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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

xi
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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-
Jective 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 along
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.

My,

o i T SR

PART I

Early Democracy
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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 of Italian 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. ' o _
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 onboth 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.! 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 Herndn Cortés entered the tei'ritory
- of Tlaxcala 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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is no one supreme ruler.”® His home country of Spain had such a sjp le
supreme ruler, King Charles I. ’

‘ The examples of the Huron and of Tlaxcala are not isolated excep.-
tions. Throughout human history many societies on multiple contr"
nents have independently developed political systems in which tho .
who rule have been obliged to seek consent from those they govern SI;
we see seeking consent as a basic ingredient of democracy, thegn we '
say that democracy itself occurs naturally among human; even if 1Ctan
far f‘rom inevitable. The question then becomes when and)wh de N
cratic practices survive and prosper, and why this hap enedy m?-
places where people had not read Aristotle. ) e

The other question we need to agk

. : is if early forms of
existed in many regions, ) democracy

then why did modern demo
: ' cracy—the se-
g::wn of ;eglresentatwes through universal suﬁ'rage«eme);ge ﬁrsts;
Ope and the United States? The answ i
0P ' 2 er, Iwill argue, has to do with
ngzfxqm tra()iectory Faken by Europe when compared with regions
e thaCt hma1 " t;n the Middle East. Ironically, it was Europe’s backward-
aid the ground for the rise of modern democracy,

Early Democracy and Modern Democracy

Inits original sense ag used by th
means that the People govern,

power. Each citizen Participates,

e Greeks t.he word “democracy” simply
. Oa; I;l;:: :::Z;ﬂ); :hat tlllle p.eople h;ve
:I;i ;::i&:csﬂ: ;)sf ill:h tzv;n‘tieii :e;n]iy;i;ne ssholar desc:i;:d te}:: i‘:dli"gﬂezoz
‘ a . »
11::;::1&;:::;22 1::: le);ise\;vas unknowi, blii?l:ljlr c;yiz;szxfajle:: (r)lj: ?c:l‘-‘
the poople o bt ﬂj:d councils that constrained their actions:

] . m, particj i
calling thi system “Peculiar," IPa.r Icipated in

is useful becayge early d

democracy that we arey fa:illg;crac'y g Fom the N
. Early democracy existed in Jj
inwhich a ryler governed j

ointl
of members of societywho
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and not subject to his or her whim. They provided information while
also assisting with 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 democracyjprevailed.’ 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.

Modern 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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1lclkgly to haplpen, and this means that bureaucracy can either substitute

Or or complement modern democracy; It

rcor » ¥- It all depends on the sequence
If early democracy arose inde

pendently in many hy ieti
modern democrac ¢ Y Sman socletic

e fy 1S 2 more specifically European invention.
Y was a form of rule that proved durabe over thousand

y;ars. Mc?dem democracy is something much more recent ancls iy

should think of it as an ongoing experiment. To understand Vs:hen a::;

why this experiment will succe
ed, we need to § .
early and modern democracy emerged. 0 first consider how both

Early

Origins of Early Democracy
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The second factor that led to early democracy was when rulers lacked
knowledge of what people were producing.® 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.!® 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 yourisk provoking either arevolt 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. Whenrulers 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.!!

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 modern democracy.
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Is Early Democracy an Appropriate Term?
Those familiar with classical Gree

Ic;: ;irly d;:lno}:ra;y is an overly broad one, The Greeks distinguished
€€ I'ile by the one, the few, or the man
en ) A Y, and for th
demol.rai‘zlaz was only associated with rule by the many, typichr;;ti};Z‘]”a(r)rd
assembly." Rule by the few was oligarchy, and it took place in the forij

 Pated directly ijn
8overnance, b
councilin the locality in Wl?ichut they had to then face an assembly or

: chiefs attended central coyp
their home village. In othe
decisions, but on other o
and consultatjop, 4 This
kingdom of Marj 15 Thi

cils, but theywould face another council in
T Socleties the few would ordinarily make

Ccasio
ns there wag much broader discussion

was i
the case in the towng of the Mesopotamian
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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 classify 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.
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The practice of intensive agriculture was another factor that helped
e

creased capital.'® If we believe that bureaucrats will generally have Jegs

informati
B onthan loc.al people about production, any process that makes
prod onmore legible to outsiders—to use the term favored by Jam
oductio egible es
will make it easier for bureaucrats to operate.'® Intensjve agri
. 1-

the landscape to make production
mpact. This was more feasible
s, but intensive agriculture did

; new technologies for Crop rota-
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ot civilization could further the cause of

tion, plowing, irrigation,
paradox that the advance
autocracy.
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vewereat o : rcised the bureaucratic alterna-

the Carolingj
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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 of leaders 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.?! 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.?* 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.?* 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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b e
' 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
B had to attain his objectives through means other than the threat of force
B because “he had little force on which to rely”?* 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.*®

The finalirony 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.

e . From an early date, rulers in China and in the Middle East developed

England 1300 Francemo T | an understanding of how different types of soil contributed to agricul-
o BEENEE R tural production. Armed with this knowledge, they were in a better posi-
T 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.

g
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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
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to a council or assembly having any choice in the matter,
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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 of bureaucratic 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 itself.

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 of Islam 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. Lo

- 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



16 CHAPTER i

densely populated lands where
form of agriculture,
the territory that is

: people practiced an intensive and settleg
aradically different environmeng from Arabia, Iy

qomafer r : me to be known g t}
wad—"The Black Land?” Faced with this inheritance, after deposin;

the Sasani i
o T:}ilman leac?ersh-lp, the Arab conquerors co-opted their bureay
N acy. eresult, in spite of protests, was that caliphs co o
n . 11
. aé;xtocraﬁc Mmanner with little need for consultatio
e caliphate became hereditary

Swift geographical expansion was

uld now govern
n. Succession to

the other factor that undermined
. democracy in pre-Islamic Arabia,
Wwas a small-scale, face-to-face affair;

Peans took centuries of
world wouly have ooy ' ; the inhabitants of the Islamic
this out within a matter of

. e disa e '
astis that cong: PPearance of democrac
conquerors were able to inc}’lzn'ngency played 3 large role here, Muslin)lr
zulers in Irag had Tit a bureaucratic State because Sasanjan

recent}
happened ¥ constructed o
: oneh : e.Had the . )
undred years earlier—gg i the sixtlsllan:lllc exianSlon
father than the

now Iraq these lands were part of the Sasanjap Em.

0 i
ups would assemble, discuss, and

ORIGINS OF DEMOCRATIC RULE 17

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. Moderndemocracyis 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.?® 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-
ern democracies must grapple. '

If modern 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 modern 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.?? Political rights for whites and slavery for Africans de-
rived from the same underlying environmental condition of labor 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 modern democracy: preciselybecause 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

ke
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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 property, by the late nineteenth century, western Euro-
pean elites learned to take a more blasé attitude—why worry about
universal suffrage if it did not result in you being taxed heavily or
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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 areverse 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 contrastbetween 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 Stateshashad 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.3¢

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 anew
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governance is something that comes naturally to humans. Many of the
societies that transitioned to democracy after 1989 had practiced forms
of early democracy long before they encountered Europeans. The tech-
nology of modern democracy, with elections and parties, is something
new, but the basic principle of demokratia—that the people ought to
have power—is not.

There is a further potential lesson from recently democratizing coun-
tries: just as early democracy existed in lieu of a state, democratization
since 1989 has been more likely to survive when the initial power of the
central state is weak. African countries with weaker state structures circa
1989 are more likely to be democracies today, while in the Middle East
the persistence of state coercive structures over centuries has weighed
against democracy.*®

One final thing we need to note about the spread of modern democ-
racy is that in many cases, institutions of electoral accountability have
been layered over preexisting institutions of early democracy. There is
reason to believe, as the political scientist Kate Baldwin has shown, that
even in this new context, institutions of early democracy can continue
to provide important forms of accountability.*®

Persistence of Autocracy

The second prediction some people made about democracy in 1989 in-
volves China, and it too proved to be equally wrong. Some asked
whether market-driven economic development would necessarily lead
to political liberalization and to China starting to look more like the
West. It was thought that as society grew richer, people would be in a
stronger position to demand democracy. It was also thought that growth
could only be maintained with political liberalization. Neither of these
predictions has proven true, or at least not so far.

The lessons of history help us understand why autocracy has per-
sisted in China. For a long period during the last two millennia, China

- was richer than Europe even though the form of governance in China

was autocratic and bureaucratic whereas European rulers had to govern
through assemblies. The Commercial Revolution of the Middle Agesin
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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 thistoday
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
thatin 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 itharder to maintain trust, large
scale is not fate. What it does mean is that in alarge modern 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.*

The 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.® 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.® 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.”

In the new Greek states that emerged after the Bronze Age collapse,
rulerslacked 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.® 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.’

Athens became a polis occupying the entire Attic peninsula (an area
of about 2,500 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.'® 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.*

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.’ 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 democracybut
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 bylot and by election, and that any citizen who wishes should

be able to speak in the assembly.!”

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
estimate.!® 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.!® 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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inside what is today the border of Syria with Iraq, and it was for a time
apossession 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.?® 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.?*

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.”*®
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 Marij, 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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governance involving an assembly of all householders.*! 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.** 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 viddtha, 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.®® 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 viddtha than there were scholars who had worked
on the problem.** Romila Thapar, a prominent historian of early India,
proposed that rather than being an assembly, the viddtha was a ritual
occasion for the distribution of gifts, so it did not allow any meaningful
participation by women in politics.3*

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, theyleft an extensive record
describing Huron society, including how its people governed them-
selves.?$ 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 positionsif their community thought
them of sufficient quality.*®

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 thiswas 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
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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.*? Elisabeth
Tooker, a prominent specialist of Iroquoian groups, observedthat even
as late as 1961 women did not speak in council meetings.>® However, in
earlier times it is said that the views of older women were conveyed to
a council meeting by male attendees.**

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 Cortés 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
beenable to judge about the form of government, it is almost like that
of Venice, 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.**

The society that Cortés saw was one where individuals had different
political status, but it was also quite far from being an autocracy. Some
decadeslater, 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 of Tlaxcala by using
both narratives from the time of Spanish conquest and archaeological
evidence.®?® Both sources suggest that Cortés was broadly right—a
council of 50 to 100 titled nobles governed the republic, and there were
four principal leaders within the council.** Being of noble standing was
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They appear to have become despotisms marked by a ruthless disre-
gard for human life. Holocausts of victims weresacrificed 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.*®

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.’® Throughout
Central Africa—aregion 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.®®

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.®!
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.®>
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

sixteenth century.5®

The irf)ny ?ehind the preceding three stories is that part Ofthe . :
nographic evidence supporting them derives from a colonial oﬂie.‘
who lamented the fact that the Belgian state had imposed a %tem“a: :

o

hereditary chiefs throughout the Congo. Writing in 1933
beken argued that this ignorance of local institutions h

this part of the Congo or this particular colonizer.5¢

Son?e societies in Central Africa developed a system where cented
fluthontywas hereditary, belonging to a single clan or lineage, but evey -
in these instances early democracy survived. In the Kuba king:iom cenlf :
ttlrlaltlleaders enjoyed many regal trappings, including burial cerem:)m'es

at lasted a full year. They nonetheless were obliged to have theirpr. *
posals considered by a council of nobles who could weigh in; the Pdid
soby m.oving their belts up and down.5 While the central cou;xcil oyf the
lI)(ubjli ku?gdom‘ was an elite one, within each village participation ws
roader, involving a headman, or kubol, a spokesman, and a council® -

We have seen five examples of early democracy in regions as divers: :
.as Mesopotamia, ancient India, the Northeastern Woodlands of Amer
:ca, Mes.oamerica, and Central Africa. Given this great variety, it is hard
O sustain the argument that the practice of democracy was inventedin *
one place at one time; it is instead something that comes naturallyto -
se early democracy came naturally did not mean -
and in the section to follow we will see that autoc:

humans. But just becay
that it was inevitable,

racy too was present in many regions,

Examples of Early Autocracy

Inits it i pecurst

eral sense, meaning rule by one, autocracy is a misnomer because
scale human groups, no leader truly rules
distinguished early autocracy from eadly

apart from in the smallest-
on his or her own. What

of _ eata groves gyryr, -
itis possible to date the institution as first emerging in tghe fift “ft\;]“ |
centhy

Auguste s, -

why African populations were hostile to outside control; adipﬁne;i:l]z '

cies tc‘> local realities would make more sense. This pattern of Europen
colonizers making chief positions hereditary was, in fact, not limitedty -

EARLY DEMOCRACY WAS WIDESPREAD 4§

democracy was that rulers did not have to share power with a council
or assembly. In early autocracies those who ruled did so by instead using
subordinates whom they themselves controlled.

The Third Dynasty of Ur

I began the discussion of early democracy with the kingdom of Mari in
northern Mesopotamia. Here I will consider a kingdom in southern
Mesopotamia that was organized in a very different way. If for Mari we
saw hints that the natural environment made it more difficult for auto-
crats to impose bureaucratic rule, the more favorable environment in
southern Mesopotamia did just the opposite.

Like other kingdoms in the region, the rulers of Ur’s Third Dynasty
(2112-2004 BCE) began with a city and then constructed a larger king-
dom. As they did so, they also developed what one scholar has called the
most centralized state to have existed in the area.”” Ur’s rulers controlled
a territory divided into separate provinces that had a dual system of ad-
ministration: each province had a governor who answered to the mon-
arch and who came from a dominant local family. On its own this might
have implied a high degree of local autonomy, but in Ur each province
also had a general who was an outsider loyal only to the monarch.%®

The bulk of the institutional reforms during Ur’s Third Dynasty were
carried out by a ruler named Shulgi. He reigned for forty-eight years,
and his list of reforms gives us a prototype of what you might want to
do to successfully transform your society into an early autocracy.*®

Create a standing army

. Create a unified administrative system

. Introduce a tax system for redistribution
. Create scribal schools for bureaucrats

. Reform the writing system

. Introduce new accounting procedures

. Reorganize weights and measures

. Introduce a new calendar

. Make yourself a deity

O 0N OO ph W N =
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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.

The Aztec 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.”®

Each individual city-state in the Aztec Empire was referred to asan
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-
triguing idea.”!

The principal municipal tax the Aztecs levied was aland 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
persons per square kilometer by the time of the Spanish conquest.”2In
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 -

known as the Codex Mendoza (shown in Figure 2.2) shows taxes for the
province of Huaxtepec. The rows of signs on the left and bottom are the

A
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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.
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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 of local nobles who
were more compliant. The alliance also established a new system of tax
provinces—separate from existing city governments—that was run by
abureaucracy 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.” In either
case, this bureaucracy was effective because with the help of extensive
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tax registers it levied taxes not only annually but sometimes semiang,.

ally or even quarterly.”*

The three principal Aztec cities of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlaco-
pan also each had a tlatoani, and in principle, each of the leaders from
the other two cities had the right to affirm or reject the choice of a ey
ruler in the third city.”® In practice Tenochtitlan became preeminent,

There has been some debate about the nature of Aztec imperial gov-

ernance. The older tradition in Aztec studies emphasized a purely auto-

cratic form of rule. More recent scholars argue that there were still limi.
tations on a ruler’s power.”® The supreme authority for the empire was
a body composed of an inner council that included the heads of the
three principal cities and four prime ministers. An outer council jn.
cluded this inner group as well as “all lords of the empire.” This was not
the type of council characterized by early democracy because it referred
principally to bureaucratic subordinates.

Why did the Aztec empire evolve toward ever greater autocracy? The
Aztec experience raises two possibilities to be pursued in further chap-
ters. The first is that the presence of the central bureaucracy reduced the
information advantage that producers had over central rulers in Tenoch-
titlan. The second is that increased population pressures made the exit
option less feasible.

The Aztec experience also points to another feature of early democ-
racy thatwe will see time and again. Before the modern era, when small-
scale early democracies suffered outside conquest and integration into
alarger state, this very often broughta transition to autocratic rule aided

byab
¥ a bureaucracy. For some reason, bureaucracy proved easier to oper-
ate at scale than was the case for early democracy. .

The Inkas

The Inkas at the height of their power controlled an area larger even
than that of the Aztecs—Dbetween ten and twelve million inhabitants
over about one million square kilometers.”” In many ways the Inka ex-
ample runs against what we have said so far about the origins of early
democracy 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.”® 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.”” 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 orderedis an understatement. The
empire was divided into four parts administered by an apu, orlord, and
each of these comprised provinces of twenty thousand households that
were administered by an ethnic Inka governorappointed 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.*

The most common understanding of revenue extraction in the Inka
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 corvée 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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Mississippian Chiefdoms
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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 constructing 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.®?

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.?*

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.”®* 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.®¢ 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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Subsequent archaeological evidence i
. provides further support for . -
idea that Coosa chiefs had an exalted status, At the Littli pE Otrstil:e

traces were found of several platform mounds, dating from different
ot |

epochs. It is commonly thought that these mounds served to emphasize i

the power of rulers in Mississippian chiefdoms, The chief’s residence
would be located~n the mound, and he would perform ceremopiy|

duties there.8”

The Coosa chief directly ruled a relatively small area, but de Soto gy ??

his companions traveled for twenty-four days while encountering vil

lages where people are said to have acknowledged allegiance to him by )

paying tribute with maize or other goods. Unfortunately,we have lit]
direct evidence of how the Coosa were governed becaulse unlike th:
‘French_]esuits in Huron territory, Hernando de Soto was not interested
In writing down scholarly accounts. e
The Natchez people provide us with a final example pointing to
autocratic governance among the Mississippian peoples. The l\glat-
ckez were a late Mississippian people located near what i.s now the
city of .the S$ame name, and they survived with theijr culture intact for
sc:)me time after European contact. A French traveler named Antoine
Simon le Page du Pratz Spent several years living among the Natcl;ez

int o
he 1720s and learmng their language. He left an extensive ethno- .

1g)raphic acc'ount of these travels in his Histoire de la Louisiane. Du
: :atz descnbt'ad what 'transpired when a Natchez chief named Stung
rpent took ill and died. At his funeral, two of his wives were stran-
g¥ed and buried with him, as were his doctor, his chief servant, his
plPe bea.rer, and several other servants.®® [ e i’age du Pratz did,not
‘rimnce 'hl:gwords when describing the Natchez political system as
espotic. ST
. ﬁV;f:t;l;:;lrci ;:}r:iiz :h;e psossibility that du Pratz took a biased view
oot Sts. Some observers have questioned this por-
chez autocracy,

have been that the Natchez had “autocratic manners” but not “autocratic

rule® It s trye th
. at Le Page du Pratz d i
. oesr i i
war council being called on efer in his chronicle to a

regular meetings.*! The fupera] of Stung Se

a .
utocratic manners could a¢ times be very unpleasant

saying that it was mostly for show: it may

One occasion, but there is no evidence of -
rpent suggests that Natchez i
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FIGURE 2.3, The Azande Kingdom. Source: Evans-Pritchard 1971, 170. Reproduced with
permission of the licensor through PLSclear.

The Azande of Central Africa

The kingdom of the Azande people in Africa provides a clear example
of autocratic rule in precolonial Central Africa.”> Much like we saw in
Mesoamerica, in precolonial Central Africa, early democracies and au-
tocracies existed side by side. A Zande king chose those who adminis-
tered his territory, and he was not bound by any principles or practices
of consent. Kings would typically nominate their eldest sons to serve as
governors of individual provinces, and they would also have a sizable
central court of people that included both bureaucrats and warriors.”
This court subsisted on food provided in tribute by the population.
Zande kings did have public audiences, but these served to convey royal
power, not to seek consent. Kings were not strictly hereditary, but nor
were they chosen by any sort of consensual process: when a king died,
the rulers of individual provinces became kings in their own right, typi-
cally resulting in a violent struggle between them. -
We can Jearn more about the Azande by looking at the diagram in
Figure 2.3. The geographic layout of the kingdom—drawn here by E. E.
Evans-Pritchard—reinforces the idea of autocracy. The “K” at the center
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represents the royal court while the “G” markers label the courts of re-
gional governors named by the king. The links between different courts
represent paths cleared in the forest. It was the responsibility of the re-
gional governors to keep these open, and so the paths would be majy.
tained with poles worked by the feet to tamp down the high grass. The
situation depicted in the figure is one where (almost) all roadsled to the

king, so governors could often reach other i
governors only b i
the king’s court. ‘ YRy

A Broader View of Early Democracy
and Autocracy

To move beyond the early democracies and autocracies seen so far
we can use ethnographic evidence from the Standard Cross Cultura{
Sample. In the 1960s and 1970s a group of anthropologists led by
George Peter Murdock developed two large databases of world cul-
tures. They used existing ethnographic accounts to record the cultura]
economic, and political practices of different societies. Politics was’
not the core concern of this group, but they did devote some attention
to the subject. They coded a small number of political practices for
more than a thousand societies in Murdock’s Ethnographic Atlas, as
well 2s 2 more extensive set of political practices for 186 societies. This
ﬁﬂ:?nﬂ mkmﬂeﬂ&e%&aﬂ&mﬁﬂﬂ&a@g (sacs).*
Each sodizny 2 i fs reprenamiztive of 2 pemimler cicrmesion. e
idez Enemg D compare sodeties that evolved mdependex:ﬂ‘y of one
anocﬁer.Aang{ ¥ coding practices of such a[arge mumber of distinct
societies is a dawnting task, even for an expert team of researchers.
We should acknowledge that there is bound to be measurement error
;x; Otzlcelt tSreCn(;i, but it is still a very useful way to get an indication of
' Ifor eachsociety the anthropologists established a specific “pinpoint”
in time, based on the year in which the principal ethnographic work had
been 'perforrned. Pinpoint dates vary widely—from sixteenth-century
Spanish accounts of the Inkas and Aztecs to a description of the

i
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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.” 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.

Afirst 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 usif 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.?® Recall that
among the Huron, early democracy involved councils within individual
communities as 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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. j::;kss :..4i Cou;lcil governance across regions, Based on data from the Standard Cross
ample, as described in the text. In societies marked wi
ampl with an X there was governan
by council at ;lther the local or central level. In those marked with an O, council ggovemam:cee
Wwas absent. Modern country boundaries are shown to help identify location.

here reinforce the conclusions from the rest of this ¢
mocracy was very widespread in human societies,

. The other clear pattern about council governance, not shown i
Figure 2.4, is that it was more common at the local Jeve] ’ y
nance was present in a bit more than half of the cases at'
level but in only a third of cases at the centra] level.”” Once again we s
that early democracy was more common in small-scale settii s )

The scholars who compiled the Standard Cross Cultural Sai le did
not sgend much time discussing what they had fo oitic
::iznil;zlaet:t);; 12}1)1; ret:;son for t.his may be that they were mainly inter-
el ol g that the dlﬂ'e.rent societies could be arrayed along
s gd » €volutionary track from simple to more complex. The story of
tiZrny emoc.rflc'y and early autocracy points away from a single evolu-

ary path: it instead shows two very different

development in the wa trajectories of political
y that later anthropologists like R
and Lane Fargher have emphasized.®® pologists like Richard Blanton

hapter. Early de-

Council gover-
the community

und about political

Standard Cross Cultural Sample

Any Council Present S e T g R i

®No  [J Country T ad IR

o Yes 0 1850 3300 8.800Mi|5d
e N
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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.®® The data also provide
some evidence on how leaders were chosen, but coding of this s a tricky
enterprise.'® 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.'®*

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.'°? 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.'*?

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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ancient Athens and nineteenth-century Europe we know that ili

participation had this effect for men, so perhaps it could be the sml t;f}'
woren. Take the case of the Amazons, a group the Greeks thoy ;Itne .
warrior women who lived north of the Black Sea. Herodotus degsc ‘ff;
an encounter in which a group led by men named the Scythians sorllxg;t

to make the Am ir wi led i
fo ma azons their wives, but they replied in the following

We cou i
tllcj not live among your women there, because our Customs
aren i
: ot the same as theirs. We shoot arrows, throw javelins, and ride
orses but have no knowledge of women’s chores, 14

E’Iﬂl:ough often criticized for his fanciful stories, Herodotus was not far
oftthe mark here. Modern archaeological evidence shows that women

did participate in warfare on the Central Asian steppe. We know this

from burij i i i
rial evidence in which women were interred with numerous

spent in the saddle, and armed women make
burials at specific sites, 195

W .

. ez aIs;. have evidence from Centra] Asian sagas that female warriors
I}:T a:ft sa; gecf;;ven dominant—role in government. According to a
epi a peopl i i

g a people known today as the Circassians, society

Wwas originally organized along matri .
shifting to patriarchy. g matriarchal lines, before subsequently

up more than a third of the

Inth i
e olden times, there was the Council of the Matriarchs, which

:lrlasss xe'r:iagle up of wise ar.ld far-sighted mature Jadjes, The Council dis-
uedt e day-_to-d'ay issues of the young Narts, and legislated laws
oms according to which the youth had to abide in their mun-

ers relied on their long experi
tte. The . xperience and
perspicacity in formulating relevant edjcts, 106 -

b . - -
Y marrying their prince. After this, she advised her followers to do

likewise,

fo St 2 7Y)

S T 2

B P 1 i d
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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.'®” 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 inequality 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.!*® '

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.'% 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 stratifics.

tion was constructed.!*® Within the data set, societies are coded a
stratified 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.!*! The Gini coefficient for this distribution—which takes a value
of zero when there is perfect equality and one when there is perfect in-
equality—then serves as a proxy measure for wealth inequality.!*

The data on house floor plans point to tremendous variability in
wealth inequality in ancient societies. At the Teotihuacan site in Me-
soamerica—asociety 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
in 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 0.68—a figure
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-
equality as long as people cannot be taxed to the point where they are

. l 13 . . - M
below subsistence.}!* Asa society grows richer, the maximum possible
level of taxation increases. '

The comparison between ancient Egypt and Teotihuacan also raises
the question whether the pattern of governance influenced the level of
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wealth inequality. Ancient Egypt was an autocracy, and thoughdarchae-
. ts do not know exactly how Teotihuacan was governed, many
Ol?glis'ttswas not an autocracy.'* The archaeologists who have collected
:?holuse floor plan data have also cf:oded the diffxg:;o;zt:: Zsf 1;;::
i i ratic forms of governance. '
- cou?cc:: :o(z:ri:t‘;::,ccollective governance was clearly associated with
. ealth inequality."** So this is some evidence that early democ-
lroaf;rwts associated with lower inequality, but it should be viewed as

partial and preliminary.

Conclusion

We have seen that early democracy was widespreadin };uma}r: i(;:;tll:j,s
in fact, it was just about as common as autocracy. The fact 1tt : ale umans
were governed in these two Very different ways across mu \ 1pion' e
nia and many world regions sh;)ulcll leaadl 1;5 tolz ;1;@; io\r::f:;sh Ouid e
. ole common path of political deve W
:l;:zsjlﬁm the notiofx that democracy was invetnt.ed in (ci)ne Pl:;fi :t
one time before spreading elsewhere. Democr?c'y is mst;a s.oxzVitabl f
that appears to come naturally to humans even ifitis far orlr-:kl:l i Sur:
So far, we have seen hints that early democracy was morle) y o sur
vive in small-scale settings, in the absence of sfrong state ureiuct:h cie ;
and finally in the absence of many technological developrimex: ?n e
commonly associate with civilization. We can now exg or ! por
what took societies down the path of either early democracy

autocracy.
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Weak States Inherited

Democracy

IF WE AGREE that early democracy and early autocracy were two alte

natm‘a paths of political development, then the next question is what lez
a society down one path as opposed to the other. I will argue in thi

chapter that early democracy was more likel ) s
Wwere uncertain about production,
finally when rulers needed their P
them. Evidence from multiple wo

¥ to prevail when rulers

eople more than their people needed

rld regions at different points in ti
. ' . points in time
upports these claims. The Practice of early democracy was one way for

those i
e w.ho ruled to cope with these challenges, but we will also see an
Tnative route: build a state bureaucracy to substitute for council gov-

ernance. We will see fina]} :
) y that bureaucracies and counci
at times, be complements, ils could also,

What We Mean by a Weak State

Douglass North, the famoys economic historian
entity that extracts revenye ’
be thought of in ve
outside invaders;

: In exchange for protection. Protection can
. try road terms here. It could be defending against
it could be insurance against events like famine; it

et “oci -
he types of “social protection” to which we refer

today. Revenue can also be thought of in very
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when people found it easy to exit,and

defined the stateasan -

broad terms, involving
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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.?

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—Tlinked 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. 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 council or assembly—the basic buildige
block of early democracy—provided a forum in which rulers apg g:g
e |

governed could discuss how much could actually be paid. Couny
. 1

members could then also help collect revenue and assist with
nance more broadly. In order to believe that coun cil discussions 80?’“‘
actually reveal something other than fake news, we do not have ltmght
sume anything about the goodness of human nature, Truthfu] co -
.mcation would be possible as long as there was some commonaglm “}
11:nteres; betweeIn rulers and the populace over something like the IZ;

or protection. 1 i
o i otsction. :e\:r:;dnczl :aiic: be reinforced by a mutual desire for peace.

One of the notable features of the council solution for governancej

that to have influence, members do not actually have to have a form:
veto over a ruler’s proposal. Simply possessing superior informatio
about production can do the trick. Real authority depends not onI;

on formal authon'ty—the i
) written rules—but als h
o oS 0 on who has better

The alternative to early democracy was to make decisions without

consulting a council and then gird oneself for potential Degative conse-
q-iaxé This solution would be more feasible in Cases where the naty-
:@ezznient.mzde agricultural production more predictable. It
e easxerw.hen people had fewer means of. exiting or protest-
&- backing up all this was the fact that rufe without a council or as-

s'emblywas much easierif one had a bureaucracy to solve both inf,
tion and enforcement problems. ’ o
em'llilzzlzscztlii:nal m;:thod 'for sol.ving problems of uncertainty in rev-
o n, and that is to hire tax farmers— private individuals
0 agree to colleft taxes in exchange for a one-off fee, Like early de-
lr)l:lc;:icx tax lf;armmg economizes on the need for a ruler to have a
e tchrzgftt atfcan assess how much revenue can be collected, The
locdt ax ia;rtr;:ers }.1ave bfetter information than the ruler about
o o s, they bid against each other for the right to collect
axes, this will reveal usefiy] information.® As with bureaucracy,

democracy, ming to be a potential substitute for early
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Agricultural Suitability and State Formation

There is an established idea that societies with central governance
emerged inareas that were more suitable for agriculture. The traditional
story is that agricultural production generated a surplus, allowing for
the emergence of central governance, combined with social hierarchy.
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.”

In what follows I will use a measure of agricultural suitability to show
two things. First, agricultural suitability does indeed predict whether
there is central governance above the level of the individual community.
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 economists,

Oded Galor and Omer Ozak, have used these data to ask the following
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 of land?® They performed this calculation
for each set of grid cells covering the globe at a resolution of five min-
utes of longitude by five minutes of latitude (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 Ozak

constructed their measure assuming no inputs added to the soil and no
irrigation.’

To measure governance, I will use SCCS data to construct a binary
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 Joca] community, o

but of a very simple form where someone like a chief links together
small number of communities. The second category involves all ¢y )
where more complex forms of central governance existed. ?

It turns out that caloric potential is a reliable predictor of centra] .g0v-
ernance. If we look at the set of SCCS societies with caloric potentia)
a.bove the median, central governance existed about 40 percent of the
time. In societies with below median suitability, central governance ey-
isted in only a quarter of cases.!® Some suggest that it is above all gyit.
ability for storable cereal crops that drives this result and not nop-
storable tubers like yams and cassava. The argument then is that centrs]
governance emerges not because there is a surplus but because there is
a storable surplus.'*

Agricultural suitability predicts state Presence, but it does not help
us much in predicting whether governance is autocratic or democratic
To see this, we can use the SCCS to distinguish between societies wher;
rulers govern on their own or with a council, When caloric potential is
above the median, council governance is present in 66 percent of cases;
when below the median, itis present in 55 percent of cases. This is a dlf)
ference, but it is not a very large one.!? .

Agricultural Variability and Early Democracy

Whether a society took the democratic or the autocratic path of politi-
cal development depended less on the number of calories one could
;)ull ?ut of the ground and more on the variability in this measure from
ocatlon'to location. Throughout history, uncertainty about agricultural
production has been a major obstacle for rulers seeking to know how

much they can tax their constituents. In areas where agricultural pro-

dl;ctlon 1s moreunpredictable, this problem will be greater, unless those
who i
govern can find some way of getting access to information, Unpre-

dictability of agricultural production will depend on aspects of the natu-

ral enviro i iati
nment, such as localized variation in soils, ruggedness, and
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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.'® 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.** 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-
crati¢ governance tended to have higher caloric variability.*®
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Figure 3.1 suggests that caloric variability led to counci] governan
but without further evidence, we might worry that the relationshj sece’
here is just a coincidence. One way to advance further with e
tion is to see what other data could be used to show the same relatig
ship. Thanks to the monumental work of Joseph Jorgensen, a pioneeri;1 .
American anthropologist, we dispose of a detailed database covering
the practices of 172 Native American groups in western North Americ
gssentially all groups located west of the Great Plains.mjorgensen foun:l,
that council governance was present about half the time. To meagye
environmental conditions for these societies, we can again use the Galg
and Ozak data to construct a measure of caloric variability. It turns oui
that in this group of societies, among those that practiced agriculture
higher caloric variability was associated with a greater likelihood o}

. 17 . .
co.unc.:ll governance.”” So the relationship no longer seems like justa
coincidence.

this ques.

Maybe the relationship between councils and caloric variabili
_could be driven by something other than the need for rulers to ga'z
information. Variability in agricultural production might also mean
that there would be greater incentives for people to engage in trade
01: perhaps to share food as a way of insurance against risk, and this,
mxght be managed by a council. It turns out that even after w:e take ac-
count of these additional factors, we still see é close relationship be-
tween caloric variability and council presence.'® It is also the case that
(t:rade Td risk sharing can be managed by an autocracy and not justa
h;leutl;is In autocratic ancient Sumeria temple granaries handled issqes
i Thecelre isa ﬁ.nal point about the relationship between caloric variabil
otZl;r;o ;E;;;l ge;s;r.l;e t}.lat we? might want to consider. So far, I have
rotore tlrl : i ltl); In agricultural production across space and
o {ype tilen . ;el\év t}? rule use a council to learn about variability
g Cod,;cm o ut ey not eventually learn enough to dispense
sacibiiy rela{i o ;ic , WIG; can al?o show that the council and caloric
bl T g P stillholds if we focus on a measure of temporal
o T is we can fnake use of the changes induced by the

Imbian Exchange, the reciprocal diffusion of new plants, animals,
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and diseases between world regions after the European “discovery” of
the Americas.® For each of 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.?

Exit Options and Early Democracy

Ability to exit was a second core feature favoring early democracy
because it created leverage over leaders. We have already seen hints of
this effect when comparing different societies in pre-conquest North
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 Native American societies on the Great Plains, among the
Mongols, and in precolonial Africa.?!

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 of 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.?? 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,
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.??

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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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 withyourruler, it might be hard
to move elsewhere. In the Northeastern Woodlands, among peoples
like the Iroquois and the Huron, villages tended to move ev?ry 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 fre

of council governance for Native American groups in thejorgens(iuedncy
szt against estimated population density. At very low levels of S u?ta
tion density (less than one person per five square miles), counislpgo:‘

€rnance was present about 40 percent of the time, Presumably unde
) r &

these c?ndiﬁons the logistics of organizing a council would haye been
more difficult. At higher levels of Population density (between o 2and
1 person per square mile) council governance is present in over three

u . 3 .
quarters of the cases. After this point, with each successive increasein !

population density, the probability of observing a council diminishes

B}Z the Fime one reflc.hes five people per square mile, the probability of
observing a council is no greater than in the most sparsely populated |

areas. Once population density exceeds 25 people persquare mile, the
are no councils at all—a very striking fact, o
We should keep in mind that “high” densities in the Jorgensen dat
set refer to 25 people or more per square mile. This is not high b mod?
.ern standards—a25 people per square mile is the same den)s,it as’
In present-day Nebraska, the eighth least densely populated U.S s:e,lte
I.t makes sense that among Native American groups increases in.p(.) ula:
tion density would influence counci] governance even at very low ll:vel
because these peoples used the land in an extensive way, and this wouls
haveZEeen true even for those that practiced incipient f;rms of agricul-
.ture. The average population density observed in the WNAI data st
is close to Fhe population density estimated for precolonial Africa
ano(tiher region where scholars argue that low population density facilij
tated attempts by people to exit.2S We also see a clear—and similar—

rela.txo.nship between population density and council presence in the
Socleties of the Standard Cross Cultural Sample 2

Military Democracy: When Rulers
Needed Their People

We saw in the last section

that .
elsewhere, this made early 2 when people could pick up and move

democracy more likely, The flip side of this

B
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problem was that under some circumstances, rulers had a particularly
strong need for their people. Over the long course of history, external
threats have prompted rulers to grant their people a voice as compensa-
tion for military service. This was particularly likely when pfevailing
military technology made it necessary to mobilize large numbers of
people. We saw this in Athens during the classical period with the Old
Oligarch—if the masses were needed to row the ships, then they
should be allowed to attend and speak at the ekklesia and to hold paid
political office. 7 , _

The concept of “military democracy” was invented by Lewis Henry
Morgan, the early American anthropologist we encountered in chap-
ter 2. In his study of the Iroquois, published in 1853, Morgan saw an obvi-
ous link between all adult males participating in warfare and all adult
males also having the right to attend and speak at councils. A quarter
century later Morgan expanded upon the idea in Ancient Society; survey-
ing abroadrange of societies in Europe and the Americas, Morgan pro-
posed that military democracy was an early stage of political develop-
ment through which all societies passed. Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels seized on Morgan’s conclusions, and the early British anthro-
pologist Herbert Spencer made similar claims about the origins of
council governance among Native American groups on the Great
Plains.?’

Within the SCCS societies there is a striking correlation between the

| prestige that warriors enjoyed and the presence of early democracy. We

see in Figure 3.3 that when warriors were accorded great prestige, 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 warriors
is what causes early democracy to happen. The better interpretation is
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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ncli:lﬂ 3-3. Military democracy. Data from the Standard Cross Cultural Sample showing the
prevalence 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
Pureaucracy. Instead of relying on members of a council to provide
information about production—as well as to collect taxes—trained
b}neaucratic subordinates could do the job. For the SCCS societies we
dispose of a measure of whether bureaucrats are present—defined as
suboi'dinates who are chosen by the ruler and who are not from the
ru‘Ier s own family.?® Bureaucrats were judged to be present abouta
third of the time, and one striking feature in this data is that they were
almost uniquely present in societies that had some extension of afxthdr—

ity beyond the local community. This may simply be because these :

::fcl:letles had a higherlevel of economic development, but it could also
ectan effect of scale. Once again, it seems that there was something

about bureaucr acy that made it easier to scale up than was the case with
early democracy. ‘

Caloric Variability
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No Bureaucrats, No Council
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PIGURE 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
ofa 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

‘_‘_“‘_,,4.‘__.,
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are nearly identical. Bureaucrats and councils sometimes could act ;
a

substitutes.?®

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 hallmark
of modern 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 emer, ,v
first another outcome is possible. By regularly attending a council ories +
sembly, people will develop a habit for collective action. Once this habsi; i

is developed, they may be able to constrain a ruler even in the presence of

a bureau-cracy, and they may also be able to manage the bureaucracyitself, -
A council and a bureaucracy could then be complements because bureau- +

crats would have greater skill in some tasks.

Origins of Bureaucracy

What fa}ctors made it more likely that a bureaucracy could be coﬁ-
s.tructed. O'ne place to look is at the form of agriculture a society prac-
tices. Intensive agriculture often involves a reordering of the landscape—

and mcr'eased legibility for rulers—as production becomes more .v
systematic. If bureaucrats have less local knowledge than members of

:}c:qety, rrllcaking production more legible makes it easier for them to do
€1r WOIK. i
fheiry I ; In rflany, t.hough certainly not all, cases bureaucrats have also
(;1 involved in designing systems of intensive agriculture.*’
ne way to gauge how intensive an agricultural system is to look

at yields per plot of land. With this in mind, consider the evidence in :

Fi 31 .
igure 3.5.°" In ancient Egypt, ancient Sumeria, and China yields per

ll;ctlaredw‘i:e some three to four times what they were in medieval .
gland. We would see the same thing if we compared the first three "

zoc1:,t1<lals to anyv'vhere else in medieval Europe, apart from the Muslim-
ontrolled portions of Sicily and Spain. As it turns out, the first three

so . . - . ’
cieties in Figure 3.5 had strong bureaucracies while medieval England -

did not. ive, high-yi i
ot. Intensive, high-yield agriculture does not necessarily mean

more productivity i :
P vity in an overall sense. To assess that we would needto :
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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 3> What 1 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 moreintensive forms of agriculture to feed a greater number
of people from the same parcel of land 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.**

~ 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”** 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 2 large area. She
thought that societies like this might get trapped in a low level of
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economic, cultural, and societal develo
vicious cycle is that this js precisely t
democracy could be expected to thrive,

The fundamental point to remember about Boserup’s mo delist
S thgt

the development of new tec,

niques. Boserup herself took pains to emphasize that population pre. |
pres.

slt:res would not inevitably lead to technological advances Thi
that to understand where bureaucracy comes from et
we must look at innovations in agricultural technj ,

technologies, and how they happened. s as well s ot

Conclusion

We have seen a variet

y of evidence in thj .
clear conclusion: whe is chapter that Ppoints to one

they governed early d: o Wef;e ina weak position relative to those

. ! mocracy flourished. Features of th
vironment ; . ) es of the natural ep-
ora et glal);ed arolein deterrmmng this weakness ; the harder it wag
observe what people were producing, and the easierit was

for people to move e
sewhere, the more Jj .
share power with a council. Fe: ore likely it was that rulers would

pment. The irony of Boserup's
he environment i which early :

in the next chapter :

2 caaie 2oy

4
When Technology

Undermined Democracy

THE ADVANCE OF DEMOCRACY has often been seen as a sign of human
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 oradopt
these technologies is no easy task. What is clear is that restricted to
more primitive technologies, European rulerswere 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

79
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one area where Europ
n of firearms. As the e

Understanding and Mapping the Soj]
In China, among the Aztecs,

Pean rulers did not ac uire this abil; ;
their backwardnegs ox? this d-ls abdfty until the nineteenth century, and

0 Knowledge of the soil is critic
€ Same reason it js algo Critical
e Ifa

ture. Ifa ruler knows how much p
knows how much

al for agricultura] production, and for
for anyone who wans to tax agricul

at i
forts ke et Yu ever existed, but the account of his ef:
» Or Tribute of Yy, is sti] significant because

of the way i
Way it was used in subsequent centuries

ori .
in Sasanian Iraq, rulers developed,

€ans were aheyd f |

eople can produce, then he or she aso |
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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.?

We do not know when the Tribute of Yu was written. It appearsina
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.* The status of
the Yu Gong text reinforces the idea that subsequent Chinese thinkers
thought this story of mapping the soil was important. Even if it is only
alegend, 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 rulers 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 beginning 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.’ These maps and the
information collected with them were used to establish differential tax
rates for different plots of land, all based on properties of the soil. This
did not necessarily imply a scientific understanding of howthesoil 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.®
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URE 4.1. A Chinese “fish scale” map. Source: Yee 1994,
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The 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 of local society.

Ifknowledge 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.” This shows how even autocrats might emphasize tax fairness,
perhaps to increase compliance with their demands.®

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 taxrates. 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 of land
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
arecord known as the Cédice de Santa Maria Asuncion that was pro-
duced a few decades after the Spanish conquest.® 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.’®

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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FIGURE 4.2. Aztec soil glyphs. Source: Barbara Williams and H. R. Harvey,

; P Cédice de Santa
Maria Asuncién (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press

1997).

council. The fact that the Aztecs

had a system of writine. .
the preceding society of the O yore ot wiiting, inherited from

Imecs, helped facilitate this.

Europeans Were Late to Understand the Soil

'I}l . - - - ‘
e rony of early soil science in Europe is that its absence furthered the -

cause i k
- of(:i dem.c;:;racy. Ifwe start off with the Roman inheritance, then
e striking features of the empire’s system of taxation is that it
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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
specificsoils were suited for specific types of plants.!! 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.'? But
classical European thinkers 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 Iin 1279.* 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 the 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.”’* 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.”* 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 only on understapg

ing the soil b :
g the soil but also on knowing some geometry. A story recounteq by

Herodotus—andwe need to tread cautiously about his truthfylneg o |
n

this one—provides us with one early illustration of how advances in

geometry made it possible fora state to better tax jts subjects. Each yerr - §
. ar B

the Nile flood in Egypt washed away parts of the land. This createq
conundrum for tax collectors seeking to 3

following terms.

Whenever the river destroyed a part of someone’s plot, that

worxld declare his loss to the king, and the king would the,n semlin :X"
aminers to measure how much land had been lost, so that the men
could be required to Pay a tax proportional to what was left. Andt
Seems to me that geometry was invented here and then pa;sed on
from Egypt to Hellas, although it was from the Babylonians that the

Hellenes learned of the hemis i . ~
pherical sundial with i .
the twelve divisions of the day.16 ial with its pointer and

msTvt;Z fozzztt :ce)rtamtllir not how gec.)metry was invented, but Herodo-
P ;ay dat t'he Egyptians had mathematical techniques
o equivalengt and ) an this he%ped rulers monitor their subjects. We

les in Sumeria during the Ur II] period. A century
3o, German scholars discovered to their amazement that the Sumeri-

an; had used algorithms that allowed for the solution to what we would
today called quadratic equations, The S

umeri
plots of land for cadastral registers,!” erians used these to help map

Now ,
Sumeri::,r-lt;:at: land measurement as it occurred in ancient Egyptand
i € manner in which it occurred in Norman England at

ook. The set of measures used in England

tion."® Knowledge of geome

in e try was also more limi i
in either ancient EgyptorS tmited than it had been

umeria. This may have contributed to the

levy taxes on a gi ‘
givenplot. Hoy |
to measure the loss of land? Herodotus described the solution jn the :
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fact that instead of deriving from precisely measured tracts of land, 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 of land
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 only 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 coreidea ofusing more inputs for
a given plot of land. 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 only 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 soo BCE. In core areas of China and the
eastern Mediterranean this agricultural form disappeared several mil-
lennia prior to that date.'® 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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Plowknown as the ard and livestock that would

turn of the first millennium CE a new system became generalizedj E

fope based on a triennial crop rotation that came to be knowp mt}:l -
three-field system.” This was the agricultural system that woy]q N ,

for the remainder of the Middle Agesandinto the early moderp 5:::;

In China a more intensive crop rotation system developed as early a5
the Han dyr.lasty (206 BCE~220 CE); it involved the production of :
three crops in two years on a given plot of land.?® In areas of China

where rice was cultivated this was followed by e
cultivation.

Advances in plowing technology were a key element that allowed
.societies to leave land fallow for shorter periods of time whether itb
in Europe, China, or elsewhere, A Plow can be thought of as ca itai
contributing to production with an effectiveness depending on it:J de-

sign. In Europe it was the replacement of the ard with the heavy plow

lt(hnat hel.ped make the three-field system possible. While it had been
Own In some parts of Europe for centuries, the heavy plow did not
becorPe generalized in Europe until the turn of the first millennium
Sn Cl:;na t.he heavy plow wasin general use a thousand years before this
.atlz Ch.msse farmers also developed seed drills that resulted in higher
Yield-to-seed ratios, and these would not be ad tedi i
oty oo e e adopted in Europe until the
) A .ﬁnal key element in agricultural intensification was the use of irriga-
tion in areas where rainfall was insufficient or unpredictable. Large-scale
lrngation systems were a prominent feature of much of Chinese agricul-

.tur.e fr?m the Han dynasty forward. In the dry areas of southern Europe
Irrigation was known to the Romans,

used until after the Arab invasions, and as we will see, when Europeans
reconquered these areas they failed to adopt Arab technology.?*

Why Europe Lagged with Intensive Agriculture

One iositi i ency
of the curiosities of medieval European agriculture is the tendency

no . .
t to adopt techniques of intensjve agriculture from neighboring |

. graze on unfy
and then deposit their manure on agricultural land at night, Ai?;:dh;d :
. ]

ven more frequent - }

but it did not become generally

T
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societies even when it would have been possible to do so. The very dif-
ferent climates of northern Europe and the eastern Mediterranean pro-
vide one possible reason for this. In many of the lands conquered by
Arab armies, ensuring that crops had enough water was a constant prob”
lem. Farmers in northern Europe often had the exact opposite concern
as they needed to keep their fields adequately drained.>® It is possible
that different problems demanded different solutions.

The second possible reason medieval Europeans failed to adopt a
more intensive form of agriculture is that they didn’t need to. This idea
takes us back again to Ester Boserup: If population density waslow and
arable land remained abundant, then why not use it? There is little
doubt that circa 1000 CE population density was substantially higher in
places like China, Iraq, and Egypt compared to western Europe. The
potential problem is that by 1000 CE farmers in China and the eastern
Mediterranean had been practicing intensive agriculture 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 Eu-
ropeans in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries reconquered lands in
Italy and Iberia that were held by Muslim populations, they encoun-
tered what has been called an “Arab Agricultural Revolution.”?é 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 Arabs had
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.?” The methods the Arabs had

developed for Sicily and Andalusia were surely less relevant in the
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Netherland.s or Germany, but Europeans could have at least mainty;
these practices in the areas of southern Europe where they did :’Uﬂed ]
Many crops that Europeans learned about from the Arabs wou\;zrk'

eventually—be adopted in Europe, but not for several centuries

A tour of different regions reconquered by Europeans tells the tale, |

In Sicily the Arabs had used irrigation to grow sugar, cotton, citrus
ﬁ : . . )
its, artichokes, spinach, and eggplant. It sounds like it was a heaven

for even the most exigent of vegetable lovers. Under European contrl 'M;

Sicily reverted to a more basic agricultural regime of growing wheat
grazing livestock, and Sardinia followed the same pattern. IngAndal a‘.‘d
under Arab control the cities of Seville and Cordoba had a mixe; ; o
of agriculture involving wheat, olives, and irrigated gardens for n?:\n
othex.' crops. After the European conquest these towns became shee V
herding centers. Valencia seems to be the one area that resisted thg.
ﬁ:enei;.lh trend away from intensification and sophistication of agricu!i
re. .
broz dere;x; ::xc')c;}z::;nquerors maintained irrigation systems anda
The story of the reconquest shows that it wasn’t just because Euro-
peans had more abundant rainfall or more land per capita that the
failed to adopt more advanced agricultural techniques. For one reasor):

or another, Europeans resisted techn i
ological ad
had it essentially handed to them. 5 vance, even when they

The Importance of Writing

innaxjf:flsgdt:r:gr:?; tTChniques that Ihave mentioned so far, there was
standing of the soil ; ement underlying the advance of human under-
ing is a catalyst for 'Cic:’iﬁ“? " and.Ofagricukur al improvement. Wit
and scientific devel R~ a.llow'mg for communication and artistic
also been an instru:lpmi'nts. Since its inception the written word has
to record where peo eint or governance. It has made it easier for rulers
European ex er?e ple are located and what they are producing. From
something th};t o r:)c(:ec,l }ve Zre used to thinking of the written word as
access o it. As 8 . or democracy, particularly if people have broad

' we will see, that has not always been the case. This was

WHEN TECHNOLOGY UNDERMINED DEMOCRACY 9t

particularly true of forms of writing that were mastered only by a small

2dministrative 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 sometimes 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 bureaucracy to trans-
mit and receive complex messages over great distances.”

How Writing Started

Before we investigate the consequences of writing, we should 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 need for it. Writing may have emerged
once societies transitioned to agriculture and once they had storable
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 a5 well as a growing
state tax apparatus.>® Writing allowed people to communicate across
distances and over time (atleastin 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.*!
Tubers generally do not store very well, and so there was no need to have
writing serve as a time machine because once harvested, agricultural
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produce had to be consumed rapidly. This fits with the fact that ¢
¢

Asante (in present-day Ghana) never adopted writing for theiry
am- |

based economy, but the Hausa (in present-day Nigeria)
cereal-based economy, did adopt writing, Broader evidence:

tern suggested by Goody. Only 13 percent of societies in t
Cross Cultural Sample that had a tuber ag

Among societies where cereals were th
e 32 PR s
used writing.> This is a striking difference,

One potential problem with Jack Goody’s argument is that the logic

might have also operated i
perated in the reverse sense: perhaps prior adoption

of writing favored the development of cereal-based agriculture, We can

deal with this issue by looking not at whether a society actually grey

tub‘ers .versus cereals but instead at the relative suitability of the land
wl.nch 1t was located for tubers versus cereals. When looking at rel ‘°“
suitability for tubers and cereals we continue songen
pirical association: writing
to tubers.33
s Tl;e secon.d way t'o think about the origins of writing is in terms of
upply. Even if there is a need for one, a system of writing is a hard thing
' ts own. Thro i ]
Wl’%l(fh most societies have dealt with this ;rg:;llelxtnh:ss ttzrl}fot:;e W:ﬁ'm
writing system from neighbors, 3¢ e
cat‘ilz)fll;l:nhgl lss utizught t? .have been independently invented in three lo.
recntg o ;.la M;-ntmg emerged with cuneiform tablets that were
e Inan);iez:lrt glrn ormst ?f record-keeping involving tokens and
i Mesonent C hn'a wnf:m.g began with marks on oracle bones, and
st wit ms.cn‘ptxons invented by the Olmecs. It is also
g e e;rly societies of the Indus Valley developed their own
e Illns epen'dently, but this may have also been influenced
o onacts umeria. In the regions surrounding these three early
-IEHes, the style of writing was heavily influenced by the type of
wrgl.ng used by the originators, T
i i o |
éven j;atr}l;e may il;lp explain why some societies did not adopt writing
¥ could have used it. Take the case of the Mississippian

whohad, |
fits the pyt. |
N he Standay
their principal agr; "
crop also used a formal system of writing or something equivgarllec:tl::ria: :

e principal crops, 49 percent ]

WHEN TECHNOLOGY UNDERMINED DEMOCRACY 03

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 would have been
helpful to record this. But the Mississippians may have simply been too
far away from Mesoamerica to learn about writing there. Despite some
cultural similarities between the Mississippians and the Mesoameri-
cans, there is no evidence of direct contact between them. It turns out
that within the Standard Cross Cultural Sample, distance from the
Olmecs, 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.%°

The Effect of Writing on Early Democracy

Ifwriting 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 fora
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.*” 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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No Writing, No Council - ’
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FIGURE 4.3. Writing and early

demo . . .
distinguishing between societ; cracy. The figure shows levels of caloric variability

es with and without councils and
(See the text for definitions.)

with and without writing,
between caloric variabili

of writing removed
rulers.

.ty and council presence. It is as if the presence
any informational advantage that people had over

Alphabets versus More Complex Systems

;: t{(i)r;asloaspect of writing that we should consider is how complicatedit
ystem n;em.lf'! to mfaster the technique. In Mesopotamia the cuneiform
thepo Zl xxtmhi r?mforced social control—with only a tiny fraction of
magic :1 Sign?élcanmi acc.ess to i't, others may have given writing almost
very complex s teC ) ‘;'vlth hineselogograms or Inka khipus we have
thing like th ystems of another sort. When we instead consider some-

g lixe the Greek alphabet, which wag inherited from the Phoeni-

cians, we h .
adoPl’:ion o; :1: :Io?ethmg simpler and more accessible. In Greece the
phabet allowed for much broader access to the written

Wi )
ord than would have existed in the Bronze Age when those in the
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palaces of kings 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.>® 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 couldinterpret a khipuwas 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 of Inka 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.*® 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.*!

Ifwriting 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.*?> 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.** 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 script as part of an attempt by scribes i the city-styge of |
Ugarit to develop a political identity independent from the largeren, |
pires that sarrounded them.* I, this case it would have nothing to ,

witha democratizing influence,

Where Europeans Were Ahead: Firearms Technology

As we march through a list ca"rtechnologies where Europeans ey

(mostly) behind other societies, we might begin to wonder whyitws |

that Europeans conquered the world rather than the otherwa

covered a society that had a more sophisticated system of agricultural

production and taxation thap existed 11 his native Spain. But the Span.{ '

fards had guns, and the Aztecs did not.

To understand the development of firearms technology we can tum
to the work of the economic historian Philip Hoffman.* In recent
study, he has examined the evolution of firearms technology in Europe
and how this gave Europeans a decisive advantage oncethey beganto
voyage and encounter other societies. As is well known, Europeans were

To see this, consider the following example offered by Hoffman. Be-
tween 1600 and 1750 the firing rate for French troops using their mus-
kets increased by a factor of ten. 45 This amounts to an annual rate of
labor Productivity growth of 5 percent, something we might expectto
seeinamodern advanced economy during an economic expansion, The
growth of labor Productivity in other sectors of the European economy
at this time would have Probably been.only one-tenth as fast. So, there
was something unique about the firearms sector. :

The best explanation for European firearms development mayliein
the fierce interstate competition that gripped the continent for halfa

Y arcund,
The answer to this may be that while Europeans were behind i many |
areas, they were far in advance when it came to firearms technology, |

When Hernén Cortés and his army encountered the Aztecs, they dis |
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illennium leading up to 1815. Technological ad\tance-s would have
i h returns in this context. This is the explanation offered by
brozght hl’%h s one caveat I would offerto this is that for a long time,
-Honmam i etition between European states did not result in the
mterftaf;:zt“;l; the sort of extractive capacity by states that had been
f::x: 1iiPSong dynasty Chinwor Abbasid Iraq more thana ;hitusra;ddiia:i
previously. For one reasr or anoifier; Europeans were bette

oping guns than at building bureaucracies.

Conclusion

The message of this chapter has been that the;advanc? of civiliz:‘:c::
often acted to undermine early democracy. It. did so whene\tr;elr tnmem-
improved technologies reduced the informa‘txon advantage ; tau men-
bers of society had over rulers. It dili so furthex: when agrﬁlxcud r i
provements led to people living closer together in a more fixe Iin(?r; s_;
so that they could be more easily monit(-)r‘ed by burea:;chralts. d: o
finally when rulers acquired systems of writing that coul h elp unal ;13 :
abureaucracy. I have not argued that the advance of téc no ogd)fd s;};s
and inevitably had these effects, but the fact that it often di

striking.
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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 of liberty; 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.! 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."? In the nineteenth century, Frangois Guizot, a famous French

101
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historian and politician,
forest.™

Behind the “Romanist” and “Germanist” v
sumption that early democracy was invente
time; we have already seen that this js inaccu
independently evolved the idea of constrain
from their people. Rather than ask whether

i

Europe resembled thos

would write of the “ancient Iiberty of the f

iews lies the compmgp sl
d at one place and 5t one |’
rate. Many humap SOcieties |
ing rulers to obtajp consent

early democra wasiip '
ted i i J =
by German tribes, we ought to instead see whether conditiong j; §

ik

ward. In discussing gove
face a choice between

Germanic language,
but that has obvious
with the term “Ge

The second option s to refer to “Barbarian” peopleg
pejorative implications. In what follows I wi[ stick
fmanic” even ifit is only partially accurate.*

Tacitus on the Germans

f'facxtus claimed that among the Germanic tribes,
from those of noble birth instead of inheriting their
In assemblies where matters of importance were d

kings were selected
positions. They met
iscussed, and disap-

tered i i
re 4rms o signal their support for Vercingetorix, the great Galli
d finally conquer at the Battle of Alésia

People

mg“::;l:;? j:izaet:f ‘:lllleﬂ;er the account Tacitus offered is ac-

his sources may well 1 © 1At be ever visited Germania, and oneof

text that js novz lo et. Tav'e been Pliny the Elder’s The German Wars,2

enterprise. He Wa: flc.lms may also have had other interests for his

stantial poliicd writing for a Roman audjence experiencing sub-
political change, Perhaps he provided a positive description of

ein other places where earl '
; . y democracy thriveq
There is one question of terminology to deal with before mZving f:d :
o}

rhance among the various peoples of Europewe |
two common and mutually unsatisfactory terms,
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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
arepresentative system, people in localities select individuals who rep-
resent them in central assemblies. Europeans cannot claim to have in-
vented 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
toacentral assembly at Marklo were elected by local districts with sepa-
rate 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, itimplies a surprisingly sophisticated form of political representa- -
tion existing as early as the eighth century, some four centuries before
Europeans were thought to have developed the practice. Some histori-
ans are willing to take the document at face value, but others express
grave doubts.® The story may be an attempt to assert mythical Saxon
political rights following a lower-class revolt in the 840s, known as the

Stellinga.’



104 CHAPTER §

Even if the Marklo assembly never really took place
about this story is that as early as the ninth century, :
Europe had conceived of a representatijve goverm;lent operati
Fhese lines and spreading over a broad territory. As with Tr';cr'::ng a'kmg
inforces the idea that democratic behavior, or at Jeast thelths, e
democratic behavior, is something that is natural in humap, soci::;fsh‘t"Of

The Roman Inheritance-Absence of a State

Farly .medieval western European states also had an important R
inheritance to add to theijr Germanic one, and the legacy left b°ma"
iI::n:ians was ft.mdamental]y different than that bequeatheii' to oufsit:ee
em;he;si zueldCi}ln;:;nittI;eel\;I:d.le ’E;St a; W;\lter Scheidel has recently
. pires height, Ro i
constructing a strong central state bureaﬁcr;cy. E;‘;ﬁgﬁ:: f::dem
lc::; ::e; rzesz;ll(); ;tt;mpt this, at least until the reign of Diocletian, w}fic;m
somin - Roman govtarr.xance instead relied on a strategy of in-
e rule over the other societies that they conquered. The patternin
thess::?ufloxzcg: was t.o.govem through cities whose elites were given
o atu locahtrfuarllzcllatlzens. and who were left responsible for tax col
o Civ]-tasl::. thach city and the territory governed was called
calod s pitas a; en governe.:d by a council that in the West was
. hundred. ! :rrft ers of the curia sat for life and typically numbered
- mem}; N Sc1l 3y,,l_ltll;ough sometimes a curia could have up to six
Furopeatie + 1S pattern would reemerge in medieval westem
o 5 E;-rt e rebirth of the towns, Rulers ofa great many premodem
mo};ele:v :: lzd:n 1local elites to aid with governance, but the Roman
pel burepa lll'clrc;u af'ly decentralized, Under Diocletian the size of the
P, :ly m;reased, and the standard estimate for the overdll
athel an ureaucracy was about thirty thousand individu-
types of officials are considered.!* A we will see in the next

chapter, this wags sti
N rp },d was still only one-fourth the number of bureaucrats present
oughly the same era in Hap China,

What ) »
ever central state Organization the Romans did create in west-

ern Europe collapsed soon after the empire’s fall. In places like Gaul, the

what js fascinaﬁng :
someone in wegte,
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Romans left a pattern of organization that persisted at the local level,
but the central structure to bind these localities together vanished.'*
There is considerable uncertainty about exactly when central taxation
collapsed in the Roman provinces of the West. The best assessment is
probably to say that the Germanic rulers inherited tax systems that were
in a considerable state of decay even if in some places, such as Visigothic
Spain, they carried on for a time. What is also clear is that rather than
relying on formal taxation, the more common pattern in the Germanic
kingdoms was for rulers to exchange land for service.1% Ultimately, this
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."’? .

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.
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We should recall here Ester Boserup’s observations about the “vicioy; |
circle of sparse populations and primitive techniques” In China g }
early dynasties were located on the Loess Plateau around the Yelloy |
River. Loess is a type of soil that is light, porous, and easily worked wit

even the most primitive tools. The high silt element of the soil also 5.

sured a good supply of water for plants.'® The availability of loess s

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.!® But while China hada
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. Eventuall,
those seeking new land would decide to incur the cost of moving to new
territory.* 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 additionto
the use of irrigation, this entails the use of inputs (fertilizers) and crop
management. Europeans were considerably slower to go this route.
Outside the core and initially urbanized areas of Flanders and Lom-

bardy, manure was only infrequently used for fertilizer.?" 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.??
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:(c))rcll;iezth; Sume.ria, Egypt, and China. Different properties of the soil
P Ee to this, but more fundamentally, the explanation lies in the
at Europe was behind in terms of agricultural technology.
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the Regnum Francorum 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.?” 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.”

Ifwe 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.2®

Clovis, who ruled from 481 CE till his death in s11, 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.? 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 the fisc.*®
Merovingian and Carolingian rulers drew much of their revenue from
these lands. They also attempted to raise taxes but without great suc-
cess.*! In some cases, these taxes were referred to as “gifts.”> 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 alocal 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.>® Given its name, one might think that the tithe would
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could hold office in the same area for as much as thirty years. Gradually,
count positions remained within the same family, and by the end of the
ninth century they became hereditary.*” As central rulers grew weaker,
afamily that controlled a fiefincreasingly became the only possible ones
to manage it. Over generations this evolved into a feudal order.3® One
later implication of this was that there were members of society, inde-
pendent of the ruler, who would need to be brought togetherin a coun-
il or assembly.

The role of the missi dominici was first formalized by Charlemagne
ina decree issued in 802, systematizing what had been an ad hoc prac-
tice under the Merovingians.>® 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.*® 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.*!.

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 onlocal
events. Others argue that the abilities of Charlemagne and his succes-
sorstoinfluence local events have been underestimated.*? 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.** He identified 108 separate
events involving missi during the reign of Charlemagne (768-814).**
Krause’s list is certainly a partial one—many events involving the missi
will have been lost—but unless the rate of loss was astonishingly high,
the best guess is that there would have been no more than a few dozen
missi active at any one time.** This would have been for a population of

an empire that may have numbered ten million people spread across a
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territory of 1.5 million square kilometers.** Some have suggested, baged
on plausible evidence, that the missi dominici actually operated iy only
one part of the empire, the Frankish heartland.*’ Even so, we wouldg]
be talking about a very small number of people.
Given the weakness of their central state bureaucracy, the alterp,
tive for the Carolingians was to rule in the same manner that weik
rulers throughout history have done. They convened assemblies, gb.
tained consensus, and then left it to local authorities to see that dec.
sions were implemented. Carolingian assemblies differed from both
the assemblies described by Tacitus and the assembly described in the
Old Life of Lebuin. These were now affairs for elites only. While these
involved 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 wherelo-
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 of Reims toward the end of the Carolin-
gian era. His text, On the Governance of the Palace, written in 882 s
thought to describe the practice of Carolingian assemblies relatively
faithfully, even if it 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 note-
bles from throughout the empire participated.*® Decisions at these as-
semblies were reached by consensus, and they represented what one
historian has called “key moments for negotiation between king and
elites.”*?

Ultimately, the Carolingians tried to establish a bureaucracy, but
their main legacy for European governance was instead with assemblies
that brought together people from a very large territory.>® Europeans
had held assemblies for many centuries before 800, as had societies on
other continents. What the Carolingians did that was new was to scale
this practice up. Apart from those societies that lived a nomadic
existence on horseback, none of the early democracies that we saw in
chapter 2 can be said to have done this over such a large territory.
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The Anglo-Saxon Exception
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for other European rulers to collect..Direct taxes on l;.md require s0fne

system of assessment, and conducting assessments is not something

that a ruler can do with the help of only a handful of people. In one

historian’s memorable words, “The Anglo-Saxon financial system,
which collected the Danegeld, was not run from a box under the bed.?
One of the interesting features of governance in Anglo-Saxon England
is that administration was conducted in the vernacular—what we today
cll Old English—instead of Latin. Some suggest this use of the ver-
nacular was a “precocious development unparalleled in Europe.”*® We
need to remember, though, that even in the vernacular, the set of people
who could read and write at this time wasvery small.®!

The fascinating way in which Anglo-Saxon rulers administered their
tax system was like a halfway house between early democracy and the
bureaucratic alternative.®? As in the bureaucratic alternative, Anglo-
Saxon kings were able to appoint subordinates who themselves played
arole in tax assessment. However, the number of these officials was
undoubtedly too small for this method alone to work. In addition to
having subordinates, Anglo-Saxon monarchs also made use of assem-
blies of local notables, a hallmark of early democracy.

The principal organ of central governance was a meeting called a
witenagemot, which means simply a meeting of the wise. The term witan
then referred to the wise without reference to a specific meeting. Names
like this are not unique to the Anglo-Saxons. In the Dutch Republic city
councils became known as the vroedschap, which also means a meeting
of the wise. If one is trying to legitimate such an assembly—where par-
ticipation was restricted to a few—then it is probably helpful to claim
that those attending are wiser than everyone else.

In the end, what was exceptional about the witan wasnot its name
but its composition. Recall from chapter 2 that the anthropologists who
coded the societies of the Standard Cross Cultural Sample distinguished
between cases where rulers governed collectively with members of a
council and those cases where rulers governed through subordinates. If
they had tried to code the Anglo-Saxon witan, they would have had a
very hard time, Though some people have suggested this in the past,
historians today agree that the witan was not simply a group of
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While QOT comes from Roman law, the Romans themselves never
applieditto politics. In the Justinian Code, QOT governs private affairs
between individuals.%” So, for example, if the course of a stream touched
the property of two people, then each should have a say in deciding on

any alterations to it.

From the late eleventh century,
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 of 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 Jaw.8 This would soon change. In 1213 in his summons to what
would become known as the Fourth Lateran Council, Pope Innocent
1L sent a letter to the bishops of his church. Innocent urged them to

send the letter to the following individuals.

scholars based in what would become

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.*®

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 how to finance a Fifth Cru-
sade to retake Jerusalem. To this end the council voted in favor ofa
subsidy, or what today we would call a tax. The amount of this tax was
tobe one-twentieth of all ecclesiastical revenues for the following three
years, and the funds were to be earmarked for the crusade to the Holy
Land. According to one version of events, Innocent III also hoped to
establish a more permanent basis of 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 i perpetuit
the Council opposed this permanent tay.

Though he did not explicitly claim that church
to attend church councils, Pope Innocent II1 certa

inly opened the doo

thedral representatives appealed to Pope Honorius,
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a meeting at which
church representatives agreed to a tax on theirincomes to fund the cny-
sade against the Albigensians in the south of France.
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lightened innovation, Pope Honorius Prefaced his decision of Febr.
ary 25, 1217, by using the analogy of the church as 5 body, and in a body
“the eye cannot say to the hand ‘I don’t need what you do’ or the head
to the feet ‘yoy arep’t necessary to me.”

The alternative Way to interpret the adoption of QOT is that the
Papacy needed money, and it had litt]e means of col]ecting taxes on
its own. The phrase cemented a bargain of rule by consent in exchange

for taxation, Much like European monarchs, the papacy at this time
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a i nue
i allowed Edward to obtain revenue,
In the end, the practice of consent Da revene
i i d very substantial limits ¢
but we should also recognize that it pose : ' :
:red to what he would have desired. To see this, consider thc? fol}llcimlrucllg(
zlessage that Edward sent to his own Exchequerin 1301 lamer'ltmg ; 1::s ath
of funds. He desired to build a floating bridge to cross the Fu'thdo or
to pursue his enemies but found himself without the means to do so.

Know that we wonder greatly why you have sent us as liFtle mon;y ::
youhavesent up till now, and in particular, we are surpns.ed you e;l
sent it in such small installments . . . we would have achieved suc 1(al
success against our enemies, that our business in these p?rt? v;o::l X
have been brought to a satisfactory and honourable conclusio

short time,”

This quote should dispel the notion that because Englislyl kings estaﬁb;i
lished a principle of consent, this somehow placed them ina ptc})lwe; "
position. By convening assemblies, they were instead making the be
of aweak hand,
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the new council. Itis commonly suggested that popular participation in
communal governance was quite broad in early years but that over time,
yrban governance took on a more oligarchical pattern with lirr?ited par-
ticipation. This may have been true in some cases. However, in others
the pattern worked in the opposite direction. In some communes dur-
ingthe twelfth and thirteenth centuries it was common for members of
the merchant guild to monopolize political power. Beginning in the
fourteenth century; in many cities members of craft guilds successfully
revolted and obtained representation on town councils. This broadened
participation considerably.

The second reason the communal movement was important was for
its impact on larger-scale representative assemblies. As towns grew in
population, there emerged the potential for a bargain between towns-
people and princes. With weak prospects for raising revenue on their
own, European princes sought to harness the wealth and adminiswative
apparatus of the communes. The communes had methods in place for
collecting taxes levied on commercial transactions. Unique in western
Europe, the communes from the beginning of the thirteenth century
were also successful in issuing debt whereas no European prince would
be able to take such a step until the sixteenth century.”®

The communes also desired something, and this was to gain political
influence. Early assemblies in the European kingdoms were composed
of people who essentially represented themselves: princes, lords,
knights, and bishops. Towns could, in theory, think of themselves as
being represented by the lords who controlled the territory where they
were located, but this was not enough—what inhabitants of the towns
wanted was direct representation in assemblies.

- Rediscovering Aristotle Did Not Produce
the Communal Movement

When we seek an answer for why the communal movement happened,
afirst possibility is the rediscovery of classical ideas. Though they
differed from a polis like Athens, the Italian communes still resembled
it much more than anything else that existed in Europe at the time.
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ot appeat in western Europe until around the year 1260, and so I have
indicated this date with the verticallinein the figure. I have then used a
data setthat 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
ities 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

exts.®!

The Impact of the Commercial Revolution

Another explanation for the communal movement is that it was driven
bywhatis 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. Frangois Guizot was an early advocate
of the idea that this environment favored efforts by towns and cities to
assert their independence.®* 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
Earths climate provides one possible answer. The Commercial Revolu-
tion was associated with a climate episode known as the Medieval
Warm Period thatis 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 turn, 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
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FIGURE 5.3. Total solar irradiance and city-state development. The figure graphs the fraction
of European cities that were politically autonomous against estimated total solar irradiance.
The soutce for the autonomous cities data is Stasavage 2014. The solar irradiance
data are from Bard et al. 2000.

itis plausible that this was fed by a favorable climate driven by height-
ened solar activity. But there was one very big difference: Chinese
emperors had a state bureaucracy to control and tax their cities while

European monarchs did not.

The Absence of a Central State Bureaucracy

When we think about Europe’s communal movement in cross-regional
perspective, we can better see how and why it developed: it was not just
climate, it was also the weakness of central state bureaucracies. We see
evidence of this in the way that European rulers became dependent on
the administrative capacity of their autonomous cities. Europe’s cities
were able to issue Jong-term debt several centuries before the conti-
nent’s monarchs were able to do so, and when monarchs first began to
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borrow long term, they did so by working through their cities % Intl

absence of central state coercive power, commercial growth reinforcy
the political power of Europe’s autonomous cities.

One might ask if autonomous cities themselves had bureaucraciesy §
generated administrative capacity, and if so then why did bureaucray-.

in this instance—not result in a shift to autocracy?*® Historians of

communal movement suggest that there was a tendency for politie) :
participation in autonomous cities to become more circumscribed, by

they rarely speak of a shift to autocracy. The exception was in thog

cases, such as Florence, where a prince established control overalargy

region in which a city was located, and as part of this the citylostai

tonomy.?’ 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.®®
One reason why bureaucracy in autonomous cities did not resultin
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 historiandf
the period, has suggested that this was a general phenomenon.”
Asecond 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 ofanes
tablished bureaucracy, and bureaucracy came later.”® In this, as ins
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 contras
with western Europe. We will see in the next chapter that like western
Europe, China also experienced a commercial revolution in the early pat
of the Song dynasty, which ruled from 960 to 1279. But Chinese cities dd
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 con

merce would prove tobe 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
nandates was very different from modern democratic practice. Instead
of representatives having the liberty to support 01: oppose pc.)licies as
they saw fit, they were instead given strict inst.ructxons 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, 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.®”

The sanction that Roderigo de Tordesillas suffered was exceptional;
theattempt 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.”® 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.%

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,
fepresentatives felt obliged to refer back to their constituents to ask their
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decisions. Simultaneously, there was a practice whereby majority deci-
ons bound all, rather than having individual localities be able to opt
out, All of these are crucial elements of modern democracy. I will

consider this transition at length in chapter 9.

Philip the Fair’s Attempt at Autocracy

There were some rulers in western Europe who tried to governin a more

autocratic manner, and their limited degree of success tells us much

about the underlying conditions at play. In Capetian France, a steady
run of uncontested leadership transitions and competent monarchs
helped create the largest kingdom in western Europe. Here 1 will focus
on the case of Philip the Fair, the best-known member of the dynasty.
Philip was born in 1268 in Fontainebleau, a decade after the fall of the
Abbasid Caliphate in the Middle East and a decade before the fall of the
Song dynasty in China. He reigned from 1285 to 1314.

Though he is sometimes described as a state builder and centralizer,
Philip’s story better demonstrates the inherent limitations on autocratic
rule in Europe. Philip paid limited heed to the need to obtain consent,
but without a state apparatus of his own, this strategy met with incom-
plete success. Even at the apogee of his reign, the French state was im-
measurably weaker than was the Chinese state under the Song or the

Islamic Caliphate under the Abbasids.

Philip the Fair’s Assemblies

Philip the Fair used assembly politics in a fundamentally different way
than many other European rulers. The first assembly of the whole
French kingdom occurred in 1302, near the midpoint in his reign. In
subsequent years, this would be called the first meeting of France’s Es-
tates General, but no one called it that at the time. This first meeting
was, by all accounts, an exercise in royal propaganda.°?

Beginning on February 15, 1302, Philip began sending out convoca-
tions for an assembly to be held in Paris on April 8, and these letters of
convocation made explicit reference to the principle of quod omnes
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To think about Philip the Fair’s ability to raise revenue, we need to
first recognize that according to one po pular fiscal theo.r)" of the time, a
king should not be raising any revenue at all. When Ph.xhp ascended to
the throne, French fiscal doctrine suggested that the king should draw
evenues exclusively from his own royal domains instead of by taxing
nis own subjects. This idea became associated with the phrase “le roi
Joit vivre du sien” or “the king must live of his own.”*% No one ever said
anything like this in the Middle East or in China. In1271 Thomas Aqui-
nas offered the caveat that if in exceptional circumstances the king’s
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
crcumstances 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.!” 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.'*®

Inspite 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-
ipS 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.'*® Using any reasonable estimates for GDP per capita and
population, this was less than 1 percent of GDP in taxes per year.
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Like so many European princes, the Hohenzollerns at first had no
abiltyto 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
wradition of assembly governance.

The 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.** 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.'**

Two timely deaths (from the point of view of the Estates) soon led
toa 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
hada conflictual relationship with both his father and Schwartzenberg,
andhehad sought to cultivate the members of the Estates. In March1641
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.**

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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was the only polity in which rulers fully succeeded in pursuing the

bureaucratic alternative.

Conclusion

The fandamental factor that made for the development of representa-
tive government in Europe was the backwardness of its state bureaucra-
dies; this left rulers with no alternative but to govern by negotiating and
secking consent from Europe’s growing towns. Underlying this was a
pattern of extensive agriculture and technological backwardness that
weighed against the development of a strong central state bureaucracy.
Governance through negotiation and consent was not a process that
Europeans invented, but it was one where they innovated. They did so
by developing an explicit theory of political representation that used
terms from Roman law while reshaping and fundamentally redefining
them. Europeans also innovated by scaling up representative systems to
large polities. In this context of state weakness, even those, such as
Philip the Fair, who tried to rule like autocrats generally had to govern

through negotiation in the end.
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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 founded by Yu the Great.
"Thisis the same Yu we encountered previously as he established a system
of taxation based on soil quality. We should remember that the Tribute
of Yutext, 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.! 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 suggests 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.® The Shang capital was located near
present-day Anyang, northeast of Erlitou and still in the Yellow River
Valley. Excavations of this site show, as with the Xia, that there was an
important palace structure.* The Shang practiced human sacrifice,
leaving us with the remains of 30,000 victims distributed among 2,500
sacrificial pits.* 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.® The area under the influence of Anyang
atits 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,
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after the death of the youngest brother,
brother, and so on.® There is no indicatio
ing others.

The next evidence of autocrac
Shang kings played in divinin
the ancestors.® Oracle bone

Y comes from the central role g,

and often the king himself, would then inspect the pattern of cracks
and interpret their message. Not surprisingly, one of the most common
subjects for divination was the weather. This would have been crifigy

issues.

The oracle bones suggest that the Shang kings controlled a numbe
of important farms, and it was these that were Ppresumably used for the
needs of the royal household and to maintain an army.!! The Shang

kings benefited extensively from reliance on conscripted labor foral

that they did both i agriculture and war.2 The oracle bope texts make

references to 3 Shang army numbering up to 30,000 men and to labor-
ers, known as the zhong (“the many”) or sometimes as the ren (“men”).
Some have suggested that the Shang kings may also have had the right

to a portion of the harvest from areas other than the farms they con-
trolled directly, but this seems to be

Reliance on conscript labor redu
1t posed the question of how conscripts were controlled. The Shang
oracle bones refer to 5 large number of titles for different officials, and

mostly a supposition.!?
ced the need for tax collection, but

n “incipient bureaucracy”** David
e “as a thin network of pathways and
rmation and resources traveled along

Keightley described the Shang stat
encampments; the king and info

to the oldest sop, of the oldey “
n of a selection Processinygj,. §

g the future and jn communicatingwith ‘
S provide abundant evidence of asetof |
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thways, but the network was laid over a hinterland that rarely saw
ways, dove

d;efgztl the king’s presence and authority:

0

i lusion for our purposes may be that irre-

'Ihé mot llinf}?::atzl;olicci a real bureaucracy, the Shang kings had
spectlvf o ih official titles. And there is no evidence that these sub- _
SUbf)rdmates o any way equals of the king or that there was any form
o ‘INere 1clcl)uncil that checked his actions. In this way, the Shang
olaserby (f)'c:r what would become China’s bureaucratic alternative.
e sfll(ge evidence of early democracy among the Shang, but we do

v ?c:ye from later records that hints at this. In China it became
o plfor anew dynasty to produce an ofhcial history of the dynasty
i::;rrtz):ied it. So, the history of the Shang, ,or Shang Shu, was g;odu;zi
bythe Zhou dynasty after the Shang dynasty’s downfall. In the y tanlf1 o
there is an event where a Shang king named Pan Geng wagteh. 0 le
the capital to a new location. To do so he sought .to persuade ;s peop. :
that this was the right decision. The use of persuasion suggests a ae;gsr;ie o
consultation, but it is unclear whether this episode reflects any re a?ég
event, because the language is different from that of other Shang texts.

Pan Geng wished to remove the capital to Yin, but the pe:ople woulj
not go to dwell there. He therefore appealed to all the discontente
and made the following protestations. “Our king came, and fixed on
this. He did so from a deep concern for our people, and not because
hewould have them all die where they cannot now help one ano'the;
to preserve their lives. I have consullt;ad the tortoise shell and obtaine

the reply: “This is no place for us.

Was Pan Geng seeking consent from his people? Strictly speakin.g it
was the tortoise shell that had the final say, but it certainly sounds like
heis trying to convince someone of something. We know that the full
text of the Shang Shu actually dates from much later. What we do not
know is whether this passage actually depicts a historical event. I.t may
be better read as an attempt by someone from a later era to 'fxrfagme an
earlier tradition of government by consent. I will return to this idea later
in the chapter,
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The Zhou Dynasty and the Mandate
of Heaven

Onthe twenty-ninth of Mayinthe year 1059 BCE a Stunning sty
stronon;.

cal event took place. It would give birth to the idea of 4 ‘mandeof
ateof f

heaven” for Chinese rulers, On this date
system that are visible with the naked ey:e
‘z: in the ilorthwestern sky over China. According to traditi
o pacelrs as thle8 Chinese knew them formed a figure resenil.;?i;the
Scarlet crow.™® We know from mod i ¢
B scarle €rn astronomical calcyly
o thes qimtuple planetary grouping actually did occur, We kno:;a(J)::
re have been only four times in the last five thousand years that

the five planets of the soly

the d i )

this z::zt)r,iznkl){ I;ad -heave; s rnandateswithout control of the heavens

retaining the man;l;nzss. The better alternative was to suggest that

the Zhow rule € ePeflded on how things were going on Earth.If
1S were effectively administering their territory, then the

mandate would be retained.?
ed.®! If not, then th
consequences of the sort that befe]] tixe S}I:a.ngere WQUId be unplssat

created .
The thinall::resxo:;'lz}tleeCzo}ll1 straint on their rule, like in any early democracy.
ofheaven instead }, oudynasty did not take this step, but the mandate
the decisiun . ecame a form of ex Postaccountability. As emperor,
would be conge ueup toyou 3101}6, but if things did not work out, there
that support fctlh nees. Later thinkers would extend this idea by saying
Ot the people was to be taken as the sign that things were

converged within a payy, |
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oingwell on Earth. This was advocated most explicitly by Mencius, the

3isciple and interpreter of Confucius.”? Some interpreters of Mencius
then suggested not only that heaven’s mandate depended on retaining
support of the people but also that in the event things were not going

well the people had a right to rebel.

China’s rulers did not simply adopt the Mandate of Heaven as a jus-
tification for saying why the previous dynasty had lost its right to rule.
Internal court documents show that top officials referred to the man-
date as a way of instilling a simple idea: anger the people and you risk
losing power. In the year 1085 CE the Song dynasty councillor Lii Gong-
zhu expressed this idea in the following terms:

Although Heaven is high and far away, Heaven inspects the empire
daily. Heaven responds to the deeds of the ruler. If he continuously
cultivates himself and treats his people justly, then Heaven sends
prosperity, and the Son of Heaven receives the realm for all times.
There will be no misfortune and nobody will create trouble. If he,
however, neglects the deities, ill-treats the people, and does not fear
the Mandate of Heaven, there will be misfortune.??

Here again, we have a striking indication that within China’s bureau-
cratic alternative, there was still some sense of accountability, but it did
not involve rulers first asking people what they wanted.

Why China Took the Autocratic Route

We have seen that China took an autocratic path from a very early date,
but we have not yet asked why that was the case. People have long
thought that the natural environment may provide an explanation, but
we will see that some of these arguments work better than others.

Early China Was Not a “Hydraulic” Society

In1957 Karl Wittfogel published what would become a very influential,
and also heavily criticized, book titled Oriental Despotism. He argued
that societies that rely on a centralized system of providing either water
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(irrigation) or protection from water (flood contr
tocracy. Wittfogel emphasized a functional need for centyy] contrg
and many have criticized this assumption. In a great numbey of socie
ties, irrigation has been managed in a decentral;
Elinor Ostrom famously argued, local communiti

on irrigation, the society of the Shang depended on rain-fed agricul.
ture. Irrigation, and particularly centrally managed irrigation, woy
notarrive in China until considerably later, Even then, irrigation woyy
be practiced predominantly in southern China where the mOst impor
tant crop was rice.

Consider the two maps in Figures 6.1 and 6.2. Each of these ya
produced by J. L. Buck in the 19305 based on a large survey of Chinese
farms. In Figure 6.1 we see the estimated proportion of land thatjs
cultivated. Here it is apparent that around the mouth of the Yelloy
River, extending westward to the great Loess Plateau, virtually all land
was suitable for cultivation. This is the area where the Xia, Shang, and
Zhou dynasties emerged, and this picture alone does much to explin
how a large centralized state could be established. In Figure 6.2 wesee
the fraction of agricultural Jand that was irrigated. Even as late as the
1930s, irrigation was rare in the North China Plain, In southern Ching,
it was the predominant type of agriculture, but Chinese imperial con
trol did not extend into southern China until the era of the Qinand
the Han. By this point, the autocratic pattern was already a millen-
nium old.? v

Centralized flood control could provide another reason why Shang
China was a hydraulic society. Flood control was critical in the Loess
plain of northern China because of the tendency of the Yellow River
to frequently change course. With its fine-grained, porous structure,
the loess soils surrounding the river were particularly susceptible to
erosion from wind and rajn. 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 tha

ol) tend toward g, i

zed manner, andy |

es often solve prob. |
lems such as these in a self-gover ning manner.** The other bigprat |

is that while Chinese agriculture would » OVer time, come to rely hearly ’
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FIGURE 6.1. Percentage of total land area cultivated in China. Source: Buck 1937, 34.

the rivers could flow to the sea without flooding the land, a'nd Wlttf?gel
used the example of Yu's water management in his dis.cus51.or.1 of Chu:a.
Despite the appeal of the story, there are problems with his interpre a;
tion. As with irrigation, centralized flood control probably 1ivas an

implemented until well after the autocratic pattern was already in place

in China,
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FIGURE 6.2. ;
2. Percentage of cultivated land irrigated in China. Source: Buck 1937, 42.

High-Yield Agriculture Made
a Difference

The early development of intensive, high
better explanation for Chinese autoc
type of soil that the Chinese foundu
on technical innovations,

-yield agricultﬁre providesa
racy. In part this was a story of the
nderfoot. But it was also dependent
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The loess soil in the area around the Yellow River was light and fine-
sined and therefore easily worked with primitive tools. Loess is also
orous, allowing for easy transmission of water to plants. While loess
oil is fertile, on its own it is not well suited to intensive agriculture
use 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 s0il.26 The Loess
Plateau had previously been inhabited by people from what archaeolo-
gistscall the Yangshao culture (roughly s000 BCE to 3000 BCE).*’ 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

beca

to move.2® 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.

Inthe 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.
Innorthern 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.?? '
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One final feature of early Chinese state formation may reflect g,
presence of this open frontier. Absent a strong
circumscription of the sort found in ancient E
on statecraft place a heavy emphasis on the c
ments.>® We see less of this in cases such as
may be because the natural environment in
“circumscription.” This desire to control pe
Chinese state spread southward.

force of environmey

Creation of a Bureaucracy

Though it did not preordain it, the earl

y development of high-yieldzp
riculture in China made it easier to de

velop a bureaucracy for the suye
reason this happened in Sumeria and in Egypt. Agricultural intensis,

tion transformed the land to regularize production, making this mor
visible to outside bureaucrats, :

Though the Shang state may have had an incipient bureaucracy, ve
have much firmer evidence for bureaucracy’s existence under the suc
cessor dynasty of the Zhou. To understand Zhou bureaucracy, we neef

to first consider the broad contours of the Zhou state and howitws §
the Zhou rulers deviated from the |

structured. To solidify thejr rule,

Shang system where a]] power flowed from the dominant capital. The
Instead established a set of regional entities administered by royal kins
men. Later historians would com
Historians have spent a great deal of time disagreeing over whethertti

System should be called “feudal” Older historians—particularly olde

Western historians—have tended to say yes, whereas more recent his
torians have tended to s:

2y n0.*! If by feudal we mean a system wher
the center had no real coercive or administrative power, as it wasin
Europe, then the comparison is inaccurate, As we will see, a Zhou

bureaucracy existed within each of the regional groupings, and it also
helped bind them together.

The Zhou bureaucrac

divisions.32 Whyile some
element to them,

¥ consisted of several paralle]l administrative
of these positions had a de facto hereditay

8YPY early Chinese ey, |
ontro] of Peoples moy, :
Sumeria and Egypt.m; }
China did not itselfleady, |
ople would continge asthe

e to refer to this as the fengjiansysten. |

two other features are much more clearly bureaucratic:
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' ved at the pleasure of the king, and there was a system
offcials It is also clear that the Zhou bureaucracy extended
he local level. In the western part of the kingdom bureaucrats
down been stationed in cities governing lands that were under
o haVT ntrol. The eastern part of the Zhou kingdom was orga-
drec 'royad'cf(;erent fashion. This was more of a frontier area where
el 2 I1 established and settled in societies and governed other
Zhot pe?[flee eople in these towns would eventually become known as
E;OPI‘;S;E" vfhereas the people in the countryside were known as the
e:ei‘whic,h literally means the “wild people®? P
The kings of Zhou established a new style of unified rule in : Iri
put it was ultimately one that would last forlessthan tl'u'ee cenmge; :
771 BCE, faced with threats to their rule, the Zhou kings move t -elr
capital eastward to a spot near present-day Luoy.ang. From this polllnt
on, they would belittle more than figureheads. China then enteredw a;
is known as the Spring and Autumn period (771-476 BCE), fohliome )
by the Warring States period (476-221 BCE). It was only after this tha
China would be unified again under the Qin.

al

for promotion.

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 confequent
external threats—that forced monarchs to rule through assemblies. Was
itpossible 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 Ge.n‘g, the
Shangking 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 Autump period,

wctrth asking what other evidence we have from this pey:
point in the same direction, Per

One suggestion is that the Practice of seekin

and it may te]] g Something ;
od that Might

part of municipal governance in the cities that ha
Zhou empire, Recall that the Zhou empire had

casions where rulers consulted wi
the ruler of Chen issaid to have 2
should join with the state of C

th the assembled guoren3* In 494 BC
skeda gathered assembly whetherthey
hu. People were to stand either onhis

right or [eft depending on their opinion.*® Mark Edward Lewis 3 promi- §

¢ hicto: .

:t:ichxs:tonan of early China, has identified dozens of other suchiy

an ;s bm the records.?” Rulers of Zhou cities also often sought toes
ish blood covenants with the capital populace,38

Theories of Merit and Abdication

The Warrj . . ,
that as iref;ntfalS?ates P 'er iod provides us with further fascinating evidence
of those wh {mperial control weakened, 1deas emerged that selection

© governed should be based on merit. We know from the

historica] record tha
t the Sh o1 -
heritance rule, and the samzIfg i e et ings throughii

one versi )
of sonizs::l: ::f]:he story, Yao is said to have abdicated the throne in favor
Dan Zh 1o o Was not his own heir. Rather than grant the throneto

, gave itto Shgn. Like the story of Pan Geng, the story of Ya0

g consent emerge]
d once been partoff

remained kn
States era. Sarah Allan, a noted historian of early China, has argu ed that

in the clas - o

one where Yao's abdication is a one-off event not seen as a threat to the
established the (hereditary) Xia dynasty. It was no accident that only
the sanitized version survived. When he reestablished dynastic rule in
121 BCE, Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi ordered the burning of all texts
that could be deemed politically subversive, and this would clearly have
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and Shun must say more about political thinking at the time it was writ-
ten than it does about the historical period it purports to describe.

The legend of Yao and Shun is present in classical texts that have
own since the time they were written during the Warring

sical texts, the version of abdication presented is a sanitized

le of hereditary rule-* The story is followed by that of Yu, who

been one.”?

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 sarict inheritance,
then the following statement would be dangerous.

The way of Yao and Shun was to abdicate (the rule) and not monopo-
lize (its benefits). The kingship of Yao 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.*!

What led writers in the Warring States period to suddenly think of
gettingrid 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 of lineages. One’s lineage determined one’s rank
and value. Burial evidence suggests that during the Warring States pe-
riod, the lineage system began to lose its importance and “new men”
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appeared on the scene.*? The inhabitant

of the t )
was found may have been one of these e omb where ti

'w men, 43

The Significance of the Qin and Hap Unification

After the period of political fragmentation during the §
and Warring States eras, a new unified imperial order
lI;nder the briefly lived Qin dynasty (221~206 BCE) N
a::lt :Shaxl ;ly;asty (206 BC}?—zzo CE). This unification is rightly seenyg
o an 1d1t I_r‘Iather t.han 1f1volying something entirely new, we shoyg
b Shan unification as the culmination of a process that
e eShang and the Zhou nearly two millennia prior to that dite
e see.an throughout this book that early democra
ely ;o occur in small-scale settings, If during the Spring
‘I:aesrtlzs g; gouo I_;en cou.ld ass.emble In individual cities, in a territory s
s s t; : :;S::;Z this \;-valsn not feasible. But the Qin unification
Iy On of this problem of scale. The
izqu t];lolftms had already covered large territories well befofeht:la:::g(al:
rezro c'emterlude of the Spring and Autumn period,
Emergz;m::;d; ;iclilrmfg the Warring States period a series of new states
ome bl-, of these was large enough that organizing anything
v\xfn }ing early democracy would have been difficult.#
) lon;ste:nlild ralso see the Qin and Han unification as a culminationaf
hemm I}: ocess of bureaucratic development. Since the advent of
gt b}l’l r:sty, and ma).rbe even before, Chinese rulers had governed
2o a?lclr;cy. 'Il.us political path was favored both by a naturd
o pomer 'sm;a e for intensive agriculture and by the development
. egxes or production, observation, and control, While the
e bur i:uci;acy had. crumbled during the Spring and Autumn
per fa,rmore ixtt ee \{Varrmg States era bureaucracies reemerged thit
o rafe et gslve than fhose of their predecessors.* The Qinand
Daring tho 10 raw on this bureaucratic tradition.
promates arring States period, interstate competition had
€rs to Innovate with respect to both war technology and

merged in Chiy
and the more long

where city-states

o §

pring and Auty, |

Cyismore }
and Autumg
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extract revenue. The most important development in
logy was the design of a crossbow that required little
y—and could be mass-produced on

their ability to
military techno
training to fire—with great accurac

nindustrial scale.* ' o
Competition between the Warring States also led to innovations in

other areas. Warring States rulers developed extensive systems for the
direct taxation of agriculture. They also relied on mass conscription of
1sort that Europeans would not develop until the nineteenth century.
This tradition would initially continue under the Han—all able-bodied
menwere required to perform a year of service once they reached the
ageof twenty-three.*” Then, a later Han emperor abolished the practice
ofuniversal military service. In an environment where China was uni-
fied, the most dangerous external adversaries were now warriors on
horses. Peasant conscripts were of little use for this kind of conflict, and
they could prove dangerous at home if they knew how to use arms.**
Inwestern Europe the advent of mass conscription furthered the ex-
tension of political rights as a quid pro quo. The phrase that would be
used, as we will see in chapter 11, was “one man, one gun, one vote.”
There 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.*

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.’® 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.** 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.5 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.



154 CHAPTER G

The Imperial Examination System

The Chinese practice of recruiting bureaucrats through a civil Servig
exam was critical for sustaining autocracy. Instead of recruiting Pedple

from great families, notables, or other local groups, the exam Systen

allowed for a method of selection independent from society itsel
Though it did not become firmly established until the time of the Ty

(618-907) and Song (960-1279) dynasties, the exam system didhe |
earlier roots. Annals record that in 165 BCE, candidates sent to the cap

tal were examined by Emperor Wen in person. In 130 BCE it is recorded
that candidates were examined by the Grand Master of Ceremonies®
The Tang dynasty saw the development of a full-fledged imperidex

amination system. To get a better sense of the system’s importance, e |

can compare it to the medieval European pattern where local interess
were represented in assemblies by magnates, luminaries of the churd,
or elites from town councils. If you were an ordinary person, thenyo
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.

Inthe Chinese system, the official role of local elites no longerapplied
What happened instead is that ordinary people were “represented’ by
someone who scored well on an exam.** 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 necessarlly
worse off. 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-
tem, they expressed their admiration for it.>* This was true of Matteo
Ricci, the Jesuit missionary who provided one of the earliest and most
detailed European accounts of life in China.*® In later centuries Furo-
peans drew on the Chinese experience as they constructed meritocrafic
recruitment systems of their own.

There are two different views of how the imperial examination §ys

tem altered the relationship between Chinese rulers and a set of leading |
families organized in clans.
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4 according to this account it was a fratricidal civil wa
i d that destroyed the old elite.’ o
Lo Jdviewis that the examination system began to underm
Thesecon e ing el long before the end of the Tang dynasty.
the position of existing elites long e ver]
e.P database compiled by the Harvard-Yenchmg ibrary, § "
g el vestigated the social origins of all individuals during »
sdolashav® M i rank This was the highest degree possibie
Tingwho attained the jinshi rank. swastl ! Bee e e
dg rerequisite for entry into top administrative posi L ns. o
m hasI: ear(slfor whichwe have records, thereis a very clear ;la; u;those
:)afra :mZH number of politically powerful clans. Mcre thanh . othe o
with jinshi status came from one of sixty recogmz:lcll c61:1ns. y
bstantially.
 end. this figure had dropped very su -
nam:t;e; one siscribes to the first or the second of theltwo Ei:c}e:;id
ing views, we eventually get to the same place: the old ct;n elite £ d
disappeared. Under China’s subsequent dynasty, the Sor.lg, de exammder "
tion system would be dominant, and this pattern continued un
Ming and Qing dynasties. o
'I}giough Eufopean states would ultimately seek to cop‘y. China’s grea:
imperial exam, the system has not been without its Cl'lthS'. E]‘Dor s.;);r;d
later observers, the examination may have selected on merit, but1
: i laim is that knowledge of the
so by using the wrong set of skills. The claimis e e
Confucian classics did not train one in management skills. Zvlv f -,-,n "
dlsoknow that Chinese prefectures that produced more ofﬁcl:i 50 in i
rank continue to have higher levels of general educationai attamtem !
even today? The second criticism made of the examination sysn om s
that it channeled high-aptitude individuals into bure:aucratit:, : -
ors where they would be doing things other than innova g
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second claim is problematic as well ; we

cial technical innovations under the So
bureaucrats.

will see in chapter g th .

China Also Had a Commercia] Revolution

China under the Song dynast
every bit as significant as the
consequence was that it allo
alevel that would not be see
In Europe we saw that the C
resulted in princely rulers having revenues on the order of 1 percentf
GDP. The emperors of the Son
level. So, how did this happen?
In Europe as cities grew durin
mercial Revolution of the Midd]
them as sources of revenye. La
could do this, they raised revenu

vidually or collectively as part
levied their own taxes.

one that we discussed for Europe, andope

g what is commonly called the Cop,

of assemblies. In this setting the cities

In Chinaa bureaucratic state wa
of commercial growth, Earlyin th
established more than two thou

s already in place prior to the arivl
e dynasty, the imperial administratio
sand new tax collection centers to d
rectly levy a sales tax of 3 percent and a transport tax of 2 percent n
commercial activity in market towns.%* This was unlike any develop-

ment that happened Europe at the time, or in fact for centuries, When

added to existing sources of direct taxation, these new indirect taxes on
commerce allowed the Song to extract 10 percent of GDP in taxation,
and sometimes even more. This was more revenue than under the pre:
ceding dynasty, the Tang, but we should also emphasize that preceding

Chinese dynasties also had high extraction rates from direct taxes on
production,5$

The other striking
level officials, In the
court officials” in th

feature of the Song state was the number of high-
year 1041 CE there were about 10,000 “capital and
e Song state, This designation refers to the upper

ng dynasty occurred thay, ¢

y (960-1279) had a commercia] reyolyy,

wed the Song dynasty to levy revenye; o f
n in Europe until the nineteenth century® |
ommercial Revolution of the dedleAges 4

g dynasty had revenues ten times that
e Ages, princes sought to makeuseof

cking a bureaucracy with which they
e by bargaining with cities, eitherind:
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_level officials, such as
i . It excludes lower
qnks of Song off?c‘laldm:ﬁdals ofany sort.9 We lack a more complete
ek ovellss G he kind we have for the Han that would
- ter of Song officials of the we the dynasty’s end the
regier © lower-level functionaries. By y
e numbess of low ' isen to 17,000.%” In order to
ital and court officials had risen to 17, P
number of GP ' t this number was, we do need to adjust i
sense of how ImpOrtan i i that of whichever west-
getasen fthe Chinese population relative to e
forthe size 0 country we choose to compare it with. If we st;rt v:; o
e e officials total at the beginning of the So.ng‘ yn tyi ve
figure OfIO'Oi; with an estimated population of 40 million peopde'.
can compar id h:lply one high-level official for every‘fogr thouserne ;\r;e
S? Fhat wouﬁrst comparison might be with the Carolingian Empui t e
fidab ither the number of missi dominici nor the tot.al p.opu a 1too-
oo neerltainty Even so, it is still clear that the Carolingian prsothe
. c ' : ’
:ltrl;:;c);acy was vastly thinner than the Chinese é)n;: If o:;:1 :;ke e
’ ici ime—and this se
issi dominici at any one time : :
ﬁgurer ;f)::zimlthere might have been only one high-level official for
uppe - o 6o
d thousand individuals. . '
eve'\fvy ll:illczzo cozlpare the Chinese bureaucracy with the later l;;eglme:
. . M nc
of Edeward Iin England and Philip the Fairin France.;-Ie.re thﬂe1 ;:l C::z e
i i taggering as during
between China and Europe is not as s - . ]
g:an era, but it is still very large. England in 130? had a populatllczer:doal
about 4 million, so about one-tenth that of Chllln;’- a?g ll;ir:nc';o oc 2
i illi little bit less than half o a.
population of 16 million, so a ot have had
i i d would have neede
the same density of officials Englan ve ne o
1000 high-level officials in the equivalent of the “capital a{u:ec:: o
ory. The actual numbers were significantly lower. As .a :
ot ied bureaucrats in the English
teenth century, there were only forty salaried bu ¢
i d though this was not the sum total of top
Exchequer at Westminster, and thoug : et
English officialdom, it is a good indication of how thin the Earllg ishs :u :
. . « : ara
really was. In France the situation was similar as “the financi r:f;)in o
of the monarchy lay in the hands of perhaps twenty or so
time of Philip the Fair”7° |
Iso rec-
Aswe contemplate the power of the Song st?te, we dneed tcs)”at:: rec
ognize that Song emperors were not the “oriental despo

includ
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earlier generation of Western writers conce
was indeed the supreme authority of th
power to replace all officials at will, This
distinguished from early democracy where rulers govern iginv.
members of society. But as soon as we say this,
size that the power of emperors was not ¢
upper officialdom of the Song operated o
sus, complemented by specific bureaucr
an idea of “harmony” (tiao ho) in decis
decisions would not be made without
emerged, all would support jt.”!

e state, and he Tetaineq y,

N a strong principle of Conseg
atic procedures. Thege wasaly
ion making that cut ty, Wi

Mongol Conquerors Abandoned
Their Assembly Tradition

Though the Song dynasty was a time of p
mism, its rulers eventually succumbed to
Khan, the grandson of Genghis. Kublai
the new dynasty, the Yuan,
in1279. The Mongol cong
enon we have seen before
toward autocracy.

Tam not going to claim here that Genghis Khan was a great demo-
crat; what I will argue is that like many nomadic peoples, Mongol lead-

- ersfound themselves needing to govern by some form of consent, Their

society made any other way of doing things impossible—those who
were not content with a

Mongol chief could decamp and move else-
where”” At the same time, if nomads were not simply to survive by
stealing mobile wealth from each other, then they needed to find away

to extract wealth from more settled societies, and some have argued that
Is necessitated a central political organization.”
There was no strict inheritance rule for leaders in Mongol society;
the sense was instead that the best heir should get the job. The assembly
in which this decision occurred was known as a kurultay, and this word

rosperity and economic dynz
Mongol invadersled by Kubli

in1271 CE, and the dynasty became effective
uest provides another example of a phenon-
: inheriting a bureaucracy can shifta society

is why the Song dynastyis ‘

consensus, but once consengy; §

declared the establishment of

ived of them g5, The‘embpéo, ;

—
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bly” in Turkish today. A kurultay took place in order to
mbly

11 neans “asse 4 : atters, such as
yo 1 335  as well as to discuss important policy matters,
er
electnewlea

. 74
Genghis Khan himself was chosenina kt.tfulltf}’ mtll?)':a?sz .
pong oM efn this sort took place under a certain t re; .
An assembly 0 tled peacefully would resultin op'en warfar h ”
sucession 0t I; a leader in a kurultay held in 1260, a.lt oug
Fablai a7 bec::il the result of a prior kurultay he¥d by his ?’Oungzl-'
was o hat con'e uered China, Kublai Khan was in the unique p !
brothe Orfce o :1(; Itll?e Great Khan of the Mongols and the empé;f)r 0
. oi):nalgilt)ic:)nal Mongol Khan could command. poter;errn;(tia:l}i
China, A tr 1 et i ded on persuasive po
o > ﬂ{e:ihfz‘:z;‘;z?;; CCIZ‘;E::, Kublaip had inherited a bfu;;ea::
legian;lse- Wb:; i Kl(:an’s successor was declared during a kurultay llo ?
cracy.” Kublai in this case, it was his anointed successor, fo owing
R his'deaﬂlx;izzr;é From that point on the succession would continue
:e(glt:z:fthout any pretense of holding an assembly.

The Ming Restoration

inese
So far in this chapter I have emphasized the strengtths <l)§ t‘,lvlzsi}:;nEu_
bureaucratic state relative to contemporaneous stta;eeS e e
rope. Eventually this situation flipped; European s e;l dgt e mmote
more and more revenue while the Chinese state fo o;ve oppos
course, Some think this was a consequence of the a senlc)er N
tions of early democracy in China, but we s%lould remheimh :mounts y
the Song and dynasties preceding it had r7alsed ver?' gf e
revenue while ruling purely as autocrats.”” The curious fea e o e
Chinese decline in revenues is that it was in no small ?art a el
effort by successive Ming and Qing errcllperolx;-s to tax society m : g ‘
Itwas as if the Chinese state disarmed itself. . . -
'Iilse arrival of the Ming dynasty in 1368 ushered in an unf;rttax:ltt srizse
toration in two ways. The first, and most obvious, way was:11 aa (:econd
rule by the Mongols had come to an end. But there was ;o second
restoration under the Ming, and this was to prove to be a lasting r
The founder of the dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang—or the Hongwu empero
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FIGURE 6.3. Stat i i
e ;- fn r:t\:nue:: China and England. Chinese revenue figures collected by G
- Englandzr; h;nn Bro:.idberry etal. 2018. The English revenue data amfx:mt:;
ennjum of Macroeconomic Data for the UK” data set.

under his official ti
cusing less icilsiee‘fi fliparted from Song dynasty precedentbyfe
this, per capita rowt}r:laf d evelopment. Perhaps as a consequencedf
Ming than underg the S ° '/'lz:l come was substantially lower under e
revolution that was a :)'ng' Ifthe Song dynasty had seen a commercil
perors returned to a C_l‘-'el}’ promoted by the state, the early Mingen-
of small, economjcauw?lon from an earlier time—a society composed

The Hongwu em ) dePen.d?nt agricultural communities.”

tally ess revenne th}:;r;r c;111:0 initiated a policy of collecting substan-
beginning ofalon dow: een the.case under the Song, This wasthe
story, with trendsgin En ;v?]rd trend in state capacity. Figure 63 tellsthe
parison. If central stat glish revenue collection offered here as a con-
than 10 percent of GDe Prevenue.s under the Song had peaked at more
about half that amount "lfll:ie Mmg emperors never raised more tha
government policy. Wh;l t}f was in part a deliberate consequence of
commercial 1:ransa.ctionse h ; So.ng relied heavily on indirect taxes 0
PredOminantly on di » the Mmg: as had previous dynasties, relied
irect taxation of agricultural production. Some

t
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le behind all this was the returnto a

that the guiding princip
suggest tha f a simple agrarian society with light

more traditional Chinese view 0

axation by the state.? '
nitially, 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 inrevenues.
In the same year King Henry V1 of England raised less than a third of
thatamount.** But the difference would not stay that great for verylong.
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 onlya
farlower 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.
y revenues dedlined under the Ming

There may be many reasons wh
dynasty, but two stand out in particular.82 The firstinvolved the institu-

tional design of the Ming bureaucracy. The Hongwu emperor engaged
inan effort to centralize as much power as possible under his own direct
control, raising the risk that in such alarge 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.” 8
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
toraise 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.

Itis 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 2 and s3 percent of the time, respectively.®*
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What was different aboy

t the Ming wag
t
threats, European states at X e

wars with small nomadic
threats came from a sing]
na’s northern frontier wa
and landless peopleona

self—sustaining 8 Then
. ature of
ernment of . Mingto s Ol external threats faced allowed the gor

) urvive for a lengthy perj :
. . riod
In spite of its weakened extractive capacity Y period of time (376 ey,

8roups or domestic rebelljops,

S secured on the cheap by res

of GDP in revenye ¢
ach ear, d : . .
figure would fa]] to1 PEI‘CE)I’lt o’r nd during the nineteenth century thi

absolutism or by, - t1e Qing state was not simply a productof
caucratic meﬂicjenc}"it was also a deliberate choice.

Consider . .

conducted artf] zrf: Hiowm-g ¢pisode. In the year 1713, the Kangxi emperor
and he thep declarzdr e};Mde cadastral survey for land tax assessments
a sufficient basis £, * 1t the resources revealed by thissurvey proviéd
sessment to take 5 ) feVenues._ There would be no further eforts s
further cadastr] succount of rising agricultura] productivity, and so, 00
tax rates were frq vy was conducted by the Qing. As part of this lnd
day Book wh Zenatizn levels.®8 This was not a case like the Domes-
ere the Normang lacked the capacity to pull the trick of

e northerly direction, 8 Under the Ming, cj

set of military farms that Were supposedtol, f
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more than once; Chinese imperial bureau.crats.had -been confiucting
urveys of this sort for a very long time. It is as if a high-capacity s-tate
had simply decided to surrender this advantage w1.th rfespect to soc.xety.
Kangxi emperor certainly did not see it this way, one histo-
his as “one of the most unfortunate economic and

Though the
rian hasreferred to t : nf
political acts of the first century of Qing rule.

There was also an unintentional reason for the decline in revenues

under the Qing, and this involved the effect of geographic scale. Chi-
nese dynasties had always occupied very large swaths of ter-ritory, soa
simple reference to size alone is inadequate here. But the Qing emI.nre
atits greatest extent controlled twice as much territory as had the Ming,
which in turn controlled more of China than had the Song. With less
knowledge of newly controlled areas, the Qing taxed them even more
lightly than core provinces close to Beijing”°

The impression one has of the Qing is of an implicit deal centered on
the idea of a remote state, The central state might not do much for its
agricultural producers, but norwould it ask much of them. Another way
to think of this was that this was “limited government” of a form differ-
ent than that which emerged in Great Britain after the Glorious Revolu-
tion.”® There a representative assembly with a long tradition of collec-
tive action gained control of a bureaucracy created by prior Tudor
monarchs. In China no such tradition of consensual government ex-
isted. To establish a form of limited government the Qing instead chose
to not invest in state capacity. By not undertaking further cadastral
surveys after 1713, the dynasty effectively committed to not taxing new
production attributable to advances in overall agricultural productivity
ortoa growing population. In the short run this kept internal peace. In
the long run, it left the Qing state vulnerable to internal rebellions and
externa threats,

[fthe first hundred and fifty years of the Qing dynasty was an era of
relative peace, during the nineteenth century China suffered two large
shocks. The first was an internal one brought about by population
growth that was not matched by arise in agricultural productivity. Eco-
n(?mic historians have offered many different interpretations of why
thishappened, and there is also considerable dispute over just how rich
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(or poor) China was at this time, Even $0,
the rural Chinese Population was unde
shock involved foreign incursion, and i particular a f,
to external trade on termg dictated by Britain after the
1839~42. This further destabilized Chinese society,

The initial political consequen

rcible Open
Opium Yy

£ £ F

In the areas where the White Lotus Rebellion took place, overexpli. |
tation of the soil resulteq In impoverishment of the local populitey {
When combined with, extortionate surtaxes levied by local functiong:
ies, this led to a massive rebellion. It was only after using a]] remainigg

foundly subversiye 95 Faced with such grave threats, after the Tipiny f

the Qing authorities did attempt to raise new revenues, but ratherth |
this occurring th}ough central collection of new land tax revenues,the ;
efforts involved ad hocexactions bylocal and provincial officials.* Thi

ledtoa further fragmentation of the regime.

Conclusion

very late in the 8ame, long after practices of early democracy had be-
come firmly anchored, In China a bureaucratic order arrived at a very
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from interludes like the Spring and Autux;iuxll petr;z;ie,
o a‘pm 'ro ite of outside invasion, and success. ou -
itperSiSted- didse m-zp ted the bureaucracy rather than dlsmag y f
A smeY C0t Er e that the natural environmen.t was de -
it rwould be wr ongth;)s on:ome, but it did prove influential. '}"hehc.oh-
pintilesd 16 Plateau favored the early development o a' }gns