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1. Introduction

T

the natural course of things” (quoted in
Jones 1987, p. 235). In the nineteenth
century, liberal reformers in Latin
America proposed institutional theories
of the relative underdevelopment there.
They argued that the institutional inheritance of the Spanish colonial period
had survived independence and held
back economic progress. Colombian intellectual Salvador Camacho Roldán
summarized this view nicely in 1850
when he wrote, “The great revolution of
1810, which transformed our political
system at a blow, barely touched our
system of taxation, leaving . . . the monopolies, the abuses, and the inequities that . . . deserved to be labeled
organized pillage.”
The institutional approach to comparative development accounts for economic divergence by positing institutional divergence. There are two key
questions. First, exactly what institutions are causally important in stimulating or retarding development? Second,
what explains why different countries
have different institutions? Though
some scholars have begun to tackle
these questions, there is as yet little
consensus. North’s basic idea was that
enforced property rights were a necessary condition for development. He argued that such secure property rights
were achieved by particular political

MOST CONVINCING theory of
comparative economic development
asserts that it is institutions—the way societies are organized—that are the fundamental cause of countries’ development or underdevelopment. To attain
prosperity, a country needs to accumulate physical and human capital and create and adopt technology. Whether or
not it does so is determined by the incentives that stem from the institutional
environment.
While these ideas are most closely
connected with the work of Douglass
North, they are much older than this.
Adam Smith’s analysis of mercantilism
stressed the adverse effects of this set
of institutions on economic development, and he argued in 1755 that “little
else is requisite to carry a state to the
highest degree of opulence from the
lowest barbarism, but peace, easy taxes,
and a tolerable administration of justice; all the rest being brought about by
HE
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institutions such as the Constitution of
the United States, and the Magna Carta
and eventual rise of parliament in Britain (North and Weingast 1989) . These
sets of institutions restrained state predation, guaranteed citizens that their
property rights would be secure, and
thus stimulated investment and development. Others, for example Andrei
Shleifer and his coworkers, have instead
emphasized differences in legal institutions, with the Common Law system
providing more protection for property
rights (e.g., Glaeser and Shleifer 2001).
Most cross-country empirical work on
institutions and development (Hall and
Jones 1999; Acemoglu, Johnson, and
Robinson 2001a,b) has used measures
of institutions that capture equilibrium
outcom es rather than specific institutions themselves, and these studies remain agnostic about exactly what institutions guarantee that property rights
are stable. This question might be easy
to resolve if there was close correspondence between the stability of property
rights and whether or not, for example,
a country had a constitution with separation of powers. Unfortunately there is
not. Countries such as Mexico before
the revolution, China in the last two
decades, and Indonesia after 1965 grew
rapidly with political and legal institutions that look very different from those
of the United States and Britain.
What is common about these different ideas, however, is that they emphasize collective institutions. In the views
of North, Shleifer, and Acemoglu,
Johnson and Robinson, it is not economic institutions such as particular
markets that are key. This is because
these are endogenous to key collective
institutions that determine how society
is organized. This suggests therefore
that a theory of comparative institutions
is ultimately about politics and political
institutions, since politics is precisely
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about how society decides on the things
that affect it collectively.
As economists begin to develop and
test theories of comparative institutions,
they can therefore learn much by paying attention to the work of scholars in
political science and political sociology,
who have long investigated these issues.
Questions about the origins of different
types of political and state institutions
are at the heart of these subjects, and
they have proposed important theories
of the origins of nation states, democracy, bureaucracy, fiscal systems, and
political organizations such as parties.
These institutions are of interest not
just to political scientists, but also to
economists. This body of research is
particularly interesting because it contains comparative static results, of
which so far there have been few in the
economics literature. North and Weingast (1989), for instance, provided few
clues as to why particular political institutions became established in some
countries, such as in Britain after 1688,
but not other s.
In States and Power in Africa, Jeffrey
Herbst proposes a theory of state formation in Africa. Economists with the
slightest familiarity with development
will know of “Africa’s Growth Tragedy”
(to use the evocative phrase of Easterly
and Levine 1997), and they are also
doubtless aware from the evening news
and journalistic accounts of the apparent chaos, instability, and disorganization of African states and polities. It
seems highly likely that this failure of
state institutions is intimately connected to development failures in Africa. What economists lack is a social
scientific explanation that integrates
these observations into a coherent picture. Why do states seem so ineffective
in Africa? Why are they unable to do
what states are supposed to do? Why do
bad policy, corruption, and venality
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seem so endemic? Herbst provides an
answer to these puzzles. The book is essential reading for economists interested in comparative institutions and
development and anybody trying to
understand why the world is the way it
is. It is chock full of insights, ideas, and
wisdom. It will generate fruitful lines of
research for years to come.
The next section briefly summarizes
Herbst’s main arguments. I then focus
my discussion on several key parts of
his thesis: First, his emphasis on population density as a causal factor behind
institution building and a source of institutional comparative statics; second,
the notion that colonialism has only a
minor role to play in explaining the nature of modern African states; third,
whether it is such a good thing to have
the sort of state Herbst argues is missing from Africa. In the conclusions I
return to the general question of why
this work is important for economists.
2. States and Power in Africa:
The Basic Thesis
The starting point of Herbst’s analysis is that Africa is plagued by “state
failure.” A state is meant to provide certain public goods in society, such as law
and order, defense, contract enforcement, and infrastructure. Yet in Africa
most states provide very few of these.
They are unable to exercise control over
much of their territory; they do not provide order or public goods. The literature talks dramatically about state “failure,” even “collapse.” What then is
different about African states that leads
them to diverge so radically from our
ideal?
Herbst’s explanation builds on a rich
tradition of work on the origins of
European nation states initiated by Max
Weber. This literature attempted to explain the origins of modern institutions

such as nation states with well-defined
territories. Nation states are characterized not just by borders and citizens
with national identities, but also by bureaucracies, fiscal systems, and representative institutions such as parliaments. Especially influential has been
the work of Charles Tilly (1990). The
central idea of this literature is that the
high population density of Europe
made land relatively scarce and valuable to control, particularly from the
late Middle Ages onward. This and
technological change in the methods of
warfare (e.g., more sophisticated battle
tactics and firearms) drew states into
continual conflict. But warfare is costly,
and early modern states required resources to attack and defend. Kings
were therefore in a continual battle
with lords and commoners over taxes.
To get money for wars, kings had to
build bureaucracies, gather information, and map their territory and people. They also had to make concessions—
such as creating regular parliaments
where citizens could have a voice. An
alternative to concessions was to crush
domestic opponents who resisted the
demands of kings. All these things were
necessary to survive. If a state did not
become “stronger,” then typically it
became extinct.
This process created the modern system of nation states with their familiar
institutional infrastructures that consolidated in Europe in the nineteenth
century. Herbst’s argument is that this
process has not taken place in Africa. It
did not take place historically in the
precolonial era, it did not take place
during the colonial epoch, and it is not
taking place since or now. Why?
Africa is different because the structural conditions that led to the path of
state formation and institution building
in Europe were absent in Africa. Unlike
in Europe, land was and is not scarce in
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Africa. Rather, labor was scarce. Thus
in the precolonial period, states did not
fight over land, but rather people. This
explains why property rights in people
(slavery) are well defined, but those in
land were not (to this day most land in
Africa is held communally). This meant
that precolonial states had vague borders and were often very “weak.” Without the constant necessity of defending
a well-defined territory, states did not
need to invest in bureaucracies, censuses of their populations, tax collectors, or permanent militaries. Herbst
also argues interestingly that this explains the absence of precolonial mapping in Africa. 3 This absence of extern al
threats coupled with low population
densities persisted. During the colonial
period there was little fighting over borders between the colonial powers. The
conference of Berlin in 1885 largely determined which European power would
have which bit of Africa. This meant
that, like the precolonial polities, European colonial powers had little incentive to develop state institutions. Instead they focused on commercial
exploitation and outright plunder of the
mineral and natural wealth. The exceptions to this are the settler-colonies of
South Africa, Rhodesia, and to a lesser
exten t Kenya. Following independence,
the situation could have changed but
did not, because the international state
system and the United Nations decided
to enforce the colonial boundaries that
had largely determined the form that
the new nations took. This trend was reinforced by Cold-War politics. Thus African states were still able to survive
without having to engage in the type of
3 In line with his thesis, it is interesting to note
that in Britain the first Ordinance Survey, the government institutionalization of mapping, was organized during the Napoleoni c Wars so that the military would have first-rate maps in case the French
invaded.
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institution building that occurred historically in Europe. When the borders
were threatened, such as when Libya
invaded Chad, they could rely on the
United Nations or European powers to
send troops to the rescue.
Herbst argues that the lack of development of African state institutions
helps explain many aspects of modern
Africa. Since states never had to fight to
survive they never had to build effec tive fiscal institutions. Therefore they
have no tax bases and instead have to
engage in highly distortionary methods
of raising taxes (such as taxing trade) or
redistributing income (for example via
employment in parastatals). Since states
never had to fight to survive, rulers
never had to consolidate their rule and
crush domestic opposition; hence the
incidence of warlordism so evident in
countries such as Angola, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone. States never had to make
political concessions to their citizens,
hence the lack of functioning domestic
political institutions such as parliaments
and the completely unconsolidated nature of democracy in Africa. Moreover,
the lack of these institutions can help
explain the extent of venality and state
corruption in Africa since these institutions provide key checks on such
abuses. Finally, this set of institutions
has been further encouraged in the last
fifty years by foreign aid and development assistance. These transfers give
states valuable resources that allow
them to stay in power without having to
develop indigenous state institutions to
raise taxes. Thus the incapacity of African states was reinforced not just by
Cold-War politics but also by less
cynical attempts to help. 4
The extent to which Herbst uses his
simple theory to paint an explanation of
4 See van de Walle (2001) for a related argument.
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so many of Africa’s apparent problems
is startling. But how convincing is it? I
address several aspects.
3. Population Density
Herbst emphasizes the role of population density in importantly influencing the retarded development of modern state institutions in Africa. The idea
that states are closely connected to the
density of population is a natural one.
From an efficiency point of view it
seems likely that the density of population may affect the desirability of providing a public good, and more predatory theories have similar implications.
Even within the African literature the
idea has been studied; Stevenson (1968)
and Robert Bates (1983) provided some
tentative empirical evidence supporting
the hypothesis within Africa. Is it right?
Certainly, within Europe, the notion
that early states emerged in the most
populous places fits the facts. Yet outside of Europe, in countries that became colonies of Europe, the picture is
less clear. Prior to the expansion of
Europe after 1415, 5 the notion that
areas of higher population density had
more developed states is correct.
Within the Americas, for example, the
highest areas of population density
were in the central valley of Mexico,
the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala, and the Andes. These were the
places with the most-developed state institutions. The same is true of Africa
and Asia. Yet if we look at the five hundred years following this date, what is
the connection between population
density and state formation outside of
Europe? The countries today that have
the most effective and well-developed
states are not those that had high popu5 It is convention al to date the expansion of
Europe to 1415 when the Portuguese took Ceuta
in North Africa.

lation density in 1500. Rather they are
the countries—the “Neo-Europes” as
Crosby (1986) called them, such as the
United States, Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand—that historically had
very low population densities. Indeed,
Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson
(2001b ) show that, amongst former
colonies of the European powers, there
is a robust and statistically significant
inverse relationship between population
density in 1500 and per-capita GDP in
1995.
What accounts for these patterns?
The obvious explanation is the nature of
colonial conquest and institution building. 6 On the one hand, in places where
the Europeans found high densities of
population, they created institutions
that exploited them as a resource. In
places such as Mexico, Peru, and Haiti,
there was little protection for property
rights. Indeed, the colonial state and its
commercial partners constructed “extractive institutions” to plunder the resources of the colonies and ship them
back to the metropole. On the other
hand, places with low population density were often in temperate latitudes
with climate and mortality risks that
favored Europeans relative to the tropics. Moreov er, these places were largely
without indigenous peoples to exploit,
and colonies could only be built on
the basis of European migration. Thus
the Jamestown colony founded in the
United States in 1607 had to induce
Englishmen to go and work there to
make money. Settler colonies developed remarkably different institutions
and political economies than “colonies
of plunder.” Settler colonies quickly
featured more representative political
institutions and property rights and so
the colonial powers were unable to
extract resources from them in the
6 I follow Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson
(2001a,b).
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same way that they could in nonsettler
colonies.
Paradoxically therefore, the more a
country had developed previous to
European contact, the worse it subsequently performed. Apart from the attractiveness of enslaving dense populations to do forced labor, such polities
might have also innovated institutions
of tribute and taxation that the Europeans could take over. Good examples of
this are French Indochina, and British
India where, Marshall (1998, p. 504)
notes, “Indian states were built on the
taxation levied from the cultivators of
the land; the British Empire in India
was built on the same foundations.
Whereas the public revenues in British
American colonies consisted of grants,
usually grudgingly voted by assemblies,
or the limited customs duties actually
levied in the colonies, the East India
Company inherited a system of taxation
which aimed at taking without consent
one third or even more of the produce
of millions of cultivators, and which also
laid heavy taxes on trade.”
Interestingly, within all former European colonies, there is therefore a reversal in the relationship between
population density and state formation
over the last half millennium. Focusing
on Africa alone, one misses this story,
because there is less variation within
the continent than the whole sample of
former colonies. Moreover, because of
the very adverse disease environment
for Europeans in Africa, there was little
temptation to create settler colonies in
sparsely populated tropical areas.
It could be that Herbst is correct
about Africa. After colonialism the reversal did not occur because even in the
most densely settled areas the population was not attractive enough to exploit. Alternatively, Europeans did not
bother with the population but concentrated on mineral wealth that was dis-

515

tributed independently of population. Yet
we know that there was extens ive
forced labor, for example in French
West Africa and Belgian Congo. My
feeling is that the general evidence
about the relationship within European
colonies between population density
and institutions within the last five hundred years should make us somewhat
skeptical about the specific argument
for Africa.
4. Colonialism and Institutions
Instead of emphasizing the impact of
colonialism on institutions and state
formation in Africa, Herbst focuses on
factors that he argues are more fundamental, constraining the choices of
precolonial, colonial, and post-colonial
institutions: “ . . . it was impossible for
Europeans to have changed ‘everything’
in the few decades they ruled Africa.
They also had to take Africa’s political
geography as a given because they were
unwilling and unable to change the
landscape” (p. 4).
But was the impact of European colonialism limited to a few decades? Although it is true that formal colonialism
was limited in Africa until the “Scramble for Africa” following the Berlin conference of 1885, western influence on
African institutions was pernicious and
much older. The Atlantic slave trade
gathered force in the early seventeenth
century, almost two hundred years before formal colonization took place.
There is a large amount of historical
evidence that European influence was
important long befor e colonization.
One of the most dramatic examples of
this comes for the expansion of the
Dutch East Indies Company during the
seventeenth century. Brown (1997, p.
5) notes, “The forces of the Dutch East
India Company . . . seized Batavia in
1619 and the tiny Banda archipelago in

516

Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. XL (June 2002)

1621. Almost the entire population of
Banda, some 15,000, was massacred,
taken as slaves or left to starve, while
the Company re-populated the islands
with Dutch planters and their slave
workers , who were to deliver all their
production of nutmeg to them . . . by
1680 almost all the remaining ports in
the Archipelago had been coerced into
exclusive and oppressive trading arrangements with the Dutch . . . to create a monopoly on the highly valuable
trade of cloves, [they] destroyed all
clove trees outside of Ambon. With
Dutch control of production and trade
secure, the prices paid to cultivators
were set at low levels and Asian intermediaries were eliminated from the
trading system.” The result “was a decisive retreat on the part of Southeast
Asians from international commerce. A
number of rulers in the Malay archipelago brought the cultivation of spices
and pepper to a halt, in the hope that
this would spare their domain the attention of the marauding Dutch.” There is
direct evidence that this caused a dramatic collapse in the economies and
polities of the region, particularly manifested in steeply declining urbanization
(Reid 1993, ch. 2). Notice that this is a
full two and a half centuries before most
of Southeast Asia was colonized. The
Dutch held little outside of Java and a
few key ports before the nineteen th
century.
Similar impacts were felt in Africa,
with the Atlantic slave trade being the
most pernicious form of western contact. 7 Though Herbst notes that (p. 43)
“the slave trade only contributed to the
notion that true power was not synony7 I do not want to argue that only Westerners
were involved in the slave trade, or even that the
Atlantic slave trade was more pernicious than
other sorts. Slaving across the Sahara and along
the east coast of Africa long predated the Atlantic
trade.

mous with the control of land,” my
hunch is that, relative to other factors,
he underestimates the impact of the
trade on institutions. As Manning
(1990, p. 147) argues, “with the allure
of imported goods and the brutality of
capture, slave traders broke down barriers isolating Africans in their communities. Merchants and warlords spread the
tentacles of their influence into almost
every corner of the continent. By the
nineteen th century, much of the continent was militarized; great kingdoms
and powerful warlords rose and fell,
their fate linked to fluctuations in the
slave trade.” There is a lot of evidence
that the slave trade had a significant
and sustained impact on political and
social institutions in Africa (see Miller
1988, ch. 4 for examples). One major
casual channel appears to have been
that states reorganized themselves toward slave raiding and predation of
their own citizens instead of providing
public goods. For example, Miller
(1988, p. 23) notes that judicial institutions were transformed from “institutions of arbitration to tribunals condemning [the] accused . . . to sale.”
The expansion of the slave trade appears to have been a type of “resource
curse” rather like the modern emphasis
on how natural resource rents can lead
ultimately to institutional failure.
Indeed, even in terms of Herbst’s
own emphasis on population density
slavery may have been significant. Following Curtin’s seminal study (1969) it
is now estimated that about ten million
Africans were enslaved and shipped
across the Atlantic. This was a significant proportion of the total population.
For instance, Manning (1990, p. 71)
notes, “To summarize for the Western
Coast of Africa as a whole . . . population growth was slowed by the export of
slaves even before the eighteenth century, but . . . from 1730 to 1850 the
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population . . . as whole was reduced
. . . The African slave population created by this trade rose . . . at the turn
of the nineteenth century, to perhaps
15 percent of the total Western Coast
population.”
It is interesting that the current conventional wisdom (see for example
Engerman and Sokoloff 1997) is that
slavery in the Americas had a significant
and enduring perverse impact on institutions and development patterns. I
would hypothes ize that slavery induced
predatory institutions and significant
adverse influence on development
paths not just in the Americas where
the slaves were used, but also in Africa
where the slaves originated.
5. A State Organized for What?
There is remarkably little discussion
in the literature on state formation and
state capacity about whether the process of state building was a good thing
on balance. Herbst’s discussion follows
in this tradition. He takes it for granted
that it would be better if in Africa there
were more competent states which were
better organized. This view is important, for the policy implications he
suggests follow from his analysis.
Modern states in Europe and North
America not only provide public goods
like order, education, health and welfare services for their people (or at least
some of their people), they also spend
a huge amount of resources on the
military and weaponry. Though modern
nation states appeared as the industrial
revolution unfolded, it is not clear to
what extent they can gain any direct
credit for this. What they can certainly
gain credit for is a huge militarization
of society that led to two world wars
and almost to the annihilation of humanity with nuclear weapons. Perhaps
it would have been better if Germany
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and Japan had had less-developed state
institutions in the twentieth century. I
think this suggests that we need to consider the question: state capacity for
what?
History suggests that there can be no
guarantee that fiscal institutions and
bureaucracies are necessarily used to
promote social welfare. Interestingly,
there is an African example that is stark
testimony to this—Rwanda. Rwanda and
Burundi have very high population densities, indeed the highest in Africa. In
line with Herbst’s thesis they have historically had relatively well-developed,
bureaucratized state institutions. Yet instead of allowing these states to better
promote the welfare of their citizens,
they have instead enabled these states
to more effectively massacre them. As the
definitive study by Alison Des Forges
and her coworkers (1999) demonstrates,
one of the main reasons why the Rwandan genocide of 1994 entailed such a
huge loss of life was that the killers used
the bureaucratic capacity of the state to
undertake it in a more systematic way
than would have been possible in other
African countries. The genocide was
planned and systematically executed.
We should therefore exercise caution
in discussing state capacity without at
the same time discussing institutions for
determining the goals to which the
capacity is used.
6. Conclusions
Social science theories aim to provide
simple ways of classifying and understanding an endlessly complex reality.
No social science theory has an R 2
equal to one, and Herbst’s theory of
comparative state formation is not an
exception. 8 With a few simple notions,
however, Jeffr ey Herbst provides an
8 I am grateful to Canice Prendergast for
providing me with this analogy.
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explanation of state failure in Africa. It
seems highly plausible that this institutional failure is the key source of misery
in the lives of millions of people. It
means that basic services such as clean
water, health care, and education are
not provided. It means that people have
to live plagued by lawlessness and insecurity, that they live short lives in societies over which they have little ability
to influence collective decisions. Herbst
persuasively argues that the key to this
situation is to be found in the historical
evolution of African state institutions.
Due to low population density, lack of
interstate conflict, and the perverse
role of colonialism and the international
state system, African states did not develop institutions that could effectively
control and police their territories.
They did not develop institutions to mobilize resources or mobilize people. Out
of this flows a lack of democracy, much
corruption, and bad economic policies.
I think Herbst is correct in his focus
on state failure and its deep historical
roots. My main disagreement is on the
relative influence of different forces on
the origins of African state institutions.
Rather than emphasize population density, I would instead argue that it is the
expansion of Europe starting in the fifteenth century and ultimately leading to
full colonization that played the major
role. Nevertheless, this is ultimately an
empirical issue. Many factors affect
state formation, and European colonialism interacted with existing population
density and institutions in ways that we
do not fully understand. I completely
agree with him about the perverse role
of the international state system, the
Cold War, and foreign development
assistance, and I think his account of
the evolution of African post-colonial
states is highly convincing.
One final caveat: In the final chapter
of his book Herbst asks what we can do

about state failure in Africa. His main
conclusion is that we should be prepared to encourage the disintegration of
the system of African states as we now
know them. Although there is a worry
that (p. 266) “recognizing new African
states will lead to a splintering process
that would promote the creation of
ever-smaller units while entailing seemingly endless political chaos,” Herbst
argues that “at some point, the reality
of disintegrating dysfunctional African
states stands in such contrast to the legal fiction of sovereign states that experimentation with regard to new states
is in order.” I am not convinced by his
argument. Historically arbitrary states
consolidated in Latin America, and
though this process takes time it does
seem to create national identity that is
endogenous to national boundaries.
Surely promoting democracy and voice
is a better option in Africa. If building
state capacity is socially desirable, but
not in the interests of narrow elites,
then it ought to be an outcome of
democratic political choice where elites
have to respond to what citizens want.
Moreover, democracy would simultaneously solve the problem of the uses to
which expanded state capacity would be
put (surely a grave worry).
If we are to develop a satisfying theory of comparative development by appealing to differences in institutional
structures then we have to embark on
the type of study that Jeffrey Herbst has
undertaken. We have to study politics
and we have to study history. Collective
institutions persist over long periods of
time. This is not appealing to economists because of the lack of hard quantitative data. Yet much factual information remains unexploited, and there is a
vast wealth of knowledge in economic
and political history, political science,
and political sociology that can be
tapped. What is needed is the type of
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bold, historically informed theoretical
analyses that Herbst has provided. After
this comes measurement, testing, and
refining of hypotheses. Though I have
already indicated that I am not wholly
convinced by parts of Herbst’s empirical emphasis, I am entirely convinced of
the value and power of his approach.
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