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1. Introduction

Increasingly, it is being recognized that, to a significant extent, the origins of contemporary

economic underdevelopment have their roots in history. Evidence has been put forth showing

that much of contemporary comparative development can be explained by large historical shocks

like colonial rule, forced labor, and the slave trade (Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson, 2001,

Banerjee and Iyer, 2005, Dell, 2010, Nunn, 2008). As well, a large number of studies document

a remarkable amount of persistence over time, whether one examines levels of technology,

political development, or cultural traits (Comin, Easterly and Gong, 2010, Bockstette, Chanda

and Putterman, 2002, Michalopoulos and Pappaioannou, 2013, Voigtlaender and Voth, 2012).1

We contribute to this line of enquiry by constructing a database that measures the economic,

cultural, and political characteristics of the ancestors of current population groups. The ancestral

characteristics are constructed for grid-cells, language groups, subnational districts, and coun-

tries.

The baseline data are constructed by combining pre-industrial ethnographic information on

over 100 ancestral characteristics for 1,265 ethnic groups, reported in the Ethnographic Atlas, with

information on the current distribution of approximately 7,500 language groups measured at the

grid-cell level. We link ancestral characteristics with current populations using the languages and

dialects spoken. We implicitly assume that the ancestral traits will be transmitted in a manner

that is correlated with the transmission of language, which is itself is an important vertically

transmitted trait.

One significant shortcoming of the 1,265 ethnic groups from the Ethnographic Atlas is that

European groups are significantly under-represented. This is because these cultures, which

because they were familiar to the ethnographers and anthropologists, were not of interest. In

addition, because writing had existed for centuries among these groups, a study of the pre-

industrial characteristics of these societies was seen as falling within the field of history rather

than anthropology.

We attempt to correct for this in our database by drawing on three additional sources. The

first two sources are data collections, made subsequent to the Ethnographic Atlas, but are meant

1Although Acemoglu et al. (2001) show evidence of a reversal of fortunes among former European colonies, once
one examines continuity at the level of societies rather than at the level of geography, then one again observes strong
persistence (Putterman and Weil, 2010).
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to be appended to the Atlas. One includes 17 ethnic groups from Eastern Europe and the other

includes 10 ethnic groups from Siberia.

The final source is from the World Ethnographic Survey, compilation of ethnic groups that pre-

dates Murdock’s Ethnographic Atlas. There are 17 ethnic groups that are in the World Ethnographic

Survey but not in the Ethnographic Atlas. These include ethnic groups from all across the globe.

In the remainder of the paper, we first describe the procedure used to construct the database.

We then summarize the variation within the constructed data, and examine the correlation

between some of the more interesting variables and relevant outcomes today.
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2. Data construction

A. Primary data source: Ethnographic Atlas

Our analysis uses information on pre-industrial societal characteristics obtained from the Ethno-

graphic Atlas, a world wide ethnicity-level database constructed by George Peter Murdock that

contains ethnographic information for 1,265 ethnic groups. Information for societies in the sample

have been coded for the earliest period for which satisfactory ethnographic data are available or

can be reconstructed. The earliest observation dates are for groups in the Old World where early

written evidence is available. For the parts of the world without a written history, the information

is from the earliest observers of these cultures. For some cultures, the first recorded information

is from the 20th century, but even for these cultures, the data capture as much as possible the

characteristics of the ethnic group prior to European contact. For all groups in the dataset, the

variables are taken from the societies prior to industrialization. In total, 23 ethnicities are observed

during the 17th century or earlier, 16 during the 18th century, 310 during the 19th century, 876

between 1900 and 1950, and 31 after 1950. For nine ethnicities an exact year is not provided.

Although the Ethnographic Atlas is the best and most comprehensive source of global cross-

cultural information, it is not without its shortcomings. First, as mentioned, ethnic groups are

sampled in different periods of time. Given that most characteristics, within a group, generally

remain fairly stable over time, this is not a problem that prohibits use of the database. However,

it is a shortcoming. A second shortcoming, that we discuss in more detail below, is that countries

with a written history are under-sampled in the database.

B. Additional data sources

We supplement the ethnographic data using three additional samples, which more completely

cover European ethnic groups. The digitized version of Murdock’s Ethnographic Atlas was released

in 1999.2 Since this time, a number of researchers have undertaken work that extends the work of

Murdock by including ethnic groups that are missing from his sample. According to Korotayev,

Kazankov, Borinskaya, Khaltourina and Bondarenko (2004), one shortcoming of the Atlas is that

it does not adequately cover ethnic groups of the former Soviet Union. They attribute this to

language barriers since the ethnographic sources are published in Russian. Thus, the authors

2The release included 1,267 ethnic groups. However, two ethnic groups appear twice (Chilcotin and Tokelau). Thus,
the Atlas includes 1,265 different ethnic groups.
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Table 1: Additional ethnic groups used to supplement the Ethnographic Atlas.

Peoples of Siberia

Peoples of Easternmost 

Europeans

World Ethnographic 

Sample

Nganasan Bashkir French (Provence)

Itelmen Besermyan Italians (Sicily)

Ungazikmit Chuvash English

Mansi Erzia Mordva Germans (Prussia)

Evenk Estonians Danes (Lolland)

Negidal Gagauz Finns

Ulch Ingrians Argentinians

Orok Karelians Tajik (Mountain)

Oroch Kazan Tatar Nepalese (Kiranti)

Udihe Latvians Bondo

Lithuanian Karaim Aeta (Bataan)

Lithuanian Tatar Tagalog

Livs Maanyan (Siong)

Moldovans Jamaicans

Udmurt Cawahib

Veps Apalai

Votes Bagielli

used Murdock’s same procedure to construct a dataset for ten Siberian ethnic groups. A similar

initiative was published in 2005 by Bondarenko, Kazankov, Khaltourina and Korotayev (2005),

but covering seventeen ethnic groups from Eastern Europe. Both groups are measured in the late

19th century.

A final sample that we use to supplement the Ethnographic Atlas is taken from the World Ethno-

graphic Sample, which was assembled in George Peter Murdock (1957). The sample comprises 565

ethnic groups. Among these, 17 do not appear in the Ethnographic Atlas and have been added to

our sample here.

The ethnic groups included in the three samples are reported in Table 1.

C. Linking ancestral characteristics to populations today

We link the ancestral characteristics from the Ethnographic Atlas to current population distribu-

tions using the 16th edition of the Ethnologue: Languages of the World (Gordon, 2009), a data source

that maps the current geographic distribution of approximately 7,000 different languages, each of
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which we manually matched to one of the 1,265 ethnic groups from the Ethnographic Atlas. The

Ethnologue provides a shape file that divides the world’s land into polygons, with each polygon

indicating the location of a specific language as of the date of publication.

We combine this information with data on the global distribution of the world’s populations

taken from the Landscan 2007 database. The source reports estimates of the world’s population in

2007 for 30 arc-second by 30 arc-second (roughly 1km by 1km) grid-cells globally. The database

is produced by Oakridge Laboratories in cooperation with the US Government and NASA.

Combining the Ethnologue shape file with the Landscan raster data provides an estimate of the

distribution of language groups across the globe today. This information can then be used to link

the historical ethnicity-level data to the current populations of interest, whether they be countries,

districts, or villages.

Before describing how we construct country, district and location average measures, we first

describe characteristics of the linked Ethnologue-Ethnographic Atlas data. The linked data are

displayed visually in Figure 2. The figure displays the 7,510 language polygons from Ethnologue,

with a different color representing the language group of the inhabitants ancestors as classified

in the Ethnographic Atlas: North America; South America; Africa and Middle Eastern; East

Eurasian; and North Eurasian.

Language family

Legend
Language family

No Data
Africa / Mid-Eastern
East EurAsian
North EurAsian
North American
South American

Figure 2: Linguistic affiliation of ancestors (as classified in the Ethnographic Atlas).

As is clear, many groups in North America, South America, South Africa, and Australia have
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ancestry that is classified as North Eurasian. This is due to mass migration from Europe starting

in the 17th century. The ancestry of Portuguese speakers in Brazil is coded as being Portuguese.

English speakers from Canada and the United States are linked to “New Englanders” in the

Ethnographic Atlas and French speaking Canadians are linked to the “French Canadians” in the

Ethnographic Atlas. The Afrikaans speakers in Southern Africa are linked to the “Boers” (the

Dutch migrants farmers that settled in Southern Africa in the 18th and 19th centuries) in the

Ethnographic Atlas.

The purple polygon in the south east of the United States indicates the creole dialect Sea

Island Creole also commonly known as Gullah. This is a dialect of English spoken by an African

American population of approximately 250,000 living in the coastal region of North Carolina,

South Carolina, Georgia and Northeast Florida. The dialect is based on English but has strong

influences from West Africa and Central Africa. We link this dialect to the West African language

Bambara.

The red and orange polygons in North and South Americas are individuals who today speak

Native American languages. Ancestry of these individuals is coded as being the appropriate

Native America ethnic group.

One can visually display any characteristic of ancestral populations recorded in the Ethno-

graphic Atlas. We will do this for a host of characteristics below. We will also show how country

averages of these ancestral traits correlate with outcomes today. For now, we simply show one

ancestral trait: the approximate year in which the ethnic group is observed and information

recorded. This is shown in Figure 3.3

We now turn to the description of how we construct country-level and district-level average

ancestral measures using the linked Ethnologue-Ethnographic Atlas data. From the Ethnographic

Atlas we know whether each ethnic group had a specific trait p historically. We define Ipe to be an

indicator variable that is equal to one if ethnic group e has characteristic p and zero otherwise. By

matching each of the 7,510 Ethnologue language polygons (i.e., a language group in a particular

location) to one of the 1,265 Ethnographic Atlas ethnic groups, we can determine whether the

ancestors of each language group had trait p. We thus have an estimate of the distribution of trait

p among individuals across the world, observed at the 1km grid-cell level. We combine this with

3The three ethnic groups samples before the current era are: Hebrews (800 BCE); Aryans (800 BCE); and Babylonians
(2000 BCE).
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Date of observation

Legend
Date of observation

2000 BCE
1999 BCE - 0CE
0 CE - 1000
1000 - 1700
1700 - 1870
1870 - 1910
1910 - 1931
1931 - 1945
1945 - 1955
1955 - 1965

Figure 3: Date of observation of language groups linked to the Ethnographic Atlas.

information about the modern location of interest (countries, states, districts, etc) to construct

location-level averages of the prevalence of trait p among the ancestors of people living in the

area of interest.

To be more precise, let Ne,i,l denote the number of individuals of ethnicity e living in grid-

cell i located in location l, which could index countries, districts, villages, etc. We construct a

population-weighted average of Ipe for all ethnic groups living in location l. The location-level

measure of the fraction of the population with ancestors with a particular characteristic p is given

by:

I
p
l = ∑

e
∑
i

Ne,i,l

Nl
· Ipe (1)

where Nl is the total number of people living in location l.

In most of the analysis undertaken here l will index countries. However, conceptually, l can

index any unit of observation, be it grid-cells, provinces, districts, municipalities, cities, etc.

D. Shortcomings and ongoing efforts for improvements

One of the primary shortcomings of the Ethnographic Atlas, which comprises the foundation

of our data construction efforts, is that societies with a history of written records are under-

represented. This is because the study of these cultures is viewed as history rather than ethnog-
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raphy. The result is that the most well-known and well-documented ethnic groups from Europe

and the Near East are not included in the dataset. Clearly, their omission is not because of a lack

of information.

In an attempt to remedy this shortcoming of the original Ethnographic Atlas, we are currently

undertaking the task of adding additional observations – i.e., ethnic groups – to the Ethnographic

Atlas. Using the same criteria of the original coding of the Ethnographic Atlas, we are coding all

variables for these observations. The current working list of additional ethnic groups includes:

Alamanni, Alsatians, Andalusians, Aquitaine, Bosnian Muslims, Bretons, Calabrese, Celts, Corsi-

cans, Dalmatians, Danes, English, Estonians, Faroese, Frisians, Gaelic Scots, Galicians, Gorals,

Highland Scots, Kashubians, Leonese, Manx, Montenegrins, Norweigans, Orkney, Scythians,

Shetland Scots, Sicilians, Slovenes, and Swedes.

We intend to report (at least) two versions of the database. One that uses the original

Ethnographic Atlas and another that uses an extended Ethnographic Atlas.
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3. The final data: A description and some correlations

A. Outcome variables

As outcome variables we use measures of development and income inequality today together

with several measures of institutional quality. The level of development is measured using data on

GDP per capita in 2000; whereas inequality is measured using the Gini coefficient.4 Both measures

come from the World Development Indicators of the World Bank. As a measure of institutional quality

we use the Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) of the World Bank. The WGI reports six broad

dimensions of governance for over 200 countries for the period 1996-2011. These dimensions are:

i) Voice and Accountability. This variable captures perceptions of the extent to which a

country’s citizens are able to participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of

expression, freedom of association and a free media.

ii) Political Stability and absence of violence. This variable measures perceptions of the like-

lihood that the government will be destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent

means, including politically-motivated violence and terrorism.

iii) Government effectiveness. This variable captures perceptions of the quality of public ser-

vices, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures,

the quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s

commitment to such policies.

iv) Regulatory quality. Thie variable captures perceptions of the ability of the government to

formulate and implement sound policies and regulations that permit and promote private sector

development.

v) Rule of law. This variable captures perceptions of the extent to which agents have confi-

dence in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the quality of contract enforcement,

property rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence.

vi) Control of corruption. This variable captures perceptions of the extent to which public

power is exercised for private gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well

as “capture” of the state by elites and private interests.

4Data on the Gini coefficient are available in different years. For most of the countries the information is from 2005

to 2008 but for some countries can go as far back as 1992.

10



B. Historical variable characteristics

We construct measures for every characteristic coded in the Ethnographic Atlas at various units

of observation, namely countries, districts, language groups, ethnicities, and grid-cells. We

distinguish four different types of variables: environmental, political, economic and cultural

characteristics.

a. Environmental characteristics

An ongoing question in the historical development literature is the importance of geography. A

recurring question centers around the importance of geography for development today because of

contemporaneous impacts relative to its importance through historical impacts. A large number

of studies show that geography can have important effects on current outcomes solely through

their historical impacts. For example, Alesina, Giuliano and Nunn (2013) show that geo-climatic

suitability of the environment for growing specific types of cereals is strongly correlated with

views about appropriate gender roles today, not because of a contemporary impact, but because

these geographic characteristic affected which cereals could be cultivated, which affected the

adoption of the plough, which affected traditional female participation in agriculture. Similarly,

Nunn and Puga (2012) provide evidence that within Africa ruggedness exerted a positive impact

on income today by allowing societies to escape from its slave trades and their detrimental effects.

Although the Ethnographic Atlas does not contain information about the geographic environ-

ment of ethnic groups, it does provide an estimate of the centroid of each ethnicity. This can then

be combined with information of geographic characteristics to construct attributes of ancestral

lands, like precipitation, temperature, crop suitability, slope, ruggedness, or defined climatic

zones. The current version of the database constructs these characteristics using contemporary

measures of the geographical and climatic characteristics. A clear shortcoming of this is that

geographical characteristics may change over time. In future analysis, we intend to use available

paleoclimatic and historical geographical data to construct more precise geographical measures.

The existing literature has undertaken different strategies for defining ‘ancestral lands’.

Alesina et al. (2013) sample the area within 200 kilometers of an ethnic group’s centroid. Clearly,

this has shortcomings because it does not accurately sample the full area inhabited by an ethnic

group. As well, for smaller ethnic groups, the measure may include more land than they actually
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inhabited, and for larger ethnic groups, the measure may include less land than they actually

inhabited. In an effort to overcome this issue, Alsan (2012) undertakes an alternative strategy.

She constructs estimated boundaries of each ethnic group globally. Conceptually, this is done by

taking each point on the earth and then identifying which point (each associated with a centroid

of an ethnic group) that location is closest to. It is assumed that this location lies within the

boundaries of the ethnic group with the centroid that it is closest to. In this way, locations can

be assigned within the boundaries of ethnic groups. The boundaries between ethnic groups are

defined as the locations that are equal distance to the centroids of the two ethnic groups.

The current version of the database includes geographic and climatic characteristics con-

structed using the method from Alesina et al. (2013). Future versions will use the method from

Alsan (2012). In addition, as mentioned, future versions will have geographic characteristics

measured historically.

In all of the regressions reported below, we control for the proportion of ancestral land that

was suitable for cultivation.
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Levels of political hierarchy beyond the local community

Legend
Levels of political hierarchy

0
1
2
3
4

Figure 4: Levels of political hierarchies beyond the local community linked to the Ethnographic
Atlas.

b. Political characteristics

The measure from the Ethnographic Atlas that has been most commonly used in the economics

literature is variable v33, which measures the levels of jurisdictional hierarchy beyond the local

community. This variable is examined explicitly in Gennaioli and Rainer (2007), Nunn (2008), and

Michalopoulos and Pappaioannou (2013), and used as a control variable in Nunn and Wantchekon

(2011) and Alesina et al. (2013). The variable takes on integer values between zero and four.

Figure 4 reports the global distribution of this ancestral characteristic by language groups.

The common interpretation of the measure is that it captures historical political centralization

and development. In research that does not rely on information from the Ethnographic Atlas,

Bockstette et al. (2002) show that past experience with a formal state – a variable that they

construct from secondary sources – is positively associated with contemporary economic growth

and development.

Here we undertake an examination – analogous to Bockstette et al. (2002) – between historical

political development and current political, institutional, and economic outcomes. Estimates of

the cross-national relationship between ancestors with greater political development and these

outcomes are reported in Table 2. The variable of interest, reported in the first row, is the average

measure of political hierarchies beyond the local community of the ancestors of individuals living
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in each country. It can be interpreted as a measure of traditional political development.

We also control for three variables: the mean fraction of ancestors land that is suitable for

cultivation. The location of an ancestors land is inferred from the centroid of the ethnic group

reported, which is reported in the Ethnographic Atlas. We consider all land within 200 kilometers

of the ethnic group when constructing the measure of agricultural suitability. Suitability is taken

from the FAO’s GAEZ database, and is defined as land that can grow one or more of the following

cereal crops: foxtail millet, pearl millet, sorghum, wet rice, dry rice, barley, wheat, and rye.

In addition, because much of the variation of ancestral traits across countries is due to Euro-

pean mass migration following the discovery of the Americas, we control for the proportion of

a country’s population with European ancestry. This is measured using the Putterman and Weil

(2010) World Migration Matrix, which reports the fraction of a country’s population in 2000 with

ancestors that were in different countries in 1500.

Finally, we control for the average year of observation of ancestors in a given country. In the

Ethnographic Atlas ethnicities are observed at different points in time. In general, less-developed

ethnic groups, without written records or with less external contact, tend to have information

from more recent time periods. This could introduce some measurement error.

Overall, we find no evidence of a robust relationship between traditional political develop-

ment and contemporary political development, measured using the six composite World Bank

Governance Matters institutions measures. We find no relationship between traditional political

development and contemporary per capita income. However, we do estimate a positive and

significant relationship between ancestral political development and current income inequality,

measured by the Gini coefficient. This result is in line with the historical relationship between

political complexity and economic inequality. In pre-industrial societies political complexity was

almost always associated with greater degrees of social stratification. Wealth was extracted by

political elites from those lower down the social order, increasing the level of inequality (Currie

and Mace, 2009). The result on inequality today could then be a result of persistence of inequality

from the past to the present.

Despite the literature’s emphasis on the levels-of-political-authority variable v33, the Ethno-

graphic Atlas includes a host of other variables that identify other characteristics of political

institutions of the ancestral ethnic groups. We refrain from discussing all of these here. In-

stead, we focus on variable v72, which reports the traditional form of succession of the local
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Table 2: Traditional levels of political hierarchy beyond the local community: Country-level OLS
estimates.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Voice-‐
Accountability

Poli:cal	  
Stability

Government	  
effec:vness

Regulatory	  
quality Rule	  of	  law

Control	  of	  
Corrup:on Log	  (income)

Gini	  
Coefficient

Poli:cal	  hierarchies 0.040 -‐0.048 -‐0.032 0.047 -‐0.047 -‐0.068* 0.012 1.963***

(0.036) (0.042) (0.041) (0.037) (0.041) (0.041) (0.052) (0.483)

Agric.	  suitability 0.307 -‐0.079 -‐0.475* -‐0.094 -‐0.487* -‐0.526** -‐1.438*** 6.449**

(0.232) (0.282) (0.260) (0.274) (0.256) (0.243) (0.413) (2.822)

Year	  sampled 0.006 -‐0.100 -‐0.112 -‐0.171* -‐0.191** -‐0.143* -‐0.540*** 0.544

(0.060) (0.121) (0.079) (0.095) (0.084) (0.078) (0.107) (0.685)

Pop	  of	  European	  descent 0.015*** 0.011*** 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.027*** -‐0.036*

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.021)

Observa:ons 154 154 154 154 154 154 145 112

R-‐squared 0.42 0.27 0.32 0.29 0.31 0.33 0.47 0.19
Notes: The unit of analysis is a country. Coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and
10%	  levels.

Dependent	  variable:

headman. The categories recorded include: patrilineal heir; matrilineal heir; appointed by a

higher authority; seniority or age; influence, wealth or social status; formal consensus (including

elections); informal consensus.5 It is surprising that this variable has been ignored in the literature

since it provides a measure of the extent to which traditional institutions at the local-level were

democratic versus authoritarian. It is possible that the extent of traditional democracy at the

local level may affect a society’s views about the appropriateness of democratic institutions at the

national level. In other words, a history of local democratic institutions may affect support for

national democracy today, and this in turn, would affect the extent of democracy today.

Motivated by this possibility, we explore the relationship between a tradition of local democ-

racy and the same set of outcomes as examined in Table 2. The global distribution of traditional

forms of local political appointment is shown in Figure 5.

For the empirical analysis, we define ethnic groups that had traditional headman appointment

through either formal or informal consensus as having a tradition of democracy. We then calculate

the fraction of individuals in each country with a tradition of democracy.

Estimates of the relationship between the traditional local democracy and national institutions

today are reported in Table 3. Among the information recoded in variable v72, we focus on

the distinction between appointment through formal or informal consensus and elections, and

all other forms of appointment. The country-level measure that we examine is the fraction of a

5For a small number (102) of the 1,265 ethnic groups no such office existed.
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Succession to the office of the local headman

Legend
Succession of local headman

No Data
Patrilineal heir
Matrilineal heir
Appointment by higher authority
Seniority or age
Influence, wealth or status
Election or formal consensus
Informal consensus
Absense of such office

Figure 5: Succession of the local headman linked to the Ethnographic Atlas.

country’s population that traditionally appointed the local leader in a democratic manner (defined

as formal or informal consensus).

The estimation results are reported in Table 3. Interestingly, we find that a tradition of democ-

racy is highly correlated with all outcomes of interest except the Gini coefficient. Specifically,

traditional, local democratic institutions are associated with better institutions today and higher

per capita income. It is not associated with more or less inequality, however. Among the control

variables, the proportion of the population of European descent is positively associated with

the institutions measures and with income, and negatively associated with income inequality.

These correlations are consistent with the recent findings of Easterly and Levine (2012) showing

that European settlement outside of Europe is strongly related with economic development

today. What is important for us, is that we find a relationship between a tradition of local-level

democracy and quality of institutions and levels of income today after controlling for historical

European migration.
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Table 3: Tradition of democracy at the local-level: Country-level OLS estimates.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Voice-‐
Accountability

Poli:cal	  
Stability

Government	  
effec:vness

Regulatory	  
quality Rule	  of	  law

Control	  of	  
Corrup:on Log	  (income)

Gini	  
Coefficient

Tradi:onal	  local	  democracy 0.379** 0.450*** 0.651*** 0.535*** 0.647*** 0.618*** 0.859*** -‐0.651

(0.178) (0.156) (0.194) (0.186) (0.190) (0.193) (0.277) (2.626)

Agric.	  suitability 0.477** 0.157 -‐0.156 0.186 -‐0.200 -‐0.236 -‐1.066** 6.169*

(0.238) (0.282) (0.242) (0.265) (0.246) (0.231) (0.410) (3.139)

Year	  sampled -‐0.032 -‐0.185 -‐0.223*** -‐0.240*** -‐0.304*** -‐0.262*** -‐0.659*** 1.375

(0.057) (0.121) (0.071) (0.087) (0.080) (0.073) (0.108) (0.856)

Pop	  of	  European	  descent 0.013*** 0.010*** 0.011*** 0.010*** 0.011*** 0.012*** 0.023*** -‐0.044*

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.024)

Observa:ons 150 150 150 150 150 150 141 110

R-‐squared 0.43 0.29 0.39 0.35 0.38 0.39 0.51 0.06
Notes: The unit of analysis is a country. Coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10%
levels.

Dependent	  variable:
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Settlement patterns

Legend
Settlement patterns

No data
Nomadic or fully migratory
Semi-nomadic
Semi-sedentary
Compact but non-permanent settlements
Neighborhoods of dispersed homes
Separated hamlets, single community
Compact and permanent settlements
Complex settlements

Figure 6: Settlement patterns linked to the Ethnographic Atlas.

c. Economic characteristics

Another variable from the Ethnographic Atlas that has been previously used in the economics

literature is variable v30, which records information on traditional settlement patterns.6 The

variable identifies the following categories: nomadic or fully migratory; semi-nomadic; semi-

sedentary; compact but impermanent settlements; neighborhoods of dispersed family homes;

separated hamlets, forming a single community; compact and relatively permanent settlements;

complex settlements. The global distribution of this characteristic is shown in Figure 6.

For the country-level empirical analysis, we assign the integer values from 1 to 8 to the eight

categories, with a higher number indicated denser and more complex settlement. The country

level measure is then the average of the settlement value among the ancestors of those living in a

country. We then correlate this measure with our outcomes of interest. The estimates are show in

Table 4.

As shown, there is no robust relationship between traditional settlement patterns (which we

take as a proxy for historical economic development) and current institutions or current per capita

GDP. Although every coefficient is positive, except in one case, they are not statistically significant.

6For example, the variable is used as a control variable in Nunn and Wantchekon (2011) and Alesina et al. (2013).
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Table 4: Traditional settlement patterns: Country-level OLS estimates.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Voice-‐
Accountability

Poli:cal	  
Stability

Government	  
effec:vness

Regulatory	  
quality Rule	  of	  law

Control	  of	  
Corrup:on Log	  (income)

Gini	  
Coefficient

SeLlement	  paLerns 0.043 0.095* 0.088 0.063 0.073 0.091 0.111 0.014

(0.052) (0.057) (0.059) (0.059) (0.061) (0.060) (0.082) (0.859)

Agric.	  suitability 0.263 -‐0.217 -‐0.600** -‐0.161 -‐0.598** -‐0.666** -‐1.565*** 6.864**

(0.237) (0.288) (0.268) (0.279) (0.264) (0.256) (0.438) (2.997)

Year	  sampled 0.035 -‐0.082 -‐0.091 -‐0.133 -‐0.180** -‐0.132* -‐0.498*** 1.307*

(0.061) (0.118) (0.078) (0.095) (0.084) (0.077) (0.111) (0.776)

Pop	  of	  European	  descent 0.014*** 0.011*** 0.014*** 0.012*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.026*** -‐0.049**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.023)

Observa:ons 154 154 154 154 154 154 145 112

R-‐squared 0.42 0.28 0.33 0.29 0.32 0.34 0.48 0.07
Notes: The unit of analysis is a country. Coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and
10%	  levels.

Dependent	  variable:
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Gathering dependence

Legend
Gathering dependence

0-5%
6-15%
16-25%
26-35%
36-45%
46-55%
56-65%
66-75%
76-85%

Figure 7: Dependence on gathering for subsistence.

d. Forms of subsistence

One of most important characteristics of a society historically is the manner in which they

subsisted. The Ethnographic Atlas records information, for each ethnicity, on the proportion

of subsistence that is obtained from each of the following activities: gathering, hunting, fishing,

animal husbandry, and agriculture.7 The global distribution of these characteristics are shown in

Figures 7 to 11.

Estimation results correlating country-level averages of these measures with our outcomes of

interest are reported in Table 5. Because the five measures sum to one, we omit the gathering

variable. We find little correlation between traditional forms of subsistence and our outcomes

of interest. To the extent that subsistence activities are correlated with economic development

historically, these findings are consistent with the findings from Table 4. Again, we find no

evidence that traditional economic development (using these measures) is correlated with current

per capita income or the quality of current institutions.

7These are recorded in variables v1 to v5.
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Table 5: Traditional forms of subsistence: Country-level OLS estimates.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Voice-‐
Accountability

Poli:cal	  
Stability

Government	  
effec:vness

Regulatory	  
quality Rule	  of	  law

Control	  of	  
Corrup:on Log	  (income)

Gini	  
Coefficient

Hun:ng -‐0.008 -‐0.040* -‐0.032 -‐0.021 -‐0.035 -‐0.040* -‐0.015 0.126

(0.020) (0.023) (0.023) (0.021) (0.022) (0.022) (0.029) (0.220)

Fishing 0.019* 0.008 0.011 0.008 0.007 0.006 0.004 -‐0.205

(0.011) (0.013) (0.014) (0.012) (0.013) (0.013) (0.017) (0.134)

Husbandry -‐0.011 -‐0.014 -‐0.012 -‐0.016* -‐0.013 -‐0.015 -‐0.016 -‐0.350***

(0.009) (0.011) (0.010) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.013) (0.102)

Agriculture -‐0.003 -‐0.008 -‐0.007 -‐0.008 -‐0.01 -‐0.012 -‐0.002 -‐0.135

(0.009) (0.010) (0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.012) (0.103)

Agricult.	  Suitability 0.108 -‐0.21 -‐0.611** -‐0.259 -‐0.584** -‐0.633** -‐1.652*** 2.892

(0.231) (0.282) (0.278) (0.280) (0.271) (0.265) (0.435) (2.993)

Year	  sampled 0.103* -‐0.022 -‐0.032 -‐0.081 -‐0.127 -‐0.079 -‐0.482*** 0.809

(0.059) (0.121) (0.086) (0.098) (0.091) (0.085) (0.116) (0.787)

Pop	  European	  descent 0.015*** 0.012*** 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.027*** -‐0.040**

(0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.019)

Observa:ons 154 154 154 154 154 154 145 112

R-‐squared 0.47 0.30 0.34 0.33 0.33 0.35 0.48 0.36

Dependent	  variable:

Notes: The unit of analysis is a country. Coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10%
levels.

Hunting dependence

Legend
Hunting dependence

0-5%
6-15%
16-25%
26-35%
36-45%
46-55%
56-65%
66-75%
76-85%

Figure 8: Dependence on hunting for subsistence.
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Fishing dependence

Legend
Fishing dependence

0-5%
6-15%
16-25%
26-35%
36-45%
46-55%
56-65%
66-75%
76-85%
86-100%

Figure 9: Dependence on fishing for subsistence.

Animal husbandry dependence

Legend
Animal husbandry

0-5%
6-15%
16-25%
26-35%
36-45%
46-55%
56-65%
66-75%
76-85%
86-100%

Figure 10: Dependence on animal husbandry for subsistence.
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Agriculture dependence

Legend
Agriculture dependence

0-5%
6-15%
16-25%
26-35%
36-45%
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66-75%
76-85%
86-100%

Figure 11: Dependence on agriculture for subsistence.
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e. Cultural characteristics

Most of the variables in the Ethnographic Atlas contain information about cultural characteristics,

such as marriage customs, living arrangements, gender or age specialization of various tasks,

norms about sexual behavior, etc.

Here we focus on such characteristics: religious beliefs in the existence of a moral high god. A

high god is defined as a spiritual being who is believed to have created all reality and/or to be

its ultimate governor (Murdock, 1967, p. 52).

The variable v34 groups ethnic groups into one of four categories: absent / not reported;

present but not active in human affairs; present and active in human affairs, but not supportive of

human morality; present, active in human affairs, and supportive of human morality. The global

distribution of this ancestral trait is shown in Figure 12.

Presence of moral high god

Legend
Presence of moral high god

No data
Absent or not reported
Not active in human affairs
active in human affairs, not supportive
supportive of human morality

Figure 12: The presence of a moral high God linked to the Ethnographic Atlas.

For the estimation results we construct country-level measures of the proportion of a popula-

tion’s ancestors for which: (1) a moral high God was present but not active in human affairs; (2) a

moral high God was present and active in human affairs, but not supportive of human morality;

and (3) a moral high God was present, active in human affairs, and supportive of human morality.

Perhaps surprisingly, we find no relationship between the traditional religious practices and the

outcomes of interest.
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Table 6: Presence of a moral high God: Country-level OLS estimates.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Voice-‐
Accountability

Poli:cal	  
Stability

Government	  
effec:vness

Regulatory	  
quality Rule	  of	  law

Control	  of	  
Corrup:on Log	  (income)

Gini	  
Coefficient

God	  present,	  not	  ac:ve -‐0.009 -‐0.343 -‐0.255 -‐0.093 -‐0.086 -‐0.047 -‐0.025 -‐1.157

(0.310) (0.330) (0.281) (0.305) (0.263) (0.257) (0.412) (3.748)

God	  present	  &	  ac:ve,	  but	  not	  suppor:ve -‐0.456 -‐0.673* -‐0.919*** -‐0.668 -‐0.711* -‐0.712** -‐0.808 2.423

(0.410) (0.356) (0.351) (0.438) (0.373) (0.347) (0.528) (6.175)

God	  present,	  ac:ve	  &	  suppor:ve -‐0.211 -‐0.177 -‐0.206 -‐0.217 -‐0.073 -‐0.021 -‐0.034 -‐3.975

(0.240) (0.234) (0.237) (0.242) (0.227) (0.228) (0.310) (3.026)

Agric.	  suitability 0.227 0.014 -‐0.410 -‐0.100 -‐0.487* -‐0.518* -‐1.449*** 5.764

(0.234) (0.292) (0.282) (0.284) (0.279) (0.271) (0.437) (3.733)

Year	  sampled 0.055 -‐0.076 -‐0.079 -‐0.116 -‐0.188** -‐0.155* -‐0.523*** 1.795*

(0.078) (0.131) (0.089) (0.104) (0.094) (0.087) (0.110) (0.946)

Pop	  of	  European	  descent 0.016*** 0.011*** 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.027*** -‐0.037

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.028)

Observa:ons 153 153 153 153 153 153 144 112

R-‐squared 0.43 0.28 0.34 0.30 0.33 0.34 0.48 0.10

Dependent	  variable:

Notes:	  The	  unit	  of	  analysis	  is	  a	  country.	  Coefficients	  are	  reported	  with	  standard	  errors	  in	  parentheses.	  ***,	  **,	  and	  *	  indicate	  significance	  at	  the	  1,	  5	  and	  10%	  levels.
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4. Concluding comments

Our paper contributes to the literature linking historical societal characteristics to current eco-

nomic and institutional outcomes today. We do so by constructing a unique dataset linking

historical cultural, economic and institutional characteristics to a large set of economic outcomes

and values today. The richness of the dataset allows us to link the past to current country, district

or ethnicity level characteristics across the world. We leave for future research the investigation of

the traits that persist from the past and those that disappear quickly. We also plan to investigate

both theoretically and empirically the mechanisms behind the persistence and the different speeds

of convergence.
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