defeat by Germany in 1940, the top 1 percent's share

of national wealth had shrunk to a little more than a third. 

How can we interpret these changes? 1he first thing to say is that if

. you were a wealthy Parisian in the 1870s, then any initial fears you might 

have had about Republican government would have soon been molli­

fied. The French government did establish a system of compulsory

primary education. This might have logically had an effect on wealth

inequality over time as individuals from poorer households were able

to gain an education and obtain better employment, but this was not

the sort of equalization that elites feared from democracy. What they
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feared was massive expropriation and redistribution and thin , no gevenremotely close to that happened.
The government of the Third Republic relied principal! . . . Y on regres-sive, mdrrect taxes for revenue and maintained a system f dir . 0 ��txon that had a rate of incidence on income that has been t' d es unate to 

�
ave been about 2 �ercent. 4° France did eventually establish a modemmcome tax, but this was not voted by the National Assembly until 1913and the top marginal rate was set at only 2 percent. The sto withFrance's inheritance tax was little different. This had been maint:edata rate of 1.15 percent during the dictatorship of Napoleon III between1851 and 1870. From that point, the top inheritance rate remained below

2 percent until 1902 when it was raised to 5 percent, and on the eve ofWorld War I it stood at 6.5 percent. Because French government bondswere a principal way in which wealth was held during this period, wecan also note that there were no disruptions to the regular servicingof
government debt. For the first forty-five years of the Republlctherewas
little implemented in the way of policies that elites had feared.

France was no exception in failing to see an effect of democracy on
wealth inequality. In other countries for which we have data, wealth
inequality did eventually fall, but the timing of this seemed to have little
to do with when universal suffrage was achieved.41 What seemstohave
mattered more for wealth inequality was the series of dislocations cre­
ated by two world wars and the Great Depression. In a context of mass
mobilization for war it was possible for the political left to create new
fairness-based arguments for steeply progressive taxation. Iflaborwas
to be conscripted, then the same should be true of capital.42 Wars and
economic depression also led to unanticipated inflation that substan•
tially ate into the real value of existing fortunes. This was true for holders
of government debt in particular.43 

French Peasants: The OriginalDeplorables 
' 

. ,, • ·' ., . 

There are two very different ways of explaining the failure of univers�
suffrage to influence the wealth distribution. The first way emphasizeS
some form of elite capture of democracy. The other way is to suggest 
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that parties of the left who proposed measures to reduce inequality did
not understand what many voters wanted.

France, once again, provides us with an instructive case. In 1848, 
urban uprisings in Paris led to the overthrow of King Louis Philippe's 
regime. In its place a Second Republic was decreed, to foll�w the First 
Republic that had briefly existed during the French Re

:
olut_xon. For t�

� 
legislative election of 1849 parties of the left proposed a social republic 
that would have implemented policies to reduce inequality.44 Many
hoped ( or feared) that this campaign platform would result in the �lec­
tion of a left-wing majority. In fact, just the opposite happened. A nght­
wing majority was elected, redistributive measures were ignored, and 
there was worse than that. Several months before the legislatives, French 
voters had elected Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, the nephew ofNapoleon 

Bonaparte, as president of the Second Republic with a whoppi�g 

74 percent vote share. Three years later, in December 18�1, Lou�s­
Napoleon mounted a coup to abolish the Republic, combmed wxth 
organizing a plebiscite where an immense majority gave him full con-
stitutional powers. 

The downfall of the Second Republic was produced by mutual m-
Th p • • liberals comprehension between urban and rural groups. e ansian 

and working-class groups who led the insurrections made little effort to
understand the motivations of the French peasantry, who made up the

large majority of French voters at this time. To the extent they �d try
to understand them, the French peasantry was described as bemg af­
flicted by "rural imbecility:'45 This sense of rural ignorance was fed" by

• " • t th ir own interest tothe incomprehension at peasants votmg agams e . 
elect a majority of the right. It was fed further by the fact that some areas

that had voted for Louis-Napoleon in December then voted for the left
. . . If Hill Cli t 1·n .. 016 referred to somem the spring, or vice versa. ary n on .,, 

"d 1 bl " then we might refer tosupporters of Donald Trump as ep ora es, . . 
d • • ht wing maJonty as thethe French peasants of 1849 who vote m a ng -

"original deplorables:• 
•• • •• • • •. th The first failure of urban elites seems to have been that while ey

proposed some policies that could have benefited the peasantry, they
. . t m was proposed, but theignored others. A more progressive tax sys e . . . 
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question of comprehensive agrarian reform was la l • . . . . rge Y ignored. Thiscould have mvolved road bmldmg irrigation pro· t d , J ec s, an efforts t reform rural credit markets.46 0 

Overlaying all of this was the fact that the French b1, 
. 1 'd . repu ucan elitesrmp y pa1 too little attention to the peasantrv except h th . . . ,, w en eycriti-c1zed them for their ignorance. Major newspapers on th bli 
'd r " 

e repu cans1 e re1erre� to the
. 

low�r clas�es,� �ut when they used this term they
meant low-mcome mhab1tants m cities not in the country 'd 47M , s1 e. ore
generally, the peasantry was ignored, or observers lamentedpe 1• 

48 Thi 
asan 

ignorance. s was an intellectual movement that would eventual! 
feed into the Marxist idea of "false consciousness"-the notion th:i
people did not understand their own interests. 

In an amazing turnabout,· some forces in favor of the Republic sup•
ported restricting the vote so that only those who understood their true
interests could participate. This was the case of Pierre Joseph Proudhon,
who argued that fifty years of education would be necessary before the
peasantry could vote. Otherwise, they were thought to have the same
status as children. 49 There is an eerie parallel with observations like this
and current proposals in the United States to establish an "epistocracy'
where only those with knowledge can vote. so

The lesson of France's Second Republic is that a democratic society
is rarely divided on a simple cleavage between those with wealth and
those without, the sort of possibility so feared by America's Founding
Fathers. It is instead the case that other cleavages get in the way. In the
French case it was a stark difference between rural and urban area�
something that is salient in many countries today. We could speak also
of yet another cleavage: the division over attitudes toward religion and
the state. Th.is would play an increasingly important role in French poli·
tics later in the nineteenth century. Such a division can be a source of
tension that undermines a republic. 

This is what happened in France between 1848 and 1851; Some fear it
may also be happening in the United States today. But in a very ironic

way the division of those without wealth may have also allowed for the

initial spread of democracy in France and elsewhere in Europe precisely

because it posed less of a danger to elites than had been feared.
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Why Didn't China Democratize? 

If we shift our attention from Europe to other world regions, then a

major question is why modern democracy did not spread to China.

China has repeatedly disappointed the expectations of democratic op­

timists. This happened first with the failure to construct successful re­

publican rule following the abdication of the last emperor of the Qing

dynasty in 1912. It happened next with the consolidation of autocratic

rule by Mao Zedong after 1949. It has happened yet again more recently

as rapid economic growth has not resulted in political liberalization. As

we consider each of these developments we should also keep one other

thing in mind: despite lacking the institutions of modem democracy,

from Mao Zedong forward, China's leaders have made very frequent

reference to "democracy" -minzhu in direct translation. If China does

ever" democratize" this may occur less with the establishment of mul­

tiparty elections than with other practices that make the ruling party

increasingly beholden to public opinion.

No Legacy of Assembly Governance

After a long decline, China's last imperial dynasty, the Q!ng, collapsed 

quickly in the final months of 1911. A series of uprisings culminated in

the abdication of the child emperor, Puyi, in February 1912. In its place

a constitutional republic, commonly known as the Beiyang govern­

ment, came into existence. Though it lasted until 1928, after a short time 

the Beiyang government had only nominal control of China's territory.

The reality on the ground was that many Chinese provinces established

autonomy, often under the control of warlords. Compounding the

problem, the civilian leaders of the Beiyang government were often be-

holden to their generals. . • • • . 
The Provisional Constitution of the Republic of China, adopted in 

1912, established a classic example of modem democracy, albeit with _a

limited franchise. It would be hard to attribute the problems of the Bei-
th • f as

yang government to a failure of design because e constitu 10n w 

directly modeled on existing examples from western Europe and the
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United States. Power was to be held byan assemblv a 'd , , pres1 ent, ministers, and courts. Members of the assembly were to be s I t db . . . e ec e yeachprovmce with the selection method determined locall
y. A •a • pres, ent andvice president were themselves to be elected by the assembl Th Y· epres1-dent would then choose ministers who would govern Thi all • s was adirect import of a model that had proved durable elsewhere.

The bigger reason for the failure of the Beiyang government is that itis difficult to establish governance by assembly in a setting where there
is no history of doing things this way. Toward the end of the Qjng dy­
nasty there was a strong sentiment in certain quarters that Chinese in­
stitutions needed to be revamped, potentially by adopting those of the
West. The Japanese success in doing this provided no small inspiration.
As part of a broader movement, which included among other things the
abolition of the imperial examination system, pro-reform officials con­
sidered introducing assembly governance into the mix. In 1909-just
two years before its fall-the Qing government created a set of provin­
cial assemblies, with members elected by the gentry class. There was 
also to be a National Assembly, but these bodies would not have re� 
power, as they could control neither the bureaucracy nor the military. 
More fundamentally, nothing resembling these institutions had ever 
existed in China. We would have to hearken back to the municipal as­
semblies of the guo ren in the Eastern Zhou dynasty-more than two 
millennia prior to this date-to find a similar pattern of governance. 

The historian Xiaowei Zheng has interpreted the failure of assembly 
governance in China in the following terms. Both before and after 19u, 
the objective of Chinese assembly representatives was to wrest power 
from an absolute monarchy, but in so doing, they then sought to 
arrogate full power for themselves. Unlike in countries that had a long 
history of assemblies limiting the power of monarchs, there was no 
Chinese tradition of limiting and diffusing power in this way.51 

The Legacy of the Imperial State 

Following Japanese invasion and a lengthy and bitter civil war, tbe 
People's Republic of China was proclaimed in the fall of 1949 by Mao
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Zedong. As the People's Liberation Army established unified control 
in the late 1940s, the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party prom­
ised to upend what they called the old "feudal" order of the imperial 
era. In many ways they succeeded in doing so, most notably with a land 
reform that dispossessed rural elites of their wealth.52 This clearly dif­
fered drastically from republican governance in the 1911 period where 
existing landed elites retained power. It also fits with a surprising-and 
more general-pattern identified by the political scientist Michael 
A!bertus. It turns out that autocratic governments are more likely to 
implement land reforms than are democratic governments.53 At least 
in this way, the "democracy" proclaimed by Mao was more successful 
at generating redistribution than were many elected democratic gov­
ernments, but in this case land reform came with very substantial 
violence and death. 

Despite overturning China's old order, there were other important 
ways in which the PRC government relied on a long tradition of state 
control in China. One example of this phenomenon involved the regis­
tration and documentation of the population. We can recall from chap­
ter 6 that Chinese dynasties from a very early date had been concerned 
with the control of their people. As early as the Warring States period 
this resulted in systems for registration and recording of the population. 
These were used to tax people either by conscripting their labor to fight 

or by requisitioning their agriculture produce. These systems were also 

used to encourage mutual surveillance among the population. 
When the Chinese Communist Party assumed power in 1949, Mao

Zedong made the following declaration about state power. Stating that
the ultimate goal of the Communists was to abolish state power, he
emphasized that in the short term it would need to be reinforced. 

"Don't you want to abolish state power?" Yes, we do, but not right

now; we cannot do it yet. Why? Because imperialism still exists,

because classes still exist in our country. Our present task is to

strengthen the people's state apparatus-mainly the people's �rmy,

the people's police and the people's courts-in order to consolidate
l ''t t

S4 

the national defence and protect the peop es m eres s. 
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One of the ways in which the Communist Party tr gth 
aft 

s en ened statepower er 1949 was to create the hukou system for ul . • ss Thi . pop atJon registra. tion. s drew directly on the old imperial mod 1 f h . . e O ousehold reg-istration. It also drew on experience from the N t· Ii a 10na st governmentthat controlled part of China between 1927 and 1949 Unl'k . . . • 1 e systems ofhousehold registrat10n m earlier eras the hukou system • . . , isnotusedasa basis for taxation. Its principal use is instead to maintam· d b . or er y creat-
mg a de facto restriction on freedom of movement • d" 'd al . . -m 1v1 u scan
only receive social benefits in the area where they are registered,

The hukou system provides one example of a strong state legacy that
greatly favored autocratic rule in China after 1949. We know for a fact
that under the Kuomintang-controlled government between 1927 and
1949 previous records from the imperial era were helpful in establlshin 

ul t. · S6 Thi 
g pop a 10n registers. s must have also been the case after 1949,57 

A Commercial Revolution Did Not 
Bring Consensual Government 

China has undergone a dramatic commercial revolution in recent 
years. We should recall that it also had commercial and technological 
revolutions in the past. The parallels between those earlier revolu­
tions and today can help us to better understand China's recent non­
democratization. Recall that during the Song dynasty, China sawasub­
stantial increase in urbanization as well as the introduction of new 
technologies for communication. The rapid expansion of woodblock 
printing allowed for improved communication and diffusion ofknowl• 
edge. But this did not result in the sort of political change that printing 
is thought to have generated in Europe. What happened instead was that 
the Chinese state promoted the use of printing to spread technical 
knowledge while at the same time monitoring all publications to pre· 
vent the spread of disagreeable political ideas. Recent years have seen a 
repeat of the exact phenomenon with the Internet and social media.

Better communication among Chinese citizens is advantageous to the 
extent that it allows for diffusion of knowledge necessary for develop·

ment. But contrary to the expectations of many Western observers of
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several decades ago, allowing the diffusion of knowledge necessary for

innovation and development does not have to also be accompanied by 

openness to the spread of alternative political ideas. So far, it is an open

question how long this can be maintained. Ten years ago, those who 

wrote about the effect of Internet penetration in China suggested that 

official censorship was repeatedly undermined by the ability of ordinary
citizens to find new and surprising forms of protest. Guobin Yang in 

2009 referred to this as "a world of carnival, community, and contention 

in and through cyberspace:'58 More recent accounts, such as that by 

Margaret Roberts, have been decidedly less optimistic.59 

The Chinese Communist Party Has Repeatedly 

Referred to Democracy 

In spite of all the features that prompt many to think of the current 

Chinese government as an autocracy, since 1949 and before Chinese 

Communist leaders have repeatedly used the word "democracy," or 

minzhu, when referring to how they govern.60 When Mao wrote about

democracy at the outset of the People's Republic, he followed writers

of Marxist inspiration in differentiating between a "bourgeois democ­

racy" of the sort that they thought existed in the West and a "people's

democracy" of the sort he sought to establish.61 So what sort of impor­

tance should we attach to the idea of a people's democracy? Has it had

any meaning in China or might it have meaning one day? 

One thing that is clear from recent Chinese practice is that a people's

democracy would differ quite radically from what I have called modern

democracy in that it does not involve elections contested by political 

parties. Nor does it involve an assembly that actually places a real check

on a country's executive. On paper China does have just such an institu·

tion, the National People's Congress, but the people who constructed

the Standard Cross Cultural Sample would not have coded this as an

example of governance by council, because there is little evidence that

this body presents a check on executive authority. 
• 

. . 
The remaining possibility is that a people's democracy �volves so�e 

sort of broad popular participation in governance but without havmg
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elections. When prompted with the idea that democracy h Id 
. . soo � 

manly be about elections, one protesting Chinese student • 8 'dm 19 9 sa1 
that they instead thought of "Rousseau and the model of dir t • . 

. »62 . 
ec partic1-

pat1on. It 1s clear today that there are many institut1·onali d ze venues
through which the Chinese government seeks input from members of
society-the question is whether it listens. 

Russia's Failure to Democratize 

Imperial Russia presents the main example, after China, of a large power 
that failed to democratize during the twentieth century, excepting if one 
considers a brief period after 1991, and even then, the change was only 
temporary. The interesting fact about Russia is that on the surface, the 
preconditions would seem to have been almost the exact opposite of 
those in China. Russia lacked the intensive high-yield agriculture that 
favored the bureaucratic alternative. In a very sparsely populated coun­
try, Russian peasants also had an exit option; if they were not happy 
with their local lord, they could simply move elsewhere.63 Finally, impe­
rial Russian rulers lacked many of the autocracy-reinforcing technolo­
gies developed in other societies. So why did Russia not become an 
early democracy and then a modem one? Ultimately, Russia's autocratic 
trajectory may have been determined by the fact that during the impe­
rial period it had a weak state but an even weaker society. In this context 
rulers had relatively little to gain from building a system of representa­
tion of the sort that developed in western Europe. What they did in­
stead was gradually extend bureaucratic control, even if this control was 
much weaker than that which existed in the Prussian case that they 
sought to imitate. 

Early Russian Assemblies 

The Russian polity first emerged as a result of territorial consolidation

by the princes of Muscovy, a process that began in the fourteenth

century; it extended through the appearance of the first "tsar" of Russia

in 1547 and the institutional reforms adopted by Peter the Great, who
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ruled frorn 1682 to 1725. Muscovy did have some institutions that could

have formed the basis for early democratic governance. Some have ar-

ed that this was part of an institutional panopl: adopted from M�:gol 

�actices-including the kurultay-but this is much debated. :�

need to ask wheth er Russian councils bore any resemblance to the r p 

resentative bodies that emerged and prospered throughout western Eu-

rope at this time. d • d the
The first of these councils was composed of nobles that a V1se 

Prince. In Muscovy and neighboring states nobles of the highest rank

h il uld become known to later
were referred to as Boyars, so t e counc wo 

1h d "d m "here literally means
historians as the Boyar duma. e wor u a 

l" 
ak "advice" "counse, or

"thought" but by extension is also t en to mean , 

"a council:65 Councils of this sort are said to have been held �y Kievanh,

h . th through the eighteent 
and then Muscovite, princes from t e nm . . • 

centurv so there is no doubt that we are talking about an i_nstitu
f
tio

h
n 

11 

• h h rerogatives o t e
with a lengthy history.66 The problem is t at t e P 

. b 
. d h b ame more so over tiffie- Y

Boyar council were limited, an t ey ec ·a1.61 
·1 h d b ome purely ceremoni 

the 1670s meetings of the counci a ec th 
. h will £ has come to be known as e

The second institution to whic I re er 
,.i,, bering 

f th l d" 1his was a larger bo ... ,, nurn 
zemsky sobor, or "assembly o e an • 

IV (1he Terrible), who
up to several hundred, that was firSt called by Ivan 

b alled tsar
th fir t Russian ruler to e c 

reigned from 1533 to 1584. He was e s 
think ofhim as a great 

Though Ivan's nickname alone makes it hard for us to
th t the zem· 

d vali t effort to argue a 
democrat, some historians have ma e a an 

uld h ventually led
b d that co ave e 

sky sobor was a proto-parliament� 0 

Y uncil of the Boyars, no one

Russia to being a democracy. As with the co . etakingplace
ky b h n these meetings wer 

actually used the term zems so orw e 
68 Wh t do know is that 

th turies a we 
during the sixteenth and seventeen cen • 

fr few dozen to
. . 1 . anywhere orn a 

these meetings were ad hoc affairs mvo Vlllg 
f . . ants were senior

a few hundred participants. 1he great number O p�o

b
p 

did not SU[Vive

69 th d the.zetrlS"'/ so or 
military servitors of the tsar. In e en , 

beyond the end of the seventeenth centurY• the striking fea·
. dad hoc nature,

Beyond their limited prerogatives an h • n western Europe 

bli Pared to t ose i 
tures of early Russian assem es com 

In hapter 5 we saw that
· of the towns. c 

was the absence of representatives 
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in western Europe, beginning in the thirteenth century representativesfrom towns gained access to assemblies that had previously been com­posed of nobles and clergy. This was a watershed moment in the devel­opment of political representation and an important step toward theconstruction of modern democracy. In Russia this simply did not hap­pen. Some might argue that autocratic ideology accounts for the differ­
ence, but there is a more immediate explanation: Russia had few
towns. 70 Those towns that existed were scattered across a dauntingly
large territory; and they tended to be small and not very developed. In
western Europe the commercial riches of medieval towns provided an
important opportunity for princes. The towns could be a significant
source of tax revenue, and they could collect this revenue themselves if
their representatives were given seats in assemblies. In Russia the towns
simply weren't worth it, nor was there much of a tradition of guilds and
other corporate bodies as existed in western Europe.71

Though Russia had few towns, it did initially have a peasantry whose 
exit options could have helped pave the way for early democracy, at least 
at the local level. The problem was that around the turn of the seven­
teenth century the peasants lost this leverage. Given Russia's northerly 
location, its peasantry were always particularly susceptible to climatic 
variation. Between 1601 and 1603 Russia experienced a climate-induced 
famine that was particularly severe. As a result of this and related events, 
the peasantry increasingly looked to nobles for protection, and they lost 
their exit option. By 1649 this was enshrined in a legal provision binding 
peasants to the land upon which they were currently located.72

Building the Bureaucratic Alternative 

The alternative pursued by the tsars of Russia was to gradually build a 
bureaucratic state. During the seventeenth century the rulers of Muscovy 
established a bureaucracy based on a chancellery system staffed by a 
group of individuals known as the prikaznye liudi. These individuals 
served at the pleasure of the tsar rather than having any independent 
power base. Unlike much of the nobility; the prikaznyewere literate. 1he 
number of chancellery offices expanded significantly during the 
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seventeenth century, and the number of prikaznye liudi expanded tenfold
from several hundred in 1613, the year in which the first member of the 
Romanov family acceded to the throne, to several thousand in 1689. One 
feature of this bureaucracy was that as in Prussia at the time, there was a 
direct linkage between fiscal and military affairs as the bureaucrats were 
directly involved in provisioning the army.73 The tsars of Russia also suc­
cessfully minimized any degree of self-government enjoyed by their 
towns. At the outset of the seventeenth century; the towns were shaken

by the same crisis inflicted on the peasantry; and in the wake of this a 
system of town governors was adopted with each appointed by the tsar.74

As we point to imperial Russian similarities with Prussia, we should

also emphasize a critical difference. A bureaucracy numbering several 
thousand was not particularly large given that Russia in 1700 may have

had upward of twenty million inhabitants who were also spread across 
a vast territory.75 Prussia maintained a state bureaucracy of similar size

in spite of having less than one-tenth the population of Russia at this 
time.76 When the Russian state attempted to conduct a census following
Peter the Great's establishment of a poll tax in 1718, this took five years

to complete.77 The end result of Russian state development was a rela­
tively weak state bureaucracy that supplanted even weaker representa­
tive institutions. This helped set .Russia on a long course away from
democracy. 

The World's Largest Democracy

If some of America's Founding Fathers-fearful of maintaining a repub­
lic in a vast country-had considered the case of India, they would have
certainly despaired. India's population of 330 million at independence 

was more than one hundred times the population of the United states

• • • 959 you would 
in 1776. lf you were Seymour Martin Lipset writing m 1 1 

h . . Indi s too poor to be a de-ave also drawn a negative conclusion- a wa 
• (· t d 's dollars) wasmocracy. At independence, its GDP per capita m O ay 

b . 8 0 In terms of most a out $1,400, or only half as rich as France m 1 7 • 
. Indi • the late 1940s had noconventional theories of political saence, am . .· business being a democracy. 
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It is possible that British influence had some effect on mod d em e-
mocracy in India. The latter stages of colonial-rule India allowed for
substantial self-government and the development of politi cal parties.78
This is very different from China where the initial British influence in­
volved the sale of opium. But this is hardly the whole story, nor the most
important element. 

A more complete explanation for India's democratic success lies
in the fact that unlike China, India had less of a legacy of a centralized 
bureaucratic state. At the same time, India also had a tradition of early 
democratic governance. I am not saying here that because Buddha's 
clan in the sixth century BCE elected its leaders, India was destined 
to be a democracy today. But this tradition may still have mattered, 
and the economist and philosopher Amartya Sen has suggested pre­
cisely this.79

Unlike China, India over the past two millennia has rarely been 
under control of a unified state. If we were to look for a legacy of a 
strong, bureaucratic state, then we would focus on the Mughal dynast}\ 
which began in 1526. The empire was consolidated, and state institutions 
were constructed during the reign of Akbar from 1556 to 1605. 

At the outset of Akbar's rule, Mughal revenue collection resembled 
tribute rather than taxation. North India contained a variety of chief­
doms of different sizes where local elites organized peasants to clear 
jungle areas and establish cultivation. Akbar used his rule to establish a

more centralized system based on regular taxation of income from land

This occurred under his finance minister, Todar Mal, who established

agricultural production statistics while also implementing a system of

uniform weights and measures. He also created a bureaucracy to assess

and collect taxes, whereas previously Mughal rulers had relied on free•

lancing locals. 80 All of this resulted in a system where Mughal rulers

could directly assess and collect taxes based on local conditions, and the
result was that by 1595, Mughal emperors were able to extract about

S percent of total production for their own purposes. This was a substan·

tial amount if we compare it to the extraction ratios in Figure 1,l, It was

also certainly a higher level of revenue extraction than in any European 

country at this time.81
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1he key fact about centralized and bureaucratic Mug�al rule is �at

it did not last, and even at its height, it failed to do away�th all vestiges 

of early democracy. While Akbar established a centralized tax system,

h d' d not establish a completely centralized form of rule. He found

�:elf obliged to accept the existence of clan council� at the local level.

The councils accepted the new revenue system and m exchange th�y

tam. ed the right to manage other aspects of their affairs. 82 The way ID 

re h bl to the
which these councils are described bears muc resem ance 

council governance we considered in ancient lndi� in chapt�r 2. 

The Mughal Empire ultimately disintegrated mto a senes of fra�
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How Democracy Spread in Africa
If the big success story of democracy's second wave th ( ) . . . . was e re estab-lis�ent of democracy m India, m the thirty years since the fall of theBerlm Wall, one of the new democratic success stor· h b . . ss 

ies as een its spread m Sub-Saharan Afnca. By most measures Africa t d . , o ay remains
a region where democracy is less widespread than it is elsewhere. Thesuccess has been in relative terms. In 1989 Africa was a continent where
one-party states prevailed, almost monolithically. There were a few
democratic outposts in Botswana and (partially) in Senegal, but that
was about it. Multi party elections were almost nonexistent. Thirtyyears
later multi party elections are the norm. In many cases these are flawed
and fraudulent, but in something like a third of the continent's countries
we can speak of actual democracies, not only in terms of how outsiders
judge them but also in terms of what Africans themselves suggest in
surveys. This is a far cry from the Middle East, a region with a legacy of 
strong bureaucratic states where there has been essentially no transition 
to democracy. In what follows I will suggest that a legacy of state weak­
ness may have helped pave the way for this change. But first I will de­
scribe the initial failure of democracy when African countries first 
gained independence from colonial control. 

As we contemplate the history of democracy in Africa, we should 
also recall the evidence we saw in chapter 2. Early democracy was wide­
spread in precolonial Africa. So once again, Africa's trajectory is another 
illustration of the decline and subsequent rise of democracy. 

The Suns of Independence 

In 1968 Ahmadou Kourouma, an Ivoirian novelist, published a book 
titled Les soleils des independances. He portrayed a fictional country, the 
Ebony Coast, where as the colonial power departed, there had been 
much hope for a better life as an independent country. What happened 

instead was the era of the one-party state. Initial experience with de'. 
mocracy in African countries after independence was not a positive one. 

When African states freed themselves from colonial control, �051 
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commonly around 1960, they established institutions of modern de­
mocracy, but these then quickly unraveled. 

Ghana provides a classic example of the unraveling. Its first presiden-
tial election, held on April 27, 19601 was a multiparty contest won by 
Kwame Nkrumah. By 1964 Ghana had officially become a one-party 
state. A referendum result made the Convention People's Party the sole 
legal party-supposedly 99.91 percent of the roughly three million votes 
cast were in favor of this change.86 After Nkrumah's fall in 1966, con­
tested elections were reintroduced, but the country suffered through 
long years of military coups, both failed and successful. 

In some African countries a one-party state was established directly 
at independence. In 1960 Ghana's neighbor Cote d'Ivoire adopted a 
constitution that made the Democratic Party of Cote d'Ivoire, or the 
PDCI-for its French acronym-the sole legal party. In a series of 
presidential elections held at five-year intervals between 1960 and 1985, 
the PDCI's leader, Felix Houphouet-Boigny, never received less than a 
reported 98.8 percent of the vote. It was quite a remarkable record. And 
Cote d'Ivoire under the PDCI did not only have single-party control of 
elections; it also had single-party control of the media. From 1964 one 

daily newspaper, Fraternite Matin, appeared each morning, and it was 
controlled by the government. There was also a single newspaper, 
Ivoir'Soir, that appeared each evening, also controlled by the govern­
ment. Practices were the same with radio and television channels. 

African autocracies did not emerge because of strong state institu­
tions that controlled society. 87 A number of states did develop systems 

for collecting revenue, but this was mostly dependent on the existence

of an export crop, such as coffee or cocoa. Given the limited number of

natural harbors in Africa, cash crops needed to be exported from a small
number oflocations, and physical control of these locations was suffi­

cient to allow for a system of taxation. In a country like Cote d'Ivoire,

instead of needing to develop a bureaucracy to assess and collect taxes 

in individual villages, all that was needed was to monitor and tax exports

at two choke points, the ports of San Pedro and Abidjan.
Instead of strong state institutions, it was outside support that al­

lowed African autocracies to survive. Recall from the discussion of early
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democracy in Arabia that stronger, more autocratic states bl werea eto 
emerge as a result of support from outside powers who were vymg for
control. In this case the outside powers were the Roman and Sasanian
empires. In Africa between 1960 and 1989 the outside power th . swere e
Uruted States, the Soviet Union, France, and, to a lesser extent th
Unit

_
ed Kingdom. Cote d'Ivoire provides an excellent example o/hoi:

outside support helped reinforce autocracies that otherwise had weak
states. In 1970 the total population of Cote d'Ivoire was about fi mil-ss 

ve 
lion people. Its army numbered only about five thousand men, so one 
soldier for about a thousand people. For comparison, this is a ratio that 
is five times smaller than what we would find in a substantially milita­
rized country like Rwanda today. But the government of Cote d'Ivoire 
did not need to have a strong military because it had a French military 
base in the capital, Abidjan, and a defense treaty of mutual assistance. 
It was once outside support for autocracy weakened that many African 
rulers would find themselves ill-equipped to resist democratization. 

A New Wave of Democratization 

The end of the Cold War dramatically improved prospects for democ· 
racy in Africa, just as it did with other regions. Instead of propping up 
autocratic regimes in order to gain an edge on rivals, those outside pow• 
ers still intervening in Africa were more likely to adopt an official policy 
of promoting democracy. But the democratic wave after 1989 was not
something that would be determined by outsiders. We can instead show

how the long-run legacy of African state development influenced pos·

sibilities for sustaining democracy. Democracy was more likely to

emerge and survive in countries with weaker states. 
In the spring of 1991, Samuel Huntington published an article in the

Journal of Democracy titled "Democracy's Third Wave."89 This was a com·

panion piece to his book of the same title. Huntington assessed the pros•

pects for democracy in different world regions, and his view of African
prospects was a very dim one. He based this on the fact that African coun·

tries were too poor to be democracies and they had poor growth pros­

pects. In his words, "The economic obstacles to democratization in
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sub-Saharan Africa will remain overwhelming well into the twenty-first

n90 century- . . 
As Jong as one thinks that a shift from having no African democracies

to having about a third of Africa's countries be democratic is a big

change, then we have to conclude that Huntington's prediction turned

out to be overly pessimistic. In the introduction to their recent retro­

spective on African elections, Jaimie Bleck and Ni�olas van �e Walle

have used three different African election outcomes m 2016 to illustrate 

the trajectory taken by different countries. In Zambia there was an elec­

tion flawed by violence in which the loser failed to accept the result, and

he was jailed by the victorious incumbent. Also, in 2016 the incumbe�t 

president in the Gambia refused to concede that he had lo�t the �resi­

dential election despite strong indications to the contrary. Fmally, m yet 

another election in 2016, this time in Ghana, the losing incumbent ac­

cepted the official results of an election that was judged to have been

mostly problem free.91

The three election experiences cited by Bleck and van de Walle turn

out to be very representative of what outside observers who produ�e 

systematic assessments think of African democracy. Freedom Hous: �s

an organization that classifies a country as an "electoral democracy if

. . . . d • ddition to political
1t has sufficiently robust election pro uces, ma 
. f s b Saharan African coun-

nghts. For Freedom House, 29 percent o u -

tries are democracies today.921hose outside observers who conStrnct

f •b t to 1·udge whether a
the Polity index use a broader range o attn u es

•d b rs 36 percent ofAf-
country is a democracy. For these outs1 e o serve , . . 

d 93 p· all me political saentists
rican countries are democracies to ay. m Y so 

f fr and fair elections
have coded democracy based on the presence O ee 

. d 
under universal suffrage. Based on one recent data set� exa

ctly o;e-thir 

of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are democraaes today. "gh 
"d • bstractindices, weffil t
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second topic. Ask someone in Africa-or anywhere I h e se-w ethertheir country is a democracy, and the response may b inf! e uenced by
whether the party they support happens to be in power. To deal with
this problem I constructed a self-assessment of democracy th measure at 
controls for an individual's assessment of the incumbent head of
government's performance. The idea here is that if even those who think
a current president is performing poorly say their country is a democ­
racy, this sends a pretty strong signal. Likewise, if those who think the
president is performing well nonetheless say their country is not a
democracy, this also says something. 

Using the above procedure, I created a "Self-Assessment ofDemoc­
racy" index that is based on the responses of more than 50,000 Africans
interviewed by the Afro barometer project. The index is scaled from 0 
to 100, with o assigned to the lowest average self-assessment (Sudan)
and 100 assigned to the country with the highest self-assessment
(Niger). Ghana came a close second to Niger. There turned out to be a 
high correlation between the Self-Assessment ofDemocracyindexand 
classifications by outside observers.96 In what follows I will use these[­
assessment scale to investigate how a history of state weakness favored 
democracy. 

A Legacy of State Weakness 

Let us return to Samuel Huntington's prediction from 1991 and its judg­
ment that African countries were probably too poor to sustain democ­
racy. If this \\'a.S correct, then if any African countries stood a chance of 
de,iating from this trend, it would probably be those that are more 

developed than their peers. \Ve might measure this by looking at those 

countries that have higher levels of income per capita, those with

higher literacy rates, and perhaps also those th.at are more urbanized.
It turns out that these indicators do a strikingly poor job of predicting

democracy in Africa today. When using the self-assessment of democ·

racy index it is the countries that are poorer, are less urbanized, and 
have lower levels of literacy that are more like to be democracies

today.97 
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FIGURE 11.4. State revenues and democracy in Africa. The figure reports the self-assessment
of democracy index, based on Afrobarometer data against annual tax revenues from the IMF

World Revenue Longitudinal database. 

There is an alternative explanation that does a better job of account­

ing for African democracy today, and it is one that fits with what I have

argued throughout this book: African countries are more likely to be

democracies today if they had weak states at the time that the Berlin

Wall fell. State weakness may have made it more difficult for incumbent

presidents to resist democratization.98 

Consider the evidence in Figure 1L4-1his is a scatterplot in which the

Self-Assessment of Democracy scale is shown on the vertical axis- Toe

homontal ms shows the average annual tueS collectedbypetnment 

(as a share of GDP) heoi-eeat990 and 1992 at the outset oftftewaveof

demoa:ztizmon. I focus on Ill m-enne here� this i$ a better

proxy for state sttengtn than is onn1l � wmdt � � o­
clude revenues from natural resources or aid flaws. "Ihere•�ff'l'J'COO­

siderable variation in tax revenue circa 1990. 'Ibis c.an partly be�· 
by natural endowments, but not only. In 1990 t.ax revenues were four
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times higher in Cote d'Ivoire than in neighboring·Gh Wh ana. atmadethe difference was a history of state collapse in Ghana. The trend in Figure 11.4 is readily apparent Africans th I . . • emse ves aremuch more likely to Judge that they are living in a dem . omqm� tnes that had lower levels of tax collection at the outset f th o e currentwave of democratization. The implied effect of state strength • m19901sthat for each increase in revenue of 1 percent of GDP th d , e emocracyself-assessment drops by about three points on the O to 100 scale,99 Does Figure 11.4 capture an effect whereby African rulers in a weakerposition were unable to resist demands for democratization from theirsocieties? It is possible that the relationship here might also reflect rela­tive needs for foreign aid-more cash-strapped governments would beless able to resist donor demands to hold elections. However, donor
demands often had a greater impact on the formal trappings of
democracy-whether an election was held in which multiple political
parties competed-and less on the finer elements that are likely to
move the self-assessment index.

So, it is possible that a legacy of state weakness created fertile ground
for democratization in Africa. One of the interesting features of this is
that if we look at the relationship between democracy and tax collection
today in African countries, then we no longer see any correlation. This
means that democratizing countries have been able to catch up to their
peers in terms of tax collection. This could just be a process of mean
reversion, or it could be a more deliberate story of state building. If so,
this would also be another example of sequencing. Democracy can be
better sustained if its establishment precedes the development of a
strong state.

If African democracy seems to have been more feasible in cases
where states were initially weak, there has been a downside to this.
Without an effective state, it is hard to deliver services like education
and health care that people would like to be able to expect. It is possible

that this has led in some cases to an equilibrium where state weakness
means that central rulers find it impossible to sustain autocracywhile

at the same time having little ability to provide services for their
people.100 
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Finally, there is also another part of this story that �ould �ead us to
draw Jess rosy conclusions for the future of democracy m Africa. Some

African countries-those where free and fair elections have no_t be­
come well anchored-have nonetheless constructed increasmgly
powerful bureaucracies. Take the case of Uganda, a country_ that � the

1990s appeared to be transitioning to a system of free and fair elections
but which since that point has become something of an elected autoc­
racy. Pia Raffler, a political scientist, has shown that in Uganda tod;y
bureaucrats now command more authority at the local level than °

I. · , 101 po 1t1c1ans. 

The Surprising Spread of Modern Democracy

· th 1 t two hundred years hasThe spread of modern democracy over e as 
. . D acy has spread to coun-been a remarkable and a surpnsmg one. emocr 
. d t sustain this institu-tries and places that many believe were too poor o 

tion.At the same time, as other countries have grown richer, democracy
has failed to take hold despite expectations that it would. Long-run pat-

'd b tt lanation for what hasterns of state development proVI e a e er exp 
h d t hance of taking roothappened. Modern democracy has a a grea er c Idb tic state that cou in areas that lack a history of a strong ureaucra 

ell . d ti tability has har Ycement autocratic rule.At the same time, emocra c s . kal h f this book I will as been ensured in these places. In the fin c apter 0 

what happens next for modern democracy.
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The Ongoing Democratic 
Experiment 

WE LIVE TODAY in an age of democratic anxiety. In what used to be 

called the "advanced industrialized" world there is a palpable fear that 

anti-democratic reflexes not felt for many decades have suddenly re­

awakened. In parallel, publics have voted for political alternatives that 

many find shocking and inexplicable. Few would have imagined just a

decade ago that the lessons from failed democracies elsewhere would

be used to ask whether the United States might suffer the same fate.1To

add to this, in those countries that have recently transitioned to democ­

racy, there are questions whether this movement is less inevitable than

it once seemed. The new word of the day for those taking stock of de­

mocracy in these countries is backsliding.2 Finally, enduring autocracies

like China seem to offer more of an alternative model than they did

decades ago. This is all enough to make one think that maybe this book

should have been about the rise and subsequent decline of democracy,·

not the reverse. In this final chapter I will ask what history tells. us about 

our current democratic anxieties. 
History suggests that modern democracy is an ongoing experi·

ment, and in many ways, we should be surprised that it has worked at

all. Recall the critique levied by John Taylor, soon after the adoption 

of the U.S. Constitution; He feared that biennial elections to Congress 

would be but a brief "political spasm" and "one day's mockery of
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importance" after which the "51
000" would reassert their dominance

over the "5,000,000." Taylor argued for greater local control where 

people could participate in a more regular manner and be in closer

contact with their representatives. Two hundred and ten years later, a

political theorist named John Dunn would say something very similar,

and he put it this way. 

If ancient democracy was the citizens choosing freely and immedi­

ately for themselves, modern democracy, it seems, is principally the

citizens very intermittently, choosing under highly constrained cir­

cumstances, the relatively small number of their fellows who will

from then on choose for them. There are many obvious ways in

which modern c itizens have no need whatever to accept this

bargain.3 

The comments by Taylor and Dunn, offered two centuries apart,

point to the first fracture point of modem democracy: citizen participa­

tion is very broad, but it also risks being very thin. The question then is

when citizens will think that this is something other than the sham that

Taylor feared. The alternative may be one where democracy either dies

or continues only in name as the 5,000-what today we would call the

top 0.1 percent-dominate an unequal democracy of the sort that the 

political scientist Larry Bartels has written about.4 

In considering how to design a republic, many eighteenth- and

nineteenth-century thinkers took the opposite view from Taylor. Tuey

worried that the 5,ooo,ooo would expropriate the wealth of the 5,000• 

This was not just a fear held by the authors of the Federalist Papers.

Throughout western Europe after 1789 political thinkers sought to er\

ate republican institutions that would limit the influence of the masses. 

The most obvious way to do this was to limit the suffrage, or to have

systems of weighted voting ,  or to have upper chambers in legislatures

. . • ch ter 11 these fears turned
to resist popular passions. But as we saw m ap _ , 

out to be overdone. Even after universal suffrage was established, there·

alth • ality did eventu-
was no massive redistribution of wealth, We mequ 

all I • stead wartime events,

Y drop, but not as a result of democracy. twas m • • 
. . ,  . .
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economic cr�sis, 
_
and �lso possibly underlying technological changes

that led to this shift. History suggests that even in a full democra the
risk that the 5,000 will dominate is much greater than the threat th:; the
5,000,000 will expropriate the 51000. 

The second fracture point of modern democracy concerns executive
power. It turns out that an elected leader at the helm of a modem demo­
cratic state can sometimes behave just as despotically as an autocrat In 
early democracies from the Huron to the Dutch Republic this was sim­
ply not possible because power was so decentralized. This decentraliza­
tion made the system stable, but the disadvantage was inflexibility. The 
Dutch found this out as the extreme decentralization of their institu­
tions led to economic stagnation-local interests created barriers to 
entry into markets that stifled innovation. 

The English pioneered the prototype for the centralized executive 
in modem democracy. During the medieval era, European monarchs 
generally dealt with representative assemblies that had substanti� 

blocking power. Localities could constrain their representatives with

strict mandates. They could refuse individual decisions. Sometimes

they could even refuse to participate. In England all of these constraints

disappeared by the end of the fourteenth century. The Crown had suc­

ceeded in imposing a more centralized form of rule. Once Parliament

established supremacy over the Crown after 1688, it assumed the same

role-Parliament had a sort of absolute power. Under the U.S. Consti­

tution, the power of the executive is, in theory, considerably more con·

strained. But recent decades have seen a considerable growthinexecu·

tive power via the bureaucracy, particularly when the Congress is

divided and/ or unable to act. Writing in 2010, Bruce Ackerman, an

eminent constitutional scholar, wrote about his fears of "the threat

posed by the transformation of the White House into a platform for

charismatic extremism and bureaucratic lawlessness."6 In many minds

that is precisely what happened a few short years afterward.

In sum, as societies shifted from early to modern democracy two

problems emerged. The first was the problem of keeping citizens

connected with a distant state. The second was that of constraining

executive power. We should consider each of these in turn.
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Toe Problem of a Distant State

A mon view of American democracy is that problems of institu-
� £ � th 

tional design were solved in Philadelphia in 1787. De en mg e pro-

posed constitution, the authors of the Federalist Papers argued th�t a

large republic would be more stable than a small one. 'Ih.e alter�ative 

view, which I wish to expose here, is that the U.S. Constitution did _
not 

solve the problem of distrust of a distant state. There need to be continu­

ing investments to see that citizens remain trustful of modern

democracy? 

Maybe James Madison Was Wrong about Large Republics
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The different parts of so extensive a country could not 'bl . . poss1 ybe 
made acquamted with the conduct of their representat' 
. 

1ves1 nor be 
mformed of the reasons upon which measures were founded. The 
consequence will be, they will have no confidence in thei'rl • l egis atur� 
suspect them of ambitious views, be ,· ealous of every me th asure ey 
adopt, and will not support the laws they pass. 8 

While Madison focused on problems of faction, Brutus emphasized 
the link between individual citizens and their government. And the 
quote from his essay sounds much like it could describe the United States 
today where trust in the federal government has reached a low point. 

Distrust and Distant Government 

We can use survey evidence on trust in government to support the argu• 

ment that Brutus made. Across countries and regions, tru st in govern­

ment is, on average, lower in larger-scale settings. But at the same tiin� 

the evidence also suggests that large scale is not fate. 

Consider first the evidence from the fall 2018 Eurobarometersurvey

on trust in the national government.9 Among countries with less than

twenty million inhabitants, levels of trust in government average 

49 percent. In countries with more than twenty million inhabitants the

average level of trust in government is only 32 percent-a stark differ•

ence.10 But the data also suggest that the obstacle oflarge scale can be 

overcome. With a level of trust in government of 54 percent, Germany­

with a population of more than 80 million-resembles countries with

substantially smaller populations. Unfortunately, small scale is not fate 

either. Despite its relatively small population of eleven million, trust in

the national government in Greece stands at only 14 percent.

Survey evidence from the United States mirrors the intern�tional 

trends. It is common today to refer to declining trust in government in

the United States, and some scholars have shown that a lack of truStin

the federal government impedes the ability ofleaders to enact newpoli·

cies.11 But this problem of distrust is most relevant for the federal gov·

ernment and not for the state and local governments that operate ona
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smaller scale.12 One sees the same pattern with the media; there is

greater trust at the local level.

Dealing with Distrust

How could one deal with the current distrust in government? One op­

tion is to devolve power to lower levels. The conservative commentator

Yuval Levin refers to "subsidiarity" as the principle that governance 

should be carried out at the lowest level that is practical. i3 Leaders of the

European Union have employed the same term as a way of addressing

their region's "democratic deficit." We already employ subsidiarity to a

great extent in the United States by devolving responsibility to state and

local governments for things such as education, policing, and the like. 

The problem with the subsidiarity solution is that it can only go so 

far. Brian Barry, an influential political theorist, made this point when

reviewing Robert Dahl and Edward Tufte's work on size and democracy.

Barry's point was that confiriing governance to ever smaller units is of

little use if the units become so small that they cannot control events

around them.14 One could, in theory, arrange things so that Youngstown,

Ohio, had its own trade policy and established its own currency. But the

citizens ofYoungstown would soon find events dictated to them by out-

side actors. 
So, in the absence of further devolution to lower levels, what could

spur renewed trust in the U.S. federal government? Here we should re­

member the lessons of history, and the history of the Early Repub�c. In

chapter 10 we saw that the provisions in the Constitution alone di� �ot

guarantee that citizens would be able to develop an informed opllllon 

M di himself was will-
abouuhe federal government. By 1791James a son . . 

ing to recognize the difficulties for citizens in a large republic to inform

rr b • dize the circulation
themselves. 'Ibis led him to support euorts to su si 

f d ystem of common state·
o newspapers. Later reformers propose a s 

funded schooling to achieve the same goal. 

The lesson from the Early Republic is that conStltutional design on

. . . informed and trust

its own is not sufficient to ensure that c1t1zens are 
b 

d des there need to e
their government. In large, modern emocra 
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continuous investments to see that democracy su.-.,.; d th . • LYmsan �rt&es 
not only surv1v� in name on�y as the "5,000" control things. 

What would mvestments like this look like today:> Iflwa ·t· thi • swnmg ·s
book ten or fifteen years ago I might have speculated on how the arrival
of the Internet would allow citizens to be more connected to the affairs of
government than ever before. Today that prediction would seem quaint
It would be an exaggeration to say that the shift to Internet co mmuruca-
tion is the primary reason why Americans have grown more distrustful of 
their federal government; survey evidence shows that the decline in trust 
took place much earlier. But nor is there any evidence that new means of 
communication via the Internet have helped build trust. 

To see the effect of social media communication, we may need to rec­
ognize the difference between the Early Republic and today. In the 17905 

if they did not have access to newspapers, many citizens of the new 
United States had no real way of accessing information about their gov­
ernment. So, a new policy of state-subsidized newspaper distribution 
had a clear impact. Today the question is not one of having no infonna­
tion versus some-people can drown themselves in information (and 
disinformation) if they choose to do so. The key question is how the 
introduction of new technologies leads people to abandon older sources 
of information, perhaps changing the way they see government. 

One of the clear trends in news access in recent years involves the 
disappearance oflocal news sources as new national sources emerge and 
as people substitute one source for another. The problem here is that
local news sources report on both local and national developments, and

people tend to trust local news media more than national news media.

Local newspapers also help to foster democracy within communities.

For various reasons, the structure of media markets may lead to the dis•

appearance oflocal news sources that are deemed more trustworthy.
15 

A Return to Early Democracy? 

Some scholars argue for stronger measures to tame a distant state that

go well beyond simply reorganizing how people receive their news. 1he

idea is to give citizens, and in particular non-elite citizens, a role in
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government beyond simply voting at el�ction time. !ohn McCo rmick, a

political theorist, has advocated returnmg to certam features of gover­

nance present in city republics in Renaissance Italy that �ere supported 

by Niccolo Machiavelli. These include the use of assemblies th_a
t exclude

elite members of society, appointment procedures that combine lottery

with election, and finally possibilities for political trials conducted by

citizens. One could also consider the reestablishment of independent 

mandates and instructions for representatives of the sort that I have con­

sidered in this bo.ok. One could add the practice of recalling elected of­

ficials to the list. In fact, as North American colonists in places like C�n­

necticut and Rhode Island first implemented such practices in assemblies,

they drew direct inspiration from Machiavelli's writ�g·16 

While a reintroduction of these measures associated with early de-

mocracy might be a possibility, we need to recall that whether it b� in

. . • blies these practices 

Italian city republics or m colorual American assem , 
. . rth th t the smaller colorues

existed in small-scale settings. It is notewo Y a 
uld 

of Connecticut and Rhode Island were the pioneers here.17 One wo 

. l'k h • ht be implemented, and
need to ask whether practices i e t ese tn1g 

f 
l • f s today 1he State o 

with genera l  satisfaction, in larger-sea e socie ie 

. h • · • 'f atives and recall of
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• h 
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A better way to address the prob em tn1g e . d 
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d uld 
1s th time these metho s wo 

in the process of government. At e same . t holars
£ d cy that emmen sc 

still be quite far from the face-to- ace emocra • hi1 
h • dh lpspromoteurutyw e

such as Jayne Mansbridge have emp asize e 
19 

• • t humans 
fulfilling the participative needs that are intrinsic O 

. • 

Fear of a Strong State
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Y all f...,odem de-. 1he ch enge o ... 

in the absence of central state coercion. 
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power with the fact that day-to-day affairs of government are run b a
strong bureaucratic state. y 

The Risk of State Strength in the United States 

It is plausible that for a substantial time after the creation of the Repub­
lic, the protection afforded by a weak central state would have continued 
to hold. The new federal government had the right to raise its own taxes 
and to fund and maintain an army; these were provisions that theAnti­
federalists thought would lead to tyranny, but by modern standards 
these fears seem quaint. The �y used to deal with the Whiskey Rebel­
lion of 1794 would have been ill prepared to do something like suppress 
democracy throughout the country. The center just was not powerful 
enough. 

The real question is how much risk there is that a modern state­
like that in the United States today-could be used to establish auto­
cratic rule. One plausible response to this is to say that in fact, the 
modern American state is simply too complex and unwieldy for any­
one to successfully take it over. In making this argument Tyler Cowen 
has added that while the federal government is large in terms of the 
number of people it employs ( 2.1 million in 2013), most of these people 
are trained for tasks that are not particularly well suited for establishing 

autocracy.20

Though the U.S. federal workforce is not particularly well designed 

to serve autocratic purposes, there are important ways in which Ameri­

can presidents have very substantial power to act autonomously in a

manner that some think poses risks to democracy.1he irony here is that

one would think that American presidents are hemmed in by legislative

and judicial checks and balances so that this would not be possible. In

1960 Richard Neustadt famously argued that given the institutional con­

straints they faced, American presidents needed to rule by persuasion.

This would be a bit like we have described rulers in an early democracy,

as lacking any means to rule unilaterally. But since that time, there has

been a tremendous expansion of the ability of presidents to rule by
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executive order, and this is actually magnified by legislative checks

and balances. When Congress is divided, presidents have �ore �oo:

to implement orders without seeing them overturned by legislation. 

One of the ironies here is that these powers have sometimes been

expanded by presidents who cannot be accused of having authoritar­

ian tendencies, such as Barack Obama, only to have this exp�nded

power then used by Donald Trump. Recall from c�apter 6 that it was

the centralization of imperial power under the enlightened emperors 

of the Song dynasty that paved the way for more arbitrary rule under

the Ming. 

The Importance of Sequencing

One of the other features we need to recall about state strength is that
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China as the Bureaucratic Alternative 

Throughout this book, I have emphasized how China represents the
starkest example of the bureaucratic alternative. In China the state ar­
rived first and governance by consent never really followed. A central
bureaucratic state evolved from a very early date-as early as the Zhou
dynasty-and there was far less need to seek help from members of the 
society in governing than was the case in Europe. Outside invasions
took place, even frequently, but they never completely broke the state 
as happened in Europe with the fall of Rome or in Greece with the 
downfall of the Bronze Age kingdoms that preceded the polis. In China 
outside invaders instead established themselves as new dynasties. 

At the time of the Tiananmen Square protests thirty years ago West­
ern observers sometimes suggested that economic development would 
necessarily push China in the direction of democracy. This would hap­
pen for two interrelated reasons. The first involved citizen demands-as 
China grew richer, citizens would demand democracy, and economic 
development would leave the state in a weaker position to resist this. 
The second reason involved the political regime necessary to deliver 

sustained growth. Ultimately, if Chinese leadership wanted develop­

ment, they would need to democratize because that was the only politi­

cal regime that could deliver the goods. 
Today both of these arguments seem like relics of a more optimistic

age, at least as far as Westerners are concerned. It is always easy to pass

judgment on erroneous predictions like these, but in retrospect a deeper 

look at history might have led to different predictions, even in 1989,

With a view to European history, we have a habit of thinking that eco·

nomic development strengthens society and prompts rulers to govern 

by consent. This is precisely what happened with the CommercialRevo•

lution of the Middle Ages and the rise of cities. Bu:t during the Song

dynasty, China experienced a commercial revolution of its own at

roughly the same time without any shift to governance based on

consent-this was an era where central state power was strengthene�

The Chinese state took advantage of rapid commercial growth by e5ta�-

lishing an extensive bureaucracy for collecting indirect taxes. This•
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contrasted starkly with th e European pattern wh ere monarchs lacked

the bureaucracy necessary to collect taxes on their own-they instead 

bargained with towns that collected the taxes.

1he parallels between China today and under the Song dynasty cer-

tainly are not perfect, but they are there. Rapid commercial growth has

taken place, supported by significant state investment, and the state has

recouped significant benefits. Centralized state con�rol has also su�­

vived and even been strengthened, as new technologies for commuru­

catio� arrived. During the Song dynasty woodblock printing expande�

massively, and the state steered this in the direction it sa� fit. So, techni­

cal manuals flowed freely but political texts were _m��tored a�d con:

trolled. Today, sophisticated censorship from China s Great Fir�w� 

has he lped produce a very similar outcome. Political information is

strictly controlled but there is no such need to restrict the flow of

scientific material. l' • al 
The other thing to recognize about the Chinese model of po itic 

f d t imply an absence
development is that an absence o consent oes no 

CE d Chinese emperors publicly
of accountability. From 1059 B onwar 
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NOTES 

Chapter1 

L The people we have come to know as the Hurons called themselves the Wendats. 1his

account of their governance derives from the Jesuit Relations files, vol. 10, ch. 7, available at

http://moses.creighton.edu/kripke/jesuitrelations/. See a similar early description of the Iro-

quois in Colden (1727) 1958. 
2. This is based on the account ofTlaxcala provided by Cortes in a letter to the emperor 

Charles V. For the text, see MacNutt 1908, 2 10. 

3. See Ober 2008. 
4• See Olivier 1969, 222. He refers to governance among the "Bantu" peoples, a term that can

take on two very different meanings. In its scientific sense the word refers to all societies speak­

ing languages from the Bantu family. This applies throughout southern and central Africa. In·

apartheid era South Africa "Bantu" was used to refer to all Black Africans. 

S· On the idea of democracy being a common condition in human societies, see Goody 2006

and lsakhan and Stockwell 2011. This idea also relates closely to something that Roger Congleton 

(woi) has called the "king and council" template. See also Muhlberger and Paine 1993 and the

exploration of collective and autocratic governance in human societies by Blanton and Fargher 

(ioo8, 2016). Scholars who work on classical Greek democracy sometimes also emphasize that

many non-Greek societies bad forms of consultative rule. See Lane 2014 as an example. 

6· The canonical work on this idea comes from Margaret Levi ( 1988, 1997 ). 

7, I will elaborate further on this idea in chapter 3. For a formal presentation, see Ahmed and

Sta5avage, forthcoming. This result is an illustration of the general inSight that differential access

to information can create a difference between formal and real authority within organizations.

On this point, see Aghion and Tirole 1997; Baker, Gibbons, and Murphy 1999i and Barzel 2.oo2.,

1997. 
• • ·, • 

• • • 

8· See Blockrnans 1998 for the original argument and Stasavage �01° for empirical 

evidence. 
9, The argument I make here is closely related to that made previously by Mayshar, Moav,

and Neeman (2017 ). 
, • 

•• • 

10.Jared Diamond (1997) famously emphasized the influence of the natural enviro�ment

on the development of states and societies , Rather than focusing primarily on whether a state

forms, I will focus on what type of rule exists within a state. Stephen Haber ( :i.o1:z.a, 2.o12.b) bas

recently emphasized the effect of the envtronment on the development of democracy, See Gold·

stone 2.oo9 for a concise discussion of bow the natural environment, and in particular a less
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revenue figure for the Abbasid Caliphate is based on data reported in Waines 1977 with GDP per 

capita estimates from Pamuk and Shatzrniller 2014, population from Allen 2017, and exchange 

rates reported in Zarra-Nezhad 2004. Allen ( 2017) reports a slightly slower revenue figure for 

846 CE that would imply an extraction rate of 6.2 percent. The revenue figure for France is from 

de Swarte 1885, 326. 1his includes an estimate of all of Philip's "ex traordinary receipts." These 

can be consider ed taxes. Philip also received "ordinary receipts" from domains to which he held 

title. These are not include d  in the figure here because it is questionable whether to call them 

taxes. If we did include them, then we would need to de duct expenses on the royal domains to 

get a figure for net ordinary receipts. If we did this using the figure for net ordinary receipts 

offered in de Swarte 1885, 325, then French revenues would be 0.54 percent of GDP instead of 

the 0-49 percent reported in Figure u. lf we use d the higher figure for net receipts reported in 

damageran 1867, 323, then French revenues would be 0-73 percent of GDP-so still less than 

1 percen t . The French revenue figure was expressed relative to GDP by converting livres tournois 

into silver, by using the estimate of the French population from Dupaquier 1988 and by using 

French GDP data from Ridolfi 2016.1he revenue figure for China was collected by Jason Qjang 

Guo, and the original Chinese sources used are described in Guo 2019. It is very close to the 

figure derived separately by Liu ( 2015, 266) as well as that reported by Golas (2015). I chose 1086 

CE as the latest date available to be more contemporaneous with the English and French data. 

At two p oints earlier in the Song the Chinese state actually collected 13 percent of GDP in 

revenue. Evidence also suggests that the Song dynasty was not unique among Chinese dynasties 

in having a high capacity for fiscal extraction. See Liu 2015, 45, which compares taxes under the • 

Song with the preceding dynasty, the Tang. 1he one key difference was that the Song relied on 

extensive indirect taxation of commerce whereas the Tang dynasty that preceded it relied ex­

clusively on direct taxation of production. 1he revenue figure for England is rep orted in the 

Bank ofEngland's "A Millennium of Macroeconomic Data for the UK" data set, based on rev­

enue figures originally collected by Patrick O'Brien and Philip Hunt (1993). 'Ihe GDP figure 

derives from Broadberry, Guan, and Li 2018 and is also reported in the same data set. See 

https:/ /www.bankofengland.eo.uk/ statistics/ research-datasets. 

24- See Strayer 19So, 380.. See also Strayer 1970. 

2> See the numerous examples and sequence of events described in Strayer and Taylor 1939-

26. See Fengl.008, 89- Seevon Glahn 2016, chs.1 and 2 for adisaJSSionofZhoo � 

that emphasizes the patrimonial eJemenU over the ooreauaatk-

17· This argument was made by Patricia Crone (2001, 22). 

18. Bernard Manin (1997) sees this as one of the main distn)Ctio
n5 t,etween modan � 

sentative democracy and alternative fonns of democratic governance in the past-

29· This claim is rriade by Manin (1997, 163--67 ). Cases where candidates make� prom-

ises or propose some sort of a contract with voters would not count as man<lateS, SI!lce tbese 

may influence voter expectations and decisions, but they have no legal basis. 

30. See the discussion in chapter 9. 

31. See House of Commons Library 2013, 4• 
, 

al 

S 
· d th di • n in chapter 10. See so 

32· ee Vaughan and Vaughan 1997; Vaughan :i.oos; an e scuSSI0 

Painter 2010 for the flip side of the story-the invention and celebration of whiteness. 

33, See Lipset 1959 for the classic statement, 
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34. See Boilc 1011 for a recent statement of this view, buttressed b . . Y econometric evidence. 35. See Acemoglu et al. 1008 for the full statement of this view as w II e as econometric results that point in this direction. 
36. See Philippon 1019 on this point. 
37. This term was coined by Levitsky and Way (1001). 
38. In making this argument I will draw on the work of Lisa Blaydes ( 2017 ). 39. On this point, see Baldwin 1015, as well as the evidence compiled by Bald • d wman Holz, inger (forthcoming). Magaloni, Diaz-Cayeros, and Euler (forthcom,·ng) p O 'd . . . . . r v1 e a targeted analysis of this m Oaxaca Mexico where public goods provision in some muru·c· aliti 1p eslSCOD· trolled by traditional assemblies and in others by elected officials from politi'cal ti' 0 par es. n a1-er, age the traditional assemblies performed better. 
40. See Meller 1015 on the importance of sequencing in the opposite direction. In Europe institutions of consent preceded state development. See also M0ller 2014 on how this ensured that Europe avoided having a hegemonic state. 
4L See M0ller 1015 on this point. 
41. This idea that sequencing matters has been emphasized by Francis Fukuyama ( 2011).

Chapter2 

1. See Lowie 1954, ill, 
1. See Hansen 1986 for the debate on when the word demokratia first appeared. See Hansen 

1006 for a more general treatment of the Greek polis. 
3. See Raaflaub 1007, 111. 
4. See Robinson 1011, 1997 for a survey. 
5. See Ober 1015, 115 for a concise description of these states and their rise and fall. 
6. Ober 1015, 116-17. See Cline 1014 for the more general context across the Mediterranean 

and Middle East. 
7. See Carpenter 1957. 
8. Here I am relying on the views ofRaaflaub ( 1013, 85-86). See also Raaflaub 2004 and Ober 

1989, 55. 

9. Cited in Raaflaub 1013, 85.

10. See Hansen 1991, 55-58.

u. We should also recognize that in terms of total population Athens was several times larger 

than any other polis in Greece, with a peak population of roughly 300,000 in 431 BCE. Hansen 
and Nielsen 2004. 

12. Classicists have disagreed on the relative importance of these two bodies. See Ober 1989, 
57 on the debate. 

13. See Whitehead 1986 on the demes of Attica. 
14- Whitehead 19861 77-
15. See Raaflaub 2007 for an extensive discussion. 
16. Raaflaub 20071 149. 
17. The translation here is from Raaflaub 2007, 123. Aristotle would later take a similar view. 

See Andreski 1968 for a more general argument about military organization aod socid 
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. � f link between these two features in many societies, as do Fe-
. quality. He argues in 1avor o a • • me 

d R bluth (2017) who focus on war participation and democratization. 
rejohn an osen , 

1g Garland 1987, 68, 
f this e 

,;. Ferejohn and Rosenbluth (2017) have emphasized the importance o cas • 

10. See Dahl 19 98, 10-11. 

21. See Jacobsen 1943 for the quote and oth�r evidence. 
. . s I 8· and Yoffee 199.S. 

S e the discussion in Durand 2003; Fleming 2004; Sen 2006, Evan 95 ' 
22. e 

See also Bailkey 1967 and Barjamovic 2004. 

23, See Fleming 2004, 233. 

24- See Fleming 2004, particularly 60, 138, 165-71. . blies 
. . Kl b '!his particular observation on assem 

25. See the extensive discussion m e er 2017• 

comes from page 704 of his contribution. 

26. See Fleming 2004, 6. . hi h Jyindianhistory_ has 
d. 

· f th • accurate ways in w c ear 27, See Thapar 1984 for a 1scuss1on o em . • Indi 
) . d . f democracy in anoent a. 

been portrayed. Muhlberger ( 2008 provi es a review o 
th !itical context some-

28. In his 1968 book on the subject, J. P. Sharma observed that e po 

times impeded objectivity in scholarship. 

29. Rhys Davids 1922, 199. 
30. Rhys Davids 1902, 17-19. 
31. Rhys Davids 1902, 20. . th im ortance of assemblies, 
32. Romila Thapar (1984) drew similar conclusions about e p 

relying partly on Sharma's evidence. 
33. Sharma 1952. 
34. Sharma 1965. 
35. Thapar 1984, 55. 

f, in Heidenreich 1978. 
36. Jesuit Relations. See also Gendron i66o and the re erences 

37. This estimate is from Trigger 2002, 15• 
// huroniachapter.com/p 

· ·J ble at http· v,ww.oas 
38. Trigger 2002, 15-16. The map 1s ava1 a 

/archaeologists-in-huronia.html. 
39. Jesuit Relations, vol. 10, part 2, chapter 61 231-3� 

th1i k (1991 48) states that young 
ch t 6 Elisabe oo er , 

hich 40. See Jesuit Relations, vol. 10, part 2, ap er • 
uni . was a general council, in w 

did ticipate ess 1t men between twenty-five and thirty not par 

case a special announcement was made. 
41. Tooker 1991. See also Tooker 1984, 

42, See Jesuit Relations, 17:161. 
43. See Trigger 2002, 141-42. • • 

d 1i k 978 
44, Morgan 1851. See also Morgan (1877) 198S an °0 eri 

45. See Engels (1884) 2010, ch, 2. See also Marx 1974' 

46. See Stone 1976. 
47. See Trigger 1978 and Hart 2001. 

, e and Divale 197�, 1984 for the more general 

48. See Snow 19941 1s for the Iroquois cas 
.. · .. . . . 

• • • 

argument. 
49. See Jesuit Relations, 10:175, 
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50. Tooker 1991, 481 citing Shimony 1961, 89.
51. Trigger 1001, 87 emphasizes this point, suggesting that by their p ·t· os1 10n within the

household older women could ensure that male attendees at council convey d th • . e e1rV1ews. 
52.. MacNutt 1908, 110. 
53. I will draw here on the work by Fargher, Blanton, and Espinoza (2017a) andFarghet

Espinoza, and Blanton (1011), who have done much to make the case that Tlax al . . . . c a was gov-
erned ma collective fashion. See also the earlier work by Gibson (1952). 

54. Fargher, Blanton, and Espinoza 1010, 138. Fifty is the number of the group that came to
see Cortes, but this may have been only part of the council. 

55. See Fargher, Blanton, and Espinoza 1017a.
56. Working from post-conquest evidence, Gibson ( 1952, 148) suggests that "A simple do­

mestic agriculture, with few crops and with the barest of equipment, comprised [the] subsis• 
tence economy for the bulk of the Indian population through the sixteenth century.• 

57. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard ( 1940) 1016.
58. Lugard 192:1., 75-76.
59. In saying this, I should note that elements of early democracy were not specific to Central

Africa. They also existed in East Africa ( see Legesse 1000) as well as in southern Africa ( Olivier 
19 69) and in West Africa. See Wilks 1975 and McCaskie 1995 for a discussion of council gover­
nance among the Ashanti. 

60. Vansina 1990, 75. Sahlins 1963 remains the classic statement on "big man• societies.
6L 1his is discussed in Vansina 1004, 234. Auguste Verbeken's contemporary account from

1933 is the original source for this observation. For political developments elsewhere in Kasai, 
see Vansina 1998. 

62.. See Vansina 1004, 247. He conjectures that the periodicity observed here depended on 
the timing of initiation into the group of mature males. 

63. This is suggested by Vansina (1990, 182), who notes that the eata system was supplanted
by an alternative model after 1820. 

64. For this view and evidence, see Baldwin 2015, 30, as well as Mamdani 1996.
65. See Vansina 1978, 1:1.9-3L
66. See Vansina 1978, m-12.
67. See Steinkeller 1991.
68. See Steinkeller 199L
69. The list here is provided by Steinkeller (1991). He also included temple reorganization

in his list of ten reforms, but I have not included that in the list here because it does not general·

ize as well to many other societies. 
70. This discussion is based principally on Smith :i.o11, ch. 7; Blanton, Fargher, and Espinoza

2017b; and Berdan 1017. 
71. There are, however, archaeological remains showing similar patterns of settlement '!his

has been suggested by Fargher, Blanton, and Espinoza (2017b, 146). 
71. Smith 2011, 69-77; Smith 2015, 74.
73. Smith 2015, 78-79.
74. Smith 2011, 164-65; Smith 2014.
75. See Berdan 2017, 444 for a description of this process.
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76. See the discussion in Blanton and Fargher 1008.

77_ Estimates reported by d'Altroy (2015b). 

78. See Covey 2008 for the archaeological evidence on Inka origins.

79. See Isbell 1010 for the debate. 

so. See d'Altroy 1015a, 2015b.

81. See d'Altroy 1015a, :i.o15b. 

82,. Based on archaeological evidence, Pauketat (1004, 79) suggests that the growth of the 

population was also very rapid, expanding in one or two generations from 1,400 to 1,800 indi­

viduals to 10,100 to 15,300 individuals. The lower estimate would have already represented
_
a

population larger than Iroquois or Huron settlements. The upper estimate would make Cahokia 

larger by more than an order of magnitude than Huron or Iroquois settlements. 

83. This interpretation is proposed by Dalan et al. (1003, 173-74 ). These same authors em­

phasize this while also allowing for the possibility that the mound building might hav� reflected

both a degree of coercion and a degree of celebratory expression. Their interpretation of the

construction of the Champ de Mars in Paris derives from Schama 1989. _ . 
84. See Pauketat 2004 for the context. See Watts et al. 2016 for a broader discussion on

human sacrifice as a means of maintaining social stratification. 

85. See Boyd and Schroedl 1987 for a full discussion.

86. Gentleman ofElvas 1993, 93- . . . • 
87. Hally 1994, 141, 145. See also the review article by Cobb (2003) on MisS1Ss1ppian

chiefdoms. 
88. See Le Page du Pratz 1774, 335-4o. th • over 

b h • most perfect submission to err s • 
89. In his words, "the Natchez are roug t up m a . d be

eign· the authority which their princes exercise over them is absolutely despotic, an can 
' • This reflected an inaccurate Eu-

compared to nothing but that of the first Ottoman emperors. 
d p tz b ing despots. See Le Page u ra 

ropean view from the time about early Ottoman emperors e 

1774, 318. 
90. This is the claim made by Muller (1997, 173).

91. Muller ( 1997) again presents a dissenting view.
. d b E -Pritchard

th 
• thnography proVIde Y :vans 

92. I will rely for this account on e extensive e 

( ) . lf al d ral Ii ethnographic accounts.
1971 . He himse so use seve ear er 

. . . d ti' members of
) � • . ·un· ovemors VIS1tillg epu es, 

93. Evans Pritchard (1971, 234 re1ers to VIS1 g g ' . • 
li ts parties to legal disputes, etc. 

warrior companies, pages, oracle-operators, supp an ' 
) d th S dard Cross Cul-

h h. Atl (Murdock1967 an e tan 
94. Prior to publishing the Et nograp IC as 

d th H Relations Area . ) M d ck had initiate e uman 
tural Sample (Murdock and White 1969 , ur 0 

Files project at Yale University. 
95. Ahmed and Stasavage, forthcoming.

al ·tywas coded by Tuden
96. Council governance at levels higher than the individ� _c

o�uni . tances The first was
cil ance as eX1stmg 111 two ms • 

and Marshall (1972 ). They defined coun govern . ii bl" or other deliberative
th - • ested111a counc , assem •11 

where "supreme decision-making au onty IS v . . ffi • Toe second was where
th b t presiding o cer. 

body with no single executive other an at es a 
all b ingle ( or plural) execu-

• . th . . haredmoreor less equ y y as 

supreme decision-making au onty is s 
h • preme decision-making

l ti. case was w en su 
tive and a deliberative body:' The key a terna ve 
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authority is concentrated in a single authoritative leader." Council governance at th ecommuruty 
�
evel w

_
as coded by Murdock and ":'.ilson (1972). _They defined council governance as existing 

m two instances. The first was when the commuruty lacks a single political head but is governed 
collectively by a committee, a council, an age-grade organization, or the like� 1he second was 
when "the community has a single leader or headman with one or more functional assistants 
and/ or a formal council or assembly, but lacks an elaborate or hierarchical political O an­
ization." The key alternative case when governance existed at the community level waswh�re a 
single leader ruled. 

97. The precise percentages are 55 percent and 34 percent. The contrast is even stronger if 
we only consider societies observed at earlier points in time. Among societies observed prior 
to 1900 we still see councils at the local level in 54 percent of the cases but at higher levels in 
only 23 percent of the cases. 

98. See Blanton and Fargher 2016, 2008. 
99. Marc Howard Ross ( 1983) coded a set of SCCS societies and arrived at the conclusion 

that in those with collective decision making, there was broad council participation in 
67 percent of cases. Ember, Russett, and Ember (1993) reconsidered and expanded Ross's 
sample and arrived at a very similar conclusion. 

100. See Bentzen, Hariri, and Robinson 2019 for an effort using the SCCS coding to examine 
whether societies that had a tradition prior to colonization of electing their leaders are more likely 
to be democratic today. They find that this is indeed the case. See also Giuliano and Nunn 2013-

101. See the different frequencies for female political participation provided by Ross (1983) 
and Sanday (1981). Sanday found that 57 percent of the societies that she coded had female 
political participation involving at least informal influence. Ross found that women had political 
participation equal or greater to men in 10 percent of cases, significant participation but not as 
great as men in a further 34 percent of cases, influence that was "not great" in another 24 percent 
of cases, and finally women were excluded in the remaining 32 percent of societies. 

102. For an early exponent of this view, see Lippert 1931, 237. 
103. Average female contribution to subsistence was 35 percent in societies with moderate 

to high female political participation as defined by Ross (1983). It was 32. percent in societies 

with low to no female political participation. This difference is not statistically significant One 

sees a similar lack of a significant difference when using the measure of female political partid· 

pation constructed by Sanday (1981). 
104. This discussion of the Amazons can be found in Herodotus, The Histories, Book 4, 

chapter u4. 
105. Mayor 2014, 63.
106. This account can be found quoted inJairnoukha 2001, 165.
107. See Whyte 19781 36, 135.
108. See Flannery and Marcus 2012, for a fascinating exposition of this view. . . 
109. In the raw data societies with councils are stratified 72. percent of the time and societies 

without councils are stratified 57 percent of the time. This difference is not stati5tically signifi. 

cant in any regression that includes controls for unobserved region effects. • . 
110. For SCCS societies social stratification was coded by Murdock and ProvoSI (i97i).1heir 

article states that they worked from the earlier classification scheme in Murdock 1967• 

NOTES TO CHAPTER 3 319 

. h al See also Kohler and 
t d ·n Kohler et al. 2.017 and Srrut et • 2.014. 

ui. 1he data are repor e 1 
·b t' therein 

Smith 2.018 and the contr1 u ions 
• th . o there could be a source of bias here. 

Ii l t t ctures at survive, s 
u1.Note this app es on y o s ru 

h Mil ·c Lindert andWilliamson{2.011) 
. ki the limitation t at anovi ' ' . . 

113. Note, strictly spea ng 
th' h uld logically also carry over into a hnuta-

referto involves taxation of income. However, is s o 

tion on wealth inequality. . f vemance that may have been su-

114- Cowgill {2.015) suggests an early collective form o go 

perseded by a later despotic pattern. 

115. See Kohler and Smith 2.018, ch. 11• 

Chapter3 

ral discussion of the political 

J. See North 1981. See Kiser and Karceski 2.017 for a more gene 

economy of taxation. 

1. See Boas 1913. 

3. See Vehrencamp 1983. 
. le e theoretic model that illustrates 

4- See Ahmed and Stasavage, forthcoming for a slffip garn 

this phenomenon. 
. . n of how information can give someone in-

5. See Aghion and Tirole 1997 for an expositio 

al Aghion and Tirole (19
9

7) as-

formal power in this manner even when they lack form 
��

wer. 
. can commit to an action. 

th h receives the =ormation 
sume, somewhat unrealistically, at w oever 

. . the absence of commitment. 

Baker, Gibbons, and Murphy (1999) consider the same question in 

See also the related discussion by Barze! (1997• 2.oo2). 
d h bureaucracy was weak. See 

d th t t farming emerge w ere , . 
6. It has therefore been argue a ax 

. dditional element of tax 1annmg: 

d Ko ( o14) consider an a 
uld ·d Levi 1988, 71-74. Johnson an yarna 2 

. 1 A system like this co proVI e 

f £ rs to proVIde oans. • ti rulers often relied on cabals o tax arme 

. e1a. b cause ofreduced competl on 

debt finance but at the cost of decreased information rev tion e 

between tax farmers. 
. {i ). For an early proponent of this vi�w, 

7. This idea has been emphasized by Diamond_ 9
9

7
,r t Olsson and Paik {2.016) proVIde 

, t statistical euor • 
•cul are see Childe 1950. See Ang 2015 10r a recen 

h d arlier tran5ition to agn ture 

t th t reoions that a an e 
cul econometric evidence to sugges a o· 

1 tranSition to agri ture, 
th t experienced a ater 

actually poorer today than are areas a 

8. See Galor and Ozak 2,015, 2016, 
will the natural log of the value from the 

9. In all analyses using caloric potential here, I �
se 

tial of zero still have a value that 
'th caloric poten 

( ed to 
Galer and Ozak data, adding 1 so that areas WI 

b Ii . ne transformation as oppos 

is defined. The alternative of using an inverse hyper .0 c si 
·th this measure is that it excludes 

al ults One further issue WI 
ural urce of ag-

log+1) produces nearly identic res • 
b 'dered a very nat so 

. ck hich may e cons, ·ally af-
the potential contributions oflivest0 ' w 

. this section are not substantl 
. h . The results I report m 

d, manuring. 
ncultural inputs for t elf manure. . ck were not use ior 

• ties where livesto 
f al ovemance 

fected by restricting the analysis to socie 
oLS regression o centr g 

. . 
. • cally si-;ficant. In an 

cal ric potential 1s 
10. This difference is also statiStl 1,•- . al the coefficient on ° 

·al . 
f caloric potent! , 

. caloric potent! 1s 
(binary) on a continuous measure O . tandardincreasein 

. In this setting a one s 
.027, and the standard error 1s .009. 



320 NOTES TO CHAPTER 3 

associated with an ei ht g -percentage-point incre ase in th b •• 

governance. 
• e pro ability of havi 

n. See Mayshar et al. 2017 for the theoretical argument and e •• 

ng central 

12. ln an OLS regression of a variable for c ii 
mpmcal results. 

al . 
ounc governance o th 

c one potential, the coefficient on caloric pote t'al. . . 
n e continuous measure of 

• ti . 
n t 1s statistically si nifi (p 

regression iat includes no control var· ab! b th 
g cant = o.044) in 

ff, 
1 es, ut e addition of co I • 

a 

e ects or geographic coordinates ( or both) result . . 
ntro s either forregion fixed 

longer statistically significant. 
sin a coefficient on caloric potential that isno 

13. Huning and Wahl (2016 ) adopt a similar strategy. 
14. The SCCS provides a single pinpoint location for each socie 

the broader geographic boundaries w·thi hi h th . 
ty but no information about 

f . 
1 n w c e society • t d G" 

o caloric variability was constructed by . I ali 
exis e • tven this, the measure 

using oc zed variaf b 
and then averaging this variation over a b ffi f 

ton etween individual grid cells 

. 
u er o twenty kilo t 

point. All statistical results regarding the I . b 
me ers around the societal pin-

bili. 
corre ation etween coun ii 

a tywere insensitive tothe choice ofe·th I b 
c presenceandcaloricvari-

all b 
1 er arger ulfers ofup t tw h dre 

sm uffers down to zero kilometers. 
0 0 un dkilometersor 

15• See the work by Ahmed and St (,:_ rth • 
asavage 10 coming) wh h th 

between council presence and calon·c . b"li . . . 
, o s ow at this correlation 

vana 1 ty 1s statisticall ·gnm 
of regression specifications. 

Y si cant across a wide range 

16. See Jorgensen 1980 for a description of the Western N rth Am 
17. ln the Native American societies that di . 

o 
. 

encan Indian Data Set 

expect caloric variability to h I f ffi 
d not practice agnculture we should logically 

ave ess o an e ect on coun ii 
Ifwe restrict the sample t th h d· 

c presence, andthisinfactisthecase. 

o ose t at 1d pra ti • I 
significant correlation betw al . 

c ce agncu ture then we observe a statistically 
een c one variability d ii 

trols for geographic coordin t 
an counc presence in a regression that con· 

a es. 
18. See the statistical results inAhm d d S e an tasavage, forthcoming 
19. The term derives from the title of Crosby 1972. 
20. See the statistical results in Ahm d d S e an tasavage, forthcoming • 
21. See Ayittey 1991, 176· Greer S .th • 

• 

Barfield 1993-
' mt 1925i and Lowie 1927. See also Asiwaju 1976 and 

22" See Allen 1997 for a discussion of • • • • • 

scribes th Ii 
crrcumscnption m ancient Egypt. Trigger (1993) de· 

e ear est settlement patterns and their subsequent transformation 

23- See Knight and Steponaitis 2 • 
Sen.pt· 

oo7 on Moundville. Gramly ( 1977) discusses how circum· 

ion pressures mi ht al 
. . 

g so emerge among foraging societies. 

d . fi 
r e Y e eVI ence found in Gramly 19771 although that admitted� 24- This would be suppo t db th "d 

. 
n oo an s and not the western part of the North American enves rom the Northeaster Wi di d 

continent. 
25• This is based on th I • • 

e popu ation estimates in Durand 1977• 

. 
e emse ves primarily from agricultural produce, we would not 

26· With societies that f; d th I 
expect increases in populati d • • • 
high le 

on en5ity to be associated with less council presence until much 

er vels of density w h d 
th t d"d . 

ere reac e . In the Standard Cross Cultural Sample, among societies. 

a I not practice agricultu 
Am . 

re we see a result that parallels what we can see among Native

encans of western North Am • Co • enca. uncil presence becomes less likely once population 

NOTES TO CHAPTER 4 321 

density exceeds the low level of five people per square mile . Among societies that did practice 

agriculture, council presence only becomes less likely once a density of 500 people per square 

mile is reached. This is further evidence that early democracy was more likely when there was 

a possibility for people to exit. 

27. See Engels {1884) 2010 for the first and Greer Smith 1925, 73-77 for discussion on the 

Great Plains. 

28. The presence or absence ofbureaucrats was coded by Martin Whyte ( 1978 ). For reasons 

of feasibility, Whyte coded this variable for only half of the Standard Cross Cultural Sample 

societies. Since he chose this subsample at random we should be less worried about sample 

selection bias than might otherwise be the case. 

29. See the work by Ahmed and Stasavage {forthcoming), who provide statistical tests to 

support this conclusion. 

30. See Erickson 2006 for the debate on this point. He emphasizes that while these •top-

down" cases existed, in many other instances local people developed a system of intensive ag­

ricultural production on their own. Whether intensive agriculture emerges as part of a top­

down or a bottom-up process does not matter for the argument I make here as long as, in either

case, intensification makes production more legible to outsiders. Some have also argued that 

intensive agriculture, particularly ifit involves irrigation, requires the presence of a bureaucratic

state to manage it. In what follows I will tend to shy away from such arguments because histori­

cally many irrigation systems have been managed in a decentralized manner. Ostrom 1990 is a 

key reference here. See also Boix 2015 in his criticism ofWittfogel 1957, 89, 125. We will encounter 

Wittfogel at greater length in chapter 6. 

31. English medieval wheat yields are from Titow 1972. Egyptian wheat yields ( circa 2000 BCE) 

are from Miller 1991. Ur Ill barley yields are from Maekawa 1974- These are gross yields that do

not account for how much seed needed to be used to generate output. To take account of this

we need to consider something commonly known as the yield-to-seed ratio. If one thinks in

terms of the ratio between crop yielded and seed sown, then this figure was three to five times

higher in Sumeria and China when compared with medieval England, and there is no reason to

b Ii h 
. th • 1h Chinese }'I. elds from the 

e eve t at England was unrepresentative for Europe at e tJII1e. e 

Tang dynasty are from Liu 2015, 27. 

32. While many early authors, from Bloch {1966) and Duby (1972) onward, paint a pi�

where European agriculture was backward because oflowyields, more recent work has quali_fied 

this conclusion, particularly for the early modern period. Hoffman ( 20°0, 99) re�rts c�ntinU­

ously rising total factor productivity of agriculture in many French provinces dunng this era. 

33. See Boserup 1965. 
34. See Vasey 1992, 183. 
35. This is the title of chapter 8 ofBoserup 1965. 

Chapter4 

L See Hoffman 2015 •. • 
• • 

· 
. B vile d Hartemink2010; Bockhellll 

2. For my discussion of soils and soil mapping I draw on re an 

d . . . d Bockh . 13· and Gong et al. 2001, 2003-

an Hartemink 2017; Hartemink, Krasilnikov, an ellll 20 ' 
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3. Tribute of Yu from the Book oifD ocuments, as translated b J 
4. See Gong et al. 2001, 2003. 

y ames Legge (2016, 47). 

5. See Yee 1994; Ho 1959, ch. 6.
6. See Brevik and Hartemink 2010, as well as Harte • k Kr • • 

2013. 
mm , as1lmkov and B kh • ' oc e1m 

7. See the account of Ma Duanlin provided b J 
8.AsMargaretLevi (1997) has argued 

y aeyoon Song (1016). 
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• ar entin 2006, 36. 

u. Wrmwarter 2006a. 
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n soil SC1ence in ancient Rome. 

by the poor use of information re w: 
o

�l 
, 
. 

penikov ( 1992, 65) states, "One is surprised 

14. See Bodin 1576, 1:565. 
gar g soi s m the evaluation of estates and leases.• 

15. Herodotus, The Histories, Book 9, chapter 122. 
16. Herodotus The ff t • B k , is ones, oo 2, chapter 109_ 
17. See Friberg 2009 a II N ' s we as eugebauer 1945. 
18. See Maitland 1907 for an early discussion of this. 
i9. See Mazoyer and Roudart 2006 I ·n I h 
20 See vo Glahn 

• WI re y eavily on their account in this subsection. 
· n 2016, 131. 

21. See White 1972; Bloch 1966. 
22. Von Glahn 2016, 131_34.
23. Needham and Bray 1984, 154-55.
24. See Watson 1974 on Arab advances • • • 

territories including th fE 
m irngation and how they diffused in conquered 

1 
ose o urope. 

25. See White 1972. 
26. The term comes from the tit! fW 

debate ab t ,., , 
e O atson 1974• See Squatriti 1014 for a review of the 

ou natsons claims. 
27. I am drawing on Wats h • 

. 
on l995 ere �1th further evidence from Glick 19s2• 

28. See Glick 1982. 
29. See Urton 2017. 
30. This is the view of Ha N" ( ) 

d 
ns 1ssen 1986 , though his conjecture is based strictly on the 

als D . 1 
° econonuc transactions and not any further information. s«prepon erance of texts related t 

0 arue s 1996 on the O • • f • • • rigms O wntmg m different regions. 
31. See Goody 1986, 103_4_ 
32

d
· �s co�parative result holds when we c�unt both fonnal systems of writing and ando-

gous ev1ces like the lnka kh • • • • • 
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fi rmal . . 
,pu as writing. If we adopt a stricter definition that only counts 

o
b d

wntmg, then the difference between tuber and cereal societies is even starker. If we adopt 
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JJ. This is based on Standard Cross Cultural Sample data combined with the Galor and Ozak 

data on suitability of different crops. 

34. See Diamond 1997, ch. 12. 

35, See Pollock 1999, ch. 6. 

J6. The effect of distance from one of the three original societies is strongest when writing 

is defined narrowly to include only formal systems of writing and not equivalents or mnemonic 

devices. It is still apparent, however, with broader definitions. Though the statistical evidence 

in favor of the distance argument seems strong, there is a further potential problem lurking 

beneath the surface. The closer you were to a society that invented writing, the easier you might 

find it to copy this invention. However, societies that are closer together might also have all sorts 

ofother things in common that would make them more or less likely to adopt writing. One way

around this problem is to combine the demand and supply arguments for writing. If we see that 

societies located closer to writing's source are only more likely to adopt writing if they have

agriculture based on cereals, then this greatly increases our confidence that distance is operating

in the suggested way. It turns out that this is indeed the case. In a society located on land suitable

only for cereals, a 100 percent increase in distance from writing's original source cuts the prob­

ability of having writing by 44 percentage points. In stark contrast. in a society located on land

suitable only for tubers, the effect of increased distance on the likelihood of adopting writing is

essentially zero. This result was obtained by considering the Standard Cross Cultural Sample 

societies and regressing a dummy indicator for the presence of writing on the log distance from

a society to the closest location where writing originated, the relative caloric suitability for tu­

bers and cereals, and an interaction term. Coefficients on all three variables were precisely es-

timated. See Ahmed and Stasavage, forthcoming for the details. • • • 

37· !adopted a broad definition of"writinf for this figure includingfunnal wnttng, eqmva-

lents such as the khipu, and mnemonic devices. The pattern shown in the figure is still apparent 

when excluding mnemonic devices from the categorizatioa.. 

J!. See Pollock 1999,, ch. 6. 

39-l have dc:r,,mhere on the recent survey by �Wilson (1016).. 

40-SttCrois!.$-�S,real':io��� 

41.Seesm&ars=-1-
.p..lamrelymgheiecm Cn'Si 19Sg. 

4}.See �od.ottts, '1fh.t � 13,oo\s,Clapta°SS. 

44- See Sanders :Z.004-
45- See Hoffman :z.o1s. 
46• Hoffman :z.015, 57-58. 
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4. See Goffart 2006 on the ambiguity of these two terms for this tim' • depeno 5. Tacitus, Genna11ia (Penguin Classics ed.), 38, 40, chs. 7, 11. 6.Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars 7.21. See O'Donnell 2019, 183 for a recent translation.7. There has also been a debate over the misuse of Tacitus by later lead t . . . ers o assert ideas ofGermaruc supenonty. See Krebs 2011 for the full discussion of how this accou t b . . . n carneto eused to feed Nazi ideology durmg the twentieth century. 
8. For two scholars who see it as a potentially accurate depiction of eighth -century practicesee Bass 1995 and Goldberg 1995. For the alternative, see Airlie 2003. 9. See the discussion in Rembold 2017, ch. 2.
10. This idea has recently been emphasized by Chris Wickham (2017) in his reviewofearfyEuropean assemblies. 
11. See Scheidel 2019.
12. See, for example, the classic description by A. H. M. Jones ( 1964, 712 ), who describes themultiple civitas as the "cells of which the empire was composed." 
13. Jones 1964, 724-25.
14-Jones 1964, 1057.
15. See Kulikowski 2012 on the process through which Germanic kingdoms emerged afterRome's fall. 
16. See Wickham 1984, 2005, 2009, 2016. Wickham 1984 emphasizes the collapse of theRoman system of taxation whereas Wickham 2005, 2009 stress more continuity, at least in the 

early phases. In a review of taxation in the different Germanic kingdoms Liebeschuetz (2015) 
places more emphasis on early decay. 

17. See Ostrogorsky 1969, p. 245 in particular.18. See Catt 2001 for a full discussion of the agricultural significance ofLoess soil and how
knowledge ofit has evolved over time. 

19. See Cunliffe 2011, ch. 4 for a concise discussion of the LBK culture and Shennan 2018for
a more complete recent treatment. 

20. See Shennan 2018, 96-97.
21. Duby 1972, 190, 196.
22. See Postan 1973 and Bloch 1966. In the words of White (1972, 153)1 "The heavy plough,

open fields, the new integration of agriculture and herding, three-field rotation, modem horse­
harness, nailed horseshoes and the whippletree combined into a total system of agrarian ex·
ploitation by the year 1100 to provide a zone of peasant prosperity stretching across Northern
Europe from the Atlantic to the Dnieper: He then added, "During the next centuriestheiewere
no comparable improvements in agrarian technology, at least in the North." 

23- This statement comes from the survey chapter on European agriculture in Duby 1972, 116.
24. See Duby 1972., 195. . 
25. This is based on a kernel density curve. The rescaling here, necessary becaus� ofSwnerla's

much higher average yields, could be justified if a society with high average yields finds it easier
to cope with higher absolute yield variability. In a society where Malthusian constraints bind
perfectly, one would expect this to actually not to be the case. High-yield areas would have larger
populations, and so any dip in yields below the level needed for subsistence would mean tbat
someone starved. • 
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1 d th's either base d on a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, where the p·

26 We can cone u e i h th l 
value �or the null hypothesis was o.12, or based on a Kruskal-Wallis test, w ere e p-va ue
was 0.24. 

27_ See Bachrach 2016 and Murray 1988.
28. See Jones 1964, 238-65.
29. See Bachrach 2016, hift fr Roman to Merovin-
30. See Bachrach 2016, 183. See Goffart 1972, 1982, 2008 on the s om 

gian taxation. See also Young 1017 on this issue.
31 See McKitterick 1983, 86. • • •• fr • •ft • to taxes 32. See Guery 1984, 2008 for the slow transformation om gi s in 

33. See Devroey 2012, 90.
34- See Lauwers 2012, 46.
35. See McKittericki983, 78. . d McKitterick 1983, 87,
36. See the discussion and references m Bachrach 2016, 171 an 
37. I am relyi ng here on the interpretation in McKitterick 1983, 87-88.
38. See Bloch 1961, 1:190-94.
39. On the Merovingian precedent, see Ganshof 1968, 23.
40. See McKitterick 1983, 94• d rvailing evi ence. 41. See McKitterick 1983, 95-96 for the counte 

42. See in particular Davis 2015, 2017 on this point.
43- See Krause 1890.
44. See the discussion in Davis 2°17• th t the missi dominici num-
45. Bachrach ( 2016) extrapolates from Krause ( 1890) to suggest a 

bered in the dozens. ul ti figure of ten million here
46. The area estimate is from Bachrach 2016• 182. The pop a odn fmaanitude, we would

ifthi . tewereoffbyanor ero o·-
isonlyaneducated guess, but even s eStimll .,_,"; tered.1hefigureoftenmil-

. . E • s very lightly awiwuS still conclude that the Carolingian. mpire �
a . cEved and Jones 1978 for the year 800

lion was derived by taking the regional eSttmates 10 M y ·th th Italia n  figure divided by
A tr' and Ital}I Wl e for France, Germany, the Low Countries, us ia, ' th Italy two to account for the fact that tlie empire only controlle d nor ern 

47. See McKitterick 1983, 96-97. . Rosenthal 1964, 

48. For the frequency o f  assemblies and tlieir locattons, see •. 
� di sion and the quote. • lassie:49.SeeDaviuo15,34-351ora scus . . U Reynolds 1984foranowc: 

50. See Airlie 2003 for a more extensive discussion, aswefthas Carolingi
'
ans, • •. • ••

. . E inthewakeo e discussion of governance in western urope . d • tion o f this process. • Cam 51. Molyneaux ( 2015) provides a escnp . . St nton 1971; Loyn 1984, 1992.; p-
52.. In what follows l will rely pri ncipally on Blalrt959• e · • • 

belh991·, andLambert2017. . · • • • · •. .. . • . • • :. • • . . d 53. See Stubbs 1874, 1:104, f • h ·th and how the hundr. ed was borrowe 
full di Ssl• on O w e er 54, See Campbell 1975 fora scu .. . . . . • • • : 

from the Carolingians. • 
55, See Blair 19591 2.32-39. 
56, See Brookes and Reynolds 2.ou, 86-87•

l
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57. See the work by Wickham (1997 ), who echoes an earlier claim d b S 
) ma e Y tenton ( 1971 645 . However, see also the discussion by Campbell (1975), who notes that several Carolin -�rulers also raised taxes such as the Danegeld to pay off invaders He specul t th 

gt 
th th 

• a es on e possibilityat ere was some learning between the Anglo-Saxon and Caroling' Ii , tan po ttes. 
58. See Roach 2016. 
59. Galbraith 1948, 45. See also Abraham 2013; Lawson 1984· Green 198i- and"' h • , nare am 20u. 60. Galbraith 1948, 29-30. 
61. See the discussion in Naismith and Woodman 2018. 
62. I base this conclusion on my reading ofBlair 1959· Maddicott 2010• and es ·a11 R ch, , pec1yoa 

2013. See also Roach 2016. 
63- Post 1946 and Con gar 1958 are the foundational studies on this topic. See also the survey

in �onahan 1987. Se� �0ller 2018 for an eloquent recent survey of how practices of represen­
tation and consent within the Catholic Church were adopted by secular rulers. 

64. Stubbs 1875, 2:128-29. There were other constitutional principles that were also critic.ii
to state development in the medieval era. Among these was the idea that a state was an entity 
that had a life of its own after a king died. See Kantorowicz 1957 and the discussion of his work 
by North, Wallis, and Weingast (2009 ). 

65. See Congar 1958, 25.
66. See Tierney 1982, 1983; M0ller 2018; and Schwartzberg 2014.
67. See Congar 19581 210.
68. Kay 2002, 96.
69. Kay 2002, 97.
70. Kay 20021 98.
71. See the full decision ofHonorius in Kay 2002, 538-43.
72. Kay 2002, 147.
73- See Maddicott 2010, 301-2.
74. "Confirmation of the Charters." Available at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/medieval

I confcha.asp. 
75• This passage is cited in Barratt 2004. See Burt 2013 for further background on governance 

under Edward I. Angelucci, Meraglia, and Voigtlaender ( 2019) document the inclusion of mu• 
nicipalities in Parliament and how this affected the evolution of the body over time. 

76. The idea of representation in medieval Europe being alternatively a top-down or a bot· 
tom-up process is suggested by Wim Blockmans ( 1998 ). For histories of the communal move­
ment, see Reynolds 1984; Petit-Dutaillis 1978; Prak2018; the collection edited by Damen, Hae• 
mers, and Mann (2018); the classic accounts by de Lagarde (1939)1 Lousse (1937 ), and Pirenne 
(1910 ); and the evidence presented in Stasavage 2014, 2011, 2010. 

77• Though see Angelucci, Meraglia, and Voigtlaender 2019 on how the partial autonomy of 
English towns contributed to parliamentary development over a course of centuries. See also 
Ormrod 1997 on this subject. 

78. See Stasavage 2011 for the very clliferent histories ofborrowing by city-states and territo•
rial states in Europe. See also Tracy 1994. 

79, Pocock 1975, 74-75. See Skinner 2002 for a critique of Pocock's assertion and a suggestion 

that those who organized autonomous Italian cities may instead have been inspired by Roman 

thinkers, most notably Cicero. 
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so. 1his data set is described in Stasavage 2014.

81, See Wickham 2015 on this point. 

81, Guizot (1838) suggested that the emergence of commerce led to towns
_
seeking

.
s�lf-

government Abramson and Boix {forthcoming) and Boix {2015) find s�pport1ve �mpmcal 

evidence. See Lopez 1976 for the classic historical account of the Commerc1al Revolution of the

Middle Ages. This line of argument also fits closely with Tilly's (1992) ideas about �e role of

capital and coercion in European history, as well as Rokkan's (1973, 1975) observations about 

cities and European state formation. 

83. The data here derive from Bard et al. 2000 and were updated by these same authors m

1007. They measured total solar irradiance in watts per square meter base� �n frequency 
;

f 

deposits ofBeryllium-10 in Antarctic ice cores. See Steinhilber et al. 2012 for similar re_sults_us_ 
g

an alternative method. Bard et al. ( 2000) suggest a potential link between total solar irradiation 

and the Medieval Warm Period. This issue is also discussed in Campbell 1°16, 50-58. 

84. These derive from Stasavage 2014. They are based on a set of 172 European cities that

includes all cities that attained a population of ten thousand inhabitants by the year 15°0• 

85. See Stasavage 2016, 2011 for econometric evidence. 
f l b f c development m Bo-

86· Carniello {2002) provides a useful discussion o ear Y ureaucra 1 

logna during the phase where it was still a commune. . ·th th 
d. · d • the earlier case of Milan WI e 

87. This happened in Florence with the Me 1c1 an Ill 

Visconti family. 
88. See Stasavage 2018 for a survey of this phenomenon.

89. See Reynolds 1984, 164-65. . d R Id 84 for a 
l • · · · this direction an eyno s 19 

90. See Pirenne 1910 for an ear y view pomtmg Ill 

more recent account. See also Wickham 2015. 
9L See Kuran 2016 for the background. 
92. See Tierney 1982. See also Tierney 1983. . �. 1973 1977. 

d b II M0ller 2018 See also Bisson 19.,.,., , ' 
93. See Post 1964, 71 on this e ate, as we as • 

. d els h re See M0ller ral ext· Cataloruaan ew e • 
19961 2009 and Kosto 2003 for the more gene cont m . . 

. f th I ti ofrepresentatton mAragon. 

1017b for a recent comprehensive V1eW o e evo u on 

94. See Post 1964, 77. th tice began. See also 
95, This is the date at which Marongiu ( 1968, 67) suggeSts that e prac 

Marongiu 1975. 
96. See Post 1964, ch. 2.
97, See Holden 1930, 900.
98. Holden 1930.
99. See Ulph 1951.
100. See Post 1943, 359-60.
101. See Post 19431 370. d cribe Philip's assemblies.

( 8 ) se this term to es 
102. Both Decoster (2002) and Strayer 19 ° u 

See also Villers 1984. • • H ver Decoster (:iooS, 70-12)
103. This is mentioned in both Post 1964 and Congar 1958' ·

d
�we 

�tic way so that it would
l d th hrase in an I iosyn 

demonstrates that Philip the Fair emp oye e P 
not pose a threat to royal power. 

104. Decoster 2008, 141-45. 



328 NOTES TO CHAPTER 6

105. See Decoster 2008, 176-93. 
106. See Scordia 2005 for a particularly interesting and extensive exploration of the idea 
107. See Strayer and Taylor 1939. 
108. On this point in addition to Strayer 1980, see Guenee 1971, 2o1-4. 
109. De Swarte 1885. 
110. Here I will rely heavily on the accounts by Carsten (1954, 1959) and Clark(2006). 
m. This argument is most directly associated with Downing 1992. 
112. See M0ller 2017, 198-99 for a review. 
113. See Carsten 1954 for a description of Brandenburg during this early period. 
114. See Clark 2006, 28 on this poinL 
115. See Carsten 1954, 180-81 and Clark 2006, 28 on this episode. 
116. See Carsten 1954, 181-83. 
117. See Carsten 1954, 216.
118. This is a point that both Downing (1992) and Ertman (1997) emphasize. 

Chapter6 

1. See the discussion by Sarah Allan ( 2017) on historical evidence supporting the Tribute of
Yu. Recently discovered evidence of a major flood in 1920 BCE has been presented by Wu et al 
(2016) as supporting the historicity of both this text and the Xia dynasty, but the Tribute of Yu 
text does not refer to a specific flood that Yu contained. 

2. See Feng 2013, ch. 3. The population estimates are from Feng. 
3. Here I will rely on the accounts provided by Keightley (2000, 1983) and Feng (2013). 

Keightley is more supportive of the idea that there was an incipient Shang bureaucracy, while 
Feng is more reticent on this poinL 

4. Feng 2013, 69. 
s- Feng 2013, 7L 
6. Feng 2013, 69. 
7. Keightley 2000, 56. 
8. See Feng 2013, 103 and Keightley 2000.
9. On the link to the ancestors, see Keightley 2000, 98-99. 
10. See Keightley 2000, 2-3. 
lL Keightley 1999, 278. 
12. See Keightley 1999. 
13. See Chang 1980, 237. 
14. See Keightley 1999 for the idea of an incipient bureaucracy and Lin 1982 for an extensive 

discussion of different titles referred to in the Shang oracle bones. 

15. Keightley 1983, 548. 

16. Sarah Allan ( 2015, 268) suggests that "since the discovery oforacle bones and the 1� 

Shang capital at Yinxu, some scholars have considered the 'Pan Geng' to have been authentl· 

cated and take it as a contemporaneous text, even though it is linguistically very different from 

oracle bones inscriptions.• 
17. Pan Geng I from the Book of Documents as translated by James Legge (2016, 9S), 
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J • d Saturn. See Pankenier 1995 on the 

.�:�!;::�:��:c:;�:;:7�:
e

�:�:=�f:�::�� This episode is also discussedm Feng 

10131 u7-19. 
S th "dence provided in de Meis and Meeus 1994. 

19. ee e eVJ 

20 See Xinhui 2015, 6. 
thi 1 • 

21.' See Xinhui 2015 for an extensive and fascinating account of s evo ut1on. 

22,. Lewis 1990, 236. 

23, As quoted in Kuhn 2oo9, 10• 
d Gardner 1993 for the specific 

24. See Ostrom 1990 for the general statement and Ostrom an 

case of irrigation. 

25. Needham and Bray 1984, 9, 3o. . to Chma See Bogaard et al. 

26. See Wang et al. 2018. Early use of manure was not uruque 

2013 for the European evidence on early manure use. 

27. See Jia et al. 2012, as well as Lee et al. 2007 and Ch
an

g 1999. 

28. See the discussion in Gong et al. 2001• 

29. This point is emphasized by Trigger ( 20031 2.83)- . y have had a negative 
d th t Chinese state formation ma 

30.MarkElvin has even propose a 
'd h ·tes doesnotapplyspecifi-

th rail welfare eVJ ence e o 
impact on human welfare. However, e ove 

callyto China. See Elvin 2004, ch. 5· 

31. See Feng 2003 for a description of the background. 

32. See Feng 2008, 89. Zh period. 
thi . t from the Eastern ou 

33. Feng 2008, 180. Note, s 1s a erm . 
. di ion of this question. 

34- See Lewis 2000 for an extensive scuss 

35. See Lewis 2006, 144. 
36. Hui 2005, 197. 
37. Lewis 2000, 369. 
38. Lewis 1990, 48-49. See also Pines 2009, ch. 8. 

39. See Allan 2015. nted and mterpreted. 
h thi nt has been prese 

40. See Allan 2015, 21-22 on ow s eve 

41. Allan 2015, 89. 
42. Von Falkenhausen 2006, 394-95. 

43. This is Sarah Allan's (2015) interpretation. 
1h "' ·ng States period involved a 

L • 99b. e vvarn 
44. I am relying for this account on ewis 19 

d th Yellow River m north Chma. 
. . . al ·t • al states aroun e . 

conflict between seven prmc1p tern on •. . • 

45. See Lewis 1999b for a description. 

46. See Lewis 1999b, 622. 
. � ·t ee Lewis 2000. 

47. See Bielenstem 1980, 114. . . d the motivations ,or 1 , 5 

48. For a complete description of this abolition an . rovisions ofbenefits to the popu-

. ( ) who emphas!ZCS P 
49. Though see the work by Hui 2005 ' 

lace but not political rights. 

50, As reported in Bielenstein 198o, 1S6• 
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fr B" lenstein 198o, :i.o • 
51. The population figure is om ie 

51. See Scheidel :1,006 for discussion. 
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53. Bielenstein 1980, 134. 
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54. For further elaboration on this idea, see Hao and Xi 2019, 
55. See Teng 1943. 
56. See Hsia 2010, 166 for this description. "To his friend and form . . 

. . . . . er companion m the Roman College, the Jesuit Lelio Pass1one1, Ricci described in detail the im ·a1 "vii . . . . pen c1 semce examination, which he witnessed in Nanchang. Even though China was gov db ,. . . erne y an em-peror, 1t 1s rather more a republic than a monarchy, since no relative of the h l . ' emperor... 0 ds any office m the realm ...• The government of the realm is entirely in the hands of the literati:" 
57. Lewis 2009a, 202-6. On the initial rise of the "great families," see Lewis 2009b, 28_54. 
58. Bourdieu and Passeron 1969. 
59. See Tackett 2014. 
60. See Chen, Guo, and Greif 2018. 
61. See Johnson 1977. 
62. See Chen, Kung, and Ma 2019. 
63- See Yoshinobu 1970 for an extensive discussion of commerce and commercial practices 

at this time. 
64. Ma 1971, 66. 
65- See Guo 2019. 
66. See Hartman 2015, 50 for a description of the different categories of Song officialdom. 

See also Smith 2009, 349 for an estimate. 
67. See Hartman 2015, 53 as well as Ma 1971, 110-11. 
68. As reported in Broadberry, Guan, and Li 2018. Kuhn (2009, 125) reports a higher figure 

of 101 million earlier in the dynasty, with population falling to 63 million in the latter part of the 
dynasty. 

69. This would be based on the population estimate of 10 million derived from the individual 
region estimates in McEvedy and Jones 1978, to which I referred in chapter _s. 

70. Grummitt and Lassalmonie 2015, 124. The number of top French financial officials in­
creased to "less than a hundred" under Louis XII, who ruled from 1498 to 1515, but this was still 
a remarkably small number. 

71. See Hartman 2015, particularly 39-40, 84
1 
98, 112.. 

72.. See Fletcher 19861 14.
73. See Fletcher 1986, 15.
74- See Rossabi 2.0051 6.
75. See Brook 2.010

1 79-81 for further discussion. 
76. See Rossabi 2.00s, 2.2.4. 
77- See Ma and Rubin 2.017 for one recent interesting exploration of Chinese absolutism and 

its consequences for revenue generation. 
78. See Broadberry, Guan, and Li 2018 for the GDP data. 
79. Wong 2.012.. 
So. See Wong 2012., particularly 354-55. See also Farmer 1995. . • 

81. Bank of England, "A Millennium of Macroeconomic Data for the UK," bttps://WWW 
.bankofengland.co.uk/ statistics/ research-datasets. 
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Chapter 8 

1. A partial list of scholars who make this argument includes North and Thomas (1973),

North (1981),Jones (1981), North and Weingast (1989), North (1995), Bates and Lien (1985),

Acemoglu,Johnson , and Robinson (2005), Dinceceo (2011), Cox (2016, 2017 ), and DeLong and 

Shleifer (1993). For some works that are critical of this argument, see Clarki996; Epstein 200oa,

1,000b; Abramson and Boix, forthcoming; and Boix 2,015. 

2. See Scheidel 2.019 for the most recent and definitive statement on this issue.

3- Here the most recent evidence suggests that if a country switches from autocracy to de­

mocracy, this will add half a percentage po int to its annual growth rate in the short term. 'Ihe

long-run effect will be a 20 percent increase in the size of the economy. This is a sizable effect but 

certainly not a large enough effect to explain something like the gap in per capita GDP between 

the United States and China today. See Acemoglu et al. 2,019 for this result. Earlier studies, such

as Barro 1996 and Przeworski et al. 2000, failed to find an effect of democracy on growth. 

4- See Pomeranz 2000. He coined the term "The Great Divergence" with his book of the

same name. 
5. l should note here that some authors also refer to a "Little Divergence," which was a di-

vergence in levels of development between different European regions prior to the Industrial

Revolution. See de Pleijt and van Zan den 2016 for an exploration of this phenomenon. 

6. These estimates have been produced by Broadberry, Guan, and Li (2018). See Deng and

O'Brien 2016 for an alternative set of estimates, as well as Deng 2003 for further discussion. 

7• These estimates derive from Pamuk and Shatzmiller 2014. 

8. The figure shows per capita GDP estimates in 1990 international dollars. 1he data are grouped 

into approximate dates for purposes of comparison. Exact dates and sources are as follows. For

England 1090, 1300, 15001 and 1800 as reported by Broadberry et al. 2,01L 1he original source for 1090

is Walker 2015. For China, 1090, 1500, and 1800.1he figure for 1300 for China is interpolated based

on figures for 1120 and 1400. The source for China is Broacfl,erry, Guan, and Ll 2018, For Abbasid 

Iraq, 760, 1060, and 1220 as reported in parnuk and Shatzmiller 201+ For 18001 used the figure re­

ported in Bolt and van Zanden 2014 for Iraq and interpolated the figure for 1500. For 1820, Parnuk

(2018, 2.7) reports a slightly higher number for the Ottoman Empire of 720 do\larS. 

9· Many scholars have used urbanization estimates as a proxy for development in pre·

industrial societies. For western Europe, they have made use of the data on historic:al city Po�u-

1,tion, "'""''led by P,ul B,irod>,Jun &tm>, ,nd P""' Ch"" ( 1988) o,,,ring th< �d 

between Boo and 1850.1hese authors also report historic:al rates of urbanization where total aty

'·""'""· withln' - b,ttitD<Y" d>,id<d by ......... of th< .,i,1 ''.'""' __ ,... 

nngh, and van Zanden (2.013) extended this effort by including populaoon eStunateS for aoes

in the Middle East and North Africa over the sarne time period. By maldng use of city popula·

tion data from these two sources and estimates of total populations from McEvedy and Jones

1978, on< "" pmdu« .,tun,t<d u,b.,;,..uon "�' by «ntu<Y ro, """"' -• ,nd th•

Middl< Eut ond M,glu<b. fln,ll� Xu,"",._.., ,nd ,.n z,nden (,o�) ,- ""ndY 

produced estimates of historical urbanization in China, • • • 
• • • • •• 

io. See Allen et al. 2011, figure 5, 
• • • 

• 

• 
: 

11• See the accounting of Soviet growth and decline in Easterly and Fischer 1995-
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u.. Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) draw this conclusion in their study ofs • . oc1eties with 
inclusive and extractive institutions. 

13. See Watson 1983, 2-3. See also Watson 1974, 1995.
14. See the insightful account of this development in Kuran 2005, 2011, 2013, and 201s, as well 

as Rubin 2017. See Cammett 2018 for a review ofKuran and critics who emphasize that institu­
tional inefficiency in the Middle East may have stemmed less from the absence of the supply of
the right institutions than from weak demand for them. 

15. According to Randolph Barker (2012), who formerly served at the International Rice 
Research Institute, the introduction of Champa rice into China "led to a revolution in agricul­
ture not unlike the modern-day green revolution." See also Golas 1980; Deng and Zheng 2015,
These authors emphasize that while conventional accounts suggest that double cropping of rice 
began as soon as the Champa rice strain was introduced, it took considerably more time for this 
practice to become widespread. 

16. Kuhn 2009, 40-43. See also Hymes 2015 on the overall environment for printing during 
the Tang and Song dynasties, as well as Twitchett 1983; Carter 1955; and Wei Ze 1995, 

17. Hartwell 1966, 1962. 
18. See Yoshinobu 1970 for water transport and Elvin 1973 for market structure. 
19. Needham 1969, 16.
20. This argument is made in Lin 1995.
2L See Needham and Ling 1965, 446-47. 
22. Recently, Joel Mokyr ( 2017) and Deirdre McCloskey (2016) have made arguments that 

push in the same direction, in particular regarding enlightenment attitudes, culture, and think­
ing. See also Mokyr 2014, 20091 1990. Jack Goldstone (2002) emphasizes the specificity of 
England and the scientific culture that emerged there after the Glorious Revolution of 1688. See 
also Goldstone 2009, 2006. 

23. The support for this claim is provided by Tackett (2014). 
2.4. Kulm 2009, 38.
25. Liu 2015, 109.
26. Liu 2015, uo. 
27. Cao 1997, 472-73.
28. Liu 2015, ch. 8. 
2.9. See Shatzmiller 2.01L
30. This feature is discussed by Chaney ( 2016 ), who also considers the reasons for the sub­

sequent decline in Islamic scientific production. Gutas (1998) considers the Graeco-Arabic

translation movement in detail. 
31. The figure reports average duration of reign in six dynasties across China, the Middle 

East, and Europe. The horizontal line represents the mean value across the six dynasties. 

England includes all Norman and Plantagenet monarchs between 1066 and 1399. France in· 

eludes all Capetian monarchs between 987 and 132.8. China includes all emperors of the Song 

dynasty between 960 and 1274. Early Abbasid includes all caliphs between 750 and 946• Later

Abbasid includes all caliphs between 946 and 1258. Sasanian includes all Sasanian rulers between 
224 and 628. See Wang 2017 for a discussion of how the Chinese succession rule of an emperor 

nominating a crown prince was associated with greater ruler duration than in other regions. 
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3. See the evidence in Heather 2009, ch. 6. 
4, I have relied for this account on Lambert 2017; Loyn 1992; and Blair 1959, 5. See Loyn 1992, 131-32. 
6. See Lambert 2017, 247-50. 
7. Blair (1959, 233) remarks that in Scandinavian history and literatur ·t e 1 was common 10 have twelve "doomsmen." 
8. Decree declared at a meeting of the witan at Exeter As quoted m· L • oyn 1992, 116. 9. See Lambert 2017, 251 and onward as well as Blair 1959, 223 and onward. 10. See the first chapter ofMaddicott 2010. 
11. See Roach 2013, 32, as well as Maddicott 2010, 5. 
12. See Blair 1959, 214-21.
13. See Roach 2013. 
14. Galbraith 1948, 36, 56-57. In his words, "Long before the Norman Conquest, then, the Saxon kings had a secretariat of their own, and the first great step had been taken towards bu­

�ucratic government" He noted also that William the Conqueror, who had no bureaucracy m Normandy, inherited this bureaucracy. 
15. See Roffe 2000, 2007 for one view in the debate on how to interpret the Domesday records. 
16. For both the discussion of existing tax lists and the use of vernacular I am drawing here on the work of Campbell (1975), who himself draws on Harvey 1971. 
17. Maddicott 2010, 4-5. The term "parliament" would not be used until the thirteenth century to describe councils such as these. See Brand 2009, 10. 
18. Stubbs 1874-78, 1:572. 
19. The most prominent recent historian of Magna Carta has argued precisely this. See Holt 2015, 51. M0ller (2017a, 71) emphasizes that Marc Bloch, the great French historian, made the same observation. 
20. Holt 2015, SL 
21. Holt 2015, 51. 
22. See Bonis 1965 on the evolution of the Hungarian Feudal Diet. 
23- For an early example of the reference to "heavy exactions; see Andrews 1921, 116. 
24. This is based on the same data that I first reported in Figure 1.1. Prior to 1086 we have evi• 

dence that Song monarchs collected levels of revenue higher than 10 percent of GDP, but I am 
using the 10 percent figure here to be more contemporaneous with the English data. 

25, See Barratt 1996, which provides a full assessment of revenues during John's reign and concludes that revenues in most years were in the range of 30,000 pounds with exceptions for 
one-off measures. See page 839 in particular. See also Barratt 1999 for a comparison of the rev· 
enues of King John with those of Phillip Augustus of France. I have omitted figures for the 
Thirteenth of 1207 (a tax on wealth) because that was collected over a period o f years, 

26, We have an estimate of English nominal GDP at the time of the Domesday Book (io86) 
and in 1290 from Broadberry et al. 2011 but no estimates in between. Linear interpolation between these two dates gives a GDP figure of roughly three million pounds during KingJohn's reign. 

27• In 1542 to be precise according to the Bank of England's "A Millennium of Macroeco­
nomic Data for the UK,• https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/statistics/reseiuch•datasets. 

28. See Gilissen 1966, 419.
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29, Post ,964 remains the classic statement on this. 

3o. Fletcher 1015, 113. 
31. See Stasavage 1011.
32. See Koenigsberger 1992 for this argument. 
33. See Edwards 1934, 137. 

34.http://media.bloomsbury.com/ rep/ files/primary-source-45-model-parliament.pd£ 

35. Edwards 1934, 136. . ch 36. See Fletcher 1015, 211 for a comparison between France and England. Monarc� m e� 
kingdom sought to establish plena potestas, but only English monarchs were successful ID domg 

See Harriss 196, for the context in which members of the Commons in 1339 asked to refer so. " 
) ·d ful historical back-back to their constituencies. The article by Edwards (1934 prov, es use 

ground on the evolution of the full powers concept up to 1195. Maddicott (1010, 417) argues 

that the establishment of plena potestas made for a much more integrated state in England. �e 

also Payling 2009. There was one further exceptional episode when reference back to constitu­

encies happened, and this was following the Peasants' Revolt of 1381. 

37. See Harriss 1963, 638. 
38. Stubbs 1900, 283. . s al O Elton 39. The most important work here is Elton 1953. The quote is from page 1, ee s 

1955, 1960. 
40. See Hurstfield 1967. 
41. See Stone 1972, 65. 

final h t £Elton 1953. 41. For a succinct summary of this idea, see in particular the c ap er o 

43. See Elton 1953, 416. 
44. This is the interpretation in Elton 1953. . rt in Hen-

al h . Henry's need for parliamentary suppo 45. See Stone 1971, 65. He so emp asizes 
d , , llowing a disas-

ch 11 d perate nee 1or revenue 10 ry's conflicts with the Catholic Chur as we as es 

trous military expedition in France. 
t •ve discussion of this , thi . See Bush 1983 for a very ex ens1 46. See Hurstfield 1967, 93 ,or s view. 

fi th • ew that the Act was 
episode that supports a similar interpretation. See Elton 1955, 174 or e v1 

not at all about establishing despotism. 
illi Ill nlyonce byQpeenAnne, 

47.lt was exercised a verylimited number oftimes byWi a
m •� furth rdetaiL 

and not at all by George I. See Stasavage 2003, 73 an d Williams 1939 ,or e 

48. See Williams 1939. 
; al t f the revolutionary character 

' th th 'tat've histonc accoun o 49, See Pincus 2009 ,or e au on 1 
1 . ered the interpretation that 

rth d W • ast ( 1989) famous y p1one 
d 

of the events of 1688. No an emg 
. d vernment that had profound, an 

the Glorious Revolution saw an e51abUshment ofhmite 
goal . vations enhancing credibility 

S b nt institution mno positive, economic consequences. u seque 

. . 
. . . : . 

have been explored by Cox (1016, 2017 ). • • • 

so. Goldstone 2006. 
51, See Hoppit 19961 109, . • 

p. 1977 for more o n the historical 
b Sc. See also awson52, See Bogart 2OO5a, 2005 , 200 . . ·. • 

background. 
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53. Blackstone 1768, book 1, pp. 160-61. 
54. See Knights 2005 for a definitive account of this episode. 
55. See Stasavage 2003 on the evolution of the number of placemen over time. 
56. The quote is from the London Journal. It can be found in Kramnick 1968 In h . . . , m. c apters 

of h1� book Krammck provides a general overview of Walpole 's political thinking and 
practices. 

57. Available at https :/ /www.history.org/Foundation/journal/ summero3/wilkes.cfm. 
58. See Price 1994 for an extensive review. 
59. As Maarten Prak (1997) recounts, in the Dutch Republic one was first and c ,oremosta 

citizen of one's individual hometown, and this generally came with significant restrictions on 
the ability of outsiders to gain citizenship. As van Zan den and van Riel (2004) note, this was a 
pattern of political representation that was not specific to the Netherlands; it was common to 
much of ancien regime Europe. Mark Dincecco ( 2011) has shown how this decentralized, fra 
mented institutional setup also impeded revenue generation. 

g 

60. See .van Bavel 2016 on this point. 
61. I am relying on the fascinating and amusing account provided by Grever (1982) here. 
62. The reference to the Dutch Republic as the "first modem economy" was made by de 

Vries and van de Woude (1997 ). 
63. Joel Mokyr ( 2000) has previously used this pair of cases to compare scientific culture in 

the two countries . 
64. For a summary ofhis argument in comparative perspective, see Allen 2009. See Stephen• 

son 2018 for the critique. 
65. See Bottomley 2014 for a discussion of the evolution of the British patent system, its 

effect on innovation, and the potential link to the Industrial Revolution. See also Sullivan 1989. 

66. This series was compiled by Jan Luiten van Zanden and Arthur van Riel (2004) based 

on underlying data from Doorman 1940. 
67. I have compiled this based on underlying data reported in Woodcroft 1854, 

68. See Woodcroft 1854, 1. 
69. See van Bavel 2016. 
70. It is also worth noting that in more modem countries, autocracies have, in fact, engaged 

in more episodes of land reform than have democracies. 
71. This process has been studied extensively by Daniel Bogart (:z.oo5a, 2oosb, 2005c) and 

Julian Hoppit (1996). 
72. See Rosenthal 1990. 
73. See Gentles 1992. 
74• Wage data as reported by Robert Allen ( 2005). Allen's measures 

h
ave recently beenaiti· 

cized by Stephenson (2018). To the extent her lower estimates are more accurate, the forty· 

shilling threshold would have been even more onerous for laborers. 

7S. •Electors of Knights of the Shire Must Be Forty Shilling Freeholders• in Adams 1914' l9L 

76. See Payling 1999 on this subject. .. • 

77- See Payling 1999, 245. The population estimate is based on that for Nottingharo.lhire in 

1377 from Broadberry et al. 2018. A total population of 51,150, adjusted for one-third o£1he 

population being underage and one-halfbeing female, would result in an overall p0tentialmale 
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47. See Smith 20121 61-64. 

48. See Rowe 1957. See Dell :z.010 for econometric evidence on the persistent effects of the

mita system. 
49. lam relying primarily here on Eccles 1971 and Pritchard 20 04.

50. Pritchard (2004, 2.43), with reference to local colonial conditions, writes of the "ne-

gotiated and constructed authority." In agreement with Eccles (1971), he notes that local

governors found themselves obliged to have prominent local citizens enter into councils

(1004, 247). 
51. On the background to the Articles of Confederation, see Greene 1982 and Rakove :z.ooo,

1982. 
52. See Ma nin 19971 44-45 on Polybius, his interpretation of the Roman constitution, and 

the subsequent influence of his work on the Republican tradition in Europe. 

53. Beard 1913. 
54• See Klarman 2016, 85-87, whose book title, 1he Framers' Coup, gives a good sense of the

directio n of his argument. See Miller 1991 for a historical account that takes a more activist

perspective. 
55· See the insightful studies by Jason Maloy (2008, :z.ou). He also emphasizes the practices 

of audit and impeachment as further forms of non-electoral control of representatives. 

56. Varlet 1792, 6.
57• These data are drawn from Squire 2012, 84. 

58. These statements can be found in Farrand 1976, vol. 1, Tuesday,June 12th, Committee of

the Whole, based on the notes that Madison himself took for that sitting. 

59• Farrand 1976, vol. 1, Tuesd ay, June 12tlL Madison expanded further upon this idea in

Federalist 53. 
6o.1his quote comes from Taylor 1794, 14. Though we might laud Taylor's perceptiVeness,

we should also take care to recognize whom he was criticizing and whom he was defending

here. The 5,000 for Taylor was the narrow set of people, located pronarily in cities like New York,

who stood to gain from Alexander Hamilton's system of paper mon ey and public credit In 

making this claim, Taylor was taking a page straight from the book written by Tory critics of the

"monied interest• in Great Britain and the corruption and influence that this entailed. Taylor 

was not referring to the nation's 5,ooo wealthiest slaveholders, who at this time would h�ve also

formed a very wealthy and influential group. Taylor was a supporter of slavery. 

61. See Sheehan :z.009, :z.004.

62. Sheehan :z.oo9• 
63. Madison (1791) 196:z., December 19, 1791. Emphasis in original,

64. See John 199s, 
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68. Klarman 2016, 404.



342 NOTES TO CHAPTER 11 

69. It has also been argued that a fiercely partisan newspaper could help constituents 
around a common strategy; Stewart 1969. rally 

70. The term «unsteady march" comes from the book of the same name by Philip Klinkn
and Rogers Smith (1999).Johnson (2010) provides an extensive and insightful account of�:
Jong struggle for the abolition of voting restrictions that disenfranchised African Am encans.

Chapteru 

1. This is the approach adopted by Przeworski et al. ( 2000 ).
2. http://www.systemicpeace.org/polityprojecthtml.
3- See Huntington 1991.
4. For an extensive and insightful recent treatment of this first wave, see Berman 2019. She

also carries through this story to the reemergence of democracy in Europe during the second
wave. 

5. See Huntington 199ia, 1991b.
6. See Congleton 2001.
7. The phrase comes from the title of Jonathan Israel's 2017 book. See also the earlier, ex•

tremely influential, work by Palmer (1959 ). 
8. All GDP per capita figures in this paragraph are expressed in terms of 2011 International

(Geary-Khamis) dollars. The source is Bolt et al. 2018. 
9. The countries are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy,

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. I am using the democracy 
measure from Boilc, Miller, and Rosato 2013 based on the date at which a country democratized 
in a durable fashion. 

10. See Beckett 1986, 163. See also Beckett 1985.
u. See Brewer 1990, 66.
12.. See Pulteney 1734 and Turner 1927.
13. This is the provocative title of Nicholas Henshall's 1992 book.
14. See Swann 2003.
15- See Potter and Rosenthal 1997.
16. For the experience in Languedoc, see Beik 1985. See also Collins 1988.
17. See Schwartzberg 2014.
18. See Christin 2014 and Rigaudiere 2000.
19. See Rosanvallon 1992.
20. This is documented in Souryi 2003.
21. See Stasavage 2010 for the evidence.
22. See the econometric evidence in Stasavage 2010 on this point.
23. Onorato, Scheve, and Stasavage ( 2014) show that prior to the railroad it was infeasible

for large states to mobilize armies numbering in the millions because there would have been no

way to keep them supplied. 
24. Stenlas 2001. See also Bendilc and Rokkan 1962.
25. Margaret Levi (1997) has previously documented a link between these two

phenomena. 
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56. See Young 2013, 34. 
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58. Yang 2009, 1. 
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60· See Perry 2015 for a review. 
61. See "On the People's Democratic Dictatorship:' 
62. As quoted in Perry 2015 based on Calh 
6 C ( 

oun 1997. 
3. rummey 1987 ) emphasizes this for earl eriod 

. 
64. This idea was proposed by Ostrowski(; 

p s o
)
fRuss1an development. 

view. 
990, 2002 • See Halperin 2000 for a critical

65- Bogatyrev 20oo, 11•
66. See Poe 2006. 
67. See Crummey 1983 and Alef 1967. 
68. The name zemsky sobor was invented by K 

460-61. 
onstantm Aksakov in 1850. See Poe 200�

69. See Poe 2006 and Keep 1970. 
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73• Poe 2006, 455.
74• Davies 2006. 
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85- In the remainder of this section, for conciseness I will use "Africa" as a shorthand for the

Sub-Saharan portion of the continent. 

86. http:/ /africanelections.tripod.com/gh.htrnl, 

87. Crawford Young ( 1994) makes a powerful argument that because Africa was colonized

later than other world regions, the power imbalance between conquerors and conquered was

particularly large, and this resulted in an even more pernicious effect of colonialism than in other

regions. 
88. This is based on data from the UN population division, available at population.un

.org. 
89. Huntington 1991a, 1991b. See Haggard arid Kaufmari 2016 for a retrospective on the 'Ihird

Wave that critiques many existing theories. 

90. Huntington 1991b, 31. 

91. See Bleck and van de Walle 2018, 1-4 for the three examples and further discussion. 

92. Based on the 2018 Freedom House report titled "Democracy in Crisis,• https://

freedomhouse.org/ report/ freedom-world/freedom-world-2018. 

93. Based on a Polity democracy score of> 6 in 2015. 

94. Based on Boix, Miller, and Rosato data in 2015. 

95. I used Question Q40 from Round Six of the Afrobarometer Survey, released in 2016

(https://www.afrobarometer.org/). This gives a four-point coding where a respondent chooses

that their country is ( 1) not a democracy, ( 2) a democracy with large problems, (3) a democracy

with small problems, ( 4) a full democracy. There were also options for not responding, saying

one did not know, or that one did not understand the question. 

96. The pairwise correlations, based on the twenty-two-country sample for which Afroba-

rometer data were available, were as follows: dichotomous polity democracy measure o.4o,

Freedom House measure of freedom on a o to 100 scale 0.58, Boilt, Millei; and Rosato (2.o13)

dichotomous measure of democracy 0.64-

97• This negative correlation is most apparent with the self-assessment scale of democracy

where the pairwise correlation coefficient with log GDP per capita is negative, large (-0.63),

and statistically significant. Log GDP per capita is also negatively correlated with alt�tive

democracy measures produced by outside coders, but in these cases the correlation coeffiaents

are not statistically significant. 
98. This has been emphasized by Cheeseman (2015). 

99. If we regress the self-assessment index value for 1016 on the log of taX revenues as a share

f GD 
. ffi • f with a staridard error of 0.12, 

o P between 1990 and 1992, we obtain a coe oent o -0.39 

Inclusion of current levels ofliteracy, urbanization, presence of oil rents, foreign grants received, 

' al thi l ti hip When including

or the identity of the country that colonized does not ter s re a ons • • • 

th 
ffi·t ��assess����

e log of current GDP per capita as a control the coe aen on • • • • 
f 8 ·t · longer stattsttcally significant 

-0.25 with a standard error of 0.14 and a p-value o .09 , so I is no 

at conventional levels. In an alternative specification substituting the polity democracy meas_� 

£ 
l. ure remains negative and stattSti-

or the self-assessment index, the coefficient on the po ity meas 

cally significant when controlling for log GDP per capita. 

100. See Gottlieb 1019 on these questions, 

101. See Rafiler 2018.
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Chapter 12. 

1. Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (1018) have provided the most thorough m' v t' es 1gatton 
of this question. 

1. On backsliding, see Lust and Waldner 1015; Norris 1017; and Bermeo 2016, as well as 
Levitsky and Way 1015. 

3. See Dunn 1005, 149.
4. Bartels 1008.
5. See Levin 1991 for a thorough review of the different arguments made and measures

proposed. 
6. Ackerman 1010, 11.
7. See Skocpol 1997 on what she calls the "Tocqueville Problem" based on the idea that dur­

ing his tour of America, Alexis de Tocqueville ignored how a participatory form of democracy
had, in part, been forged by government investments, such as the subsidization of newspaper
distribution. 

8. The text is now commonly referred to as "Brutus 1." See Ball 1011, 446. 
9. In order to focus more on a similar set of states, I will concentrate here on western Euro­

pean states within the EU. Among Eastern European EU members levels of trust in government
are, on average, ten percentage points lower, no doubt reflecting different historical legacies. 
The sample I consider then includes Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United 
Kingdom. 

10. The result here is not dependent on looking at an arbitrary cutoff in population size. If
we regress trust in government on the log of a country's population, we obtain a coefficient of 
-6.1 with a standard error of u and a p-value of 0.012.. 

11. See Hetherington 1998, 1005. See https://www.people-press.org/2019/04/ u/public
-trust-in-government-1958-1019/ for the trends for trust in national government See https://
news.gallup.com/ poll/ 143563/ americans-trusting-local-state-government.aspx for the trends
for state and local government. There is an alternative view that sees a degree of expressed 

distrust in government as less of a problem and perhaps even a virtue. After all, the Federalist
Papers make a strong case for being suspicious of unchecked government authority. Cook,
Hardin, and Levi assess different views of distrust of government in their 2005 book. See

pp. 161-63 in particular.
12.. A point that has previously been made by Hetherington (1005, 10-11) and still holds

today. 
13, See in particular Levin 10161 101. 
14, See the discussion in Barry 1974, Dahl and Tufte (1971) argued that representative gov•

ernment could work equally well in small and large units. 
15. Gentzkow, Shapiro, and Stone 2.014. See also Allcott and Gentzkow 1017; Allcolt et al.

2.019. See Darr, Hitt, and Dunaway 2.018 on how the closure oflocal. newspapers contributes to

polarization. · • • •• 
ed 

· 
16. See the discussion by Jason Maloy (2.011) in particular, with further detail provid 111

Maloy2.008. 
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17. See Maloy 1011 for the comparative evidence. 

,s. Neblo, Esterling, and Lazer 1018. 

19. See Mansbridge 1980, 1-3.

20. See Cowen 1018• . • onent of this view.
William Howell (1003), a political scientist, has been a prunary exp 

cb1 . ( ) 21. 1 
ck ( 10)aswellasS esmger 1973 

See also the previously discussed contri�ution by A
H 

erm�
n 

; Moe 1016 for a starkly different 
th •· ·a1• tradition in the presidency. See owe an 

on e impen 
view. H em hasizes a somewhat different

22, See Hariri 1011 for the article of the same name. e p 

theoretical mechanism than the one I emphasize here. 
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