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PR E FAC E 

This book has two origins. The first arose when my mentor, Samuel Hun
tington of Harvard University, asked me to write a foreword to a reprint 
edition of his 1968 classic, Political Order in Changing Societies.1 Hunting
ton's work represented one of the last efforts to write a broad study of po
litical development and was one I assigned frequently in my own teaching. 
It established many key ideas in comparative politics, including a theory 
of political decay, the concept of authoritarian modernization, and the 
notion that political development was a phenomenon separate from other 
aspects of modernization. 

As I proceeded with the foreword, it seemed to me that, illuminating 
as Political Order was, the book needed some serious updating. It was 
written only a decade or so after the start of the big wave of decolonization 
that swept the post-World War I I  world, and many of its conclusions re
flected the extreme instability of that period with all of its coups and civil 
wars. In the years since its publication, many momentous changes have 
occurred, like the economic rise of East Asia, the collapse of global com
munism, the acceleration of globalization, and what Huntington himself 
labeled the "third wave" of democratization that started in the 1970s. Politi
cal order had yet to be achieved in many places, but it had emerged suc
cessfully in many parts of the developing world. It seemed appropriate to 
go back to the themes of that book and to try to apply them to the world 
as it existed now. 
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In contemplating how Huntington's ideas might be revised, it further 
struck me that there was still more fundamental work to be done in expli
cating the origins of political development and political decay. Political 
Order in Changing Societies took for granted the political world of a fairly 
late stage in human history, where such institutions as the state, political 
parties, law, military organizations, and the like all exist. It confronted the 
problem of developing countries trying to modernize their political sys
tems but didn't give an account of where those systems came from in the 
first place in societies where they were long established. Countries are not 
trapped by their pasts. But in many cases, things that happened hundreds 
or even thousands of years ago continue to exert major influence on the 
nature of politics. If we are seeking to understand the functioning of con
temporary institutions, it is necessary to look at their origins and the often 
accidental and contingent forces that brought them into being. 

The concern over the origin of institutions dovetailed with a second 
preoccupation, which was the real-world problems of weak and failed states. 
For much of the period since September 11, 2001, I have been working on 
the problems of state and nation building in countries with collapsed or 
unstable governments; an early effort to think through this problem was 
a book I published in 2004 titled State-Building: Governance and World 

Order in the Twenty-first Century. 2 The United States, as well as the inter
national donor community more broadly, has invested a great deal in nation
building projects around the world, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, 
Haiti, Timor-Leste, Sierra Leone, and Liberia. I myself consulted with the 
World Bank and the Australian aid agency AusAid in looking at the prob
lems of state building in Melanesia, including Timor-Leste, Papua New 
Guinea, Indonesian Papua, and the Solomon Islands, all of which have en
countered serious difficulties in trying to construct modern states. 

Consider, for example, the problem of implanting modern institutions 
in Melanesian societies like Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. 
Melanesian society is organized tribally, into what anthropologists call seg
mentary lineages, groups of people who trace their descent to a common 
ancestor. Numbering anywhere from a few dozen to a few thousand kins
men, these tribes are locally known as wantoks, a pidgin corruption of the 
English words "one talk;' or people who speak the same language. The social 
fragmentation that exists in Melanesia is extraordinary. Papua New Guinea 
hosts more than nine hundred mutually incomprehensible languages, nearly 
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Melanesia 

one-sixth of all of the world's extant tongues. The Solomon Islands, with a 

population of only five hundred thousand, nonetheless has over seventy dis

tinct languages. Most residents of the PNG highlands have never left the 

small mountain valleys in which they were born; their lives are lived within 

the wantok and in competition with neighboring wantoks. 
The wantoks are led by a Big Man. No one is born a Big Man, nor can 

a Big Man hand that title down to his son. Rather, the position has to be 

earned in each generation. It falls not necessarily to those who are physically 

dominant but to those who have earned the community's trust, usually on 
the basis of ability to distribute pigs, shell money, and other resources to 
members of the tribe. In traditional Melanesian society, the Big Man must 

constantly be looking over his shoulder, because a competitor for authority 
may be coming up behind him. Without resources to distribute, he loses 
his status as leader.3 

When Australia granted independence to Papua New Guinea and Brit
ain to the Solomons in the 1970s, they established modern "Westminster" -
style governments, in which citizens vote for members of parliament in 

regular multiparty elections. In Australia and Britain, political choices re
volve around a left-of-center Labour Party and a conservative party (the 

Liberal Party in Australia, the Tories in Britain). Voters by and large make 
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decisions based on ideology and policy (for example, whether they want 
more government protections or more market-oriented policies). 

When this political system was transplanted to Melanesia, however, 
the result was chaos. The reason was that most voters in Melanesia do not 
vote for political programs; rather, they support their Big Man and their 
wantok. If the Big Man (and an occasional Big Woman) can get elected to 
parliament, the new MP will use his or her influence to direct government 
resources back to the wantok, to help supporters with things like school 
fees, burial costs, and construction projects. Despite the existence of a na
tional government with all of the trappings of sovereignty, like a flag and 
an army, few residents of Melanesia have a sense of belonging to a larger 
nation, or being part of a social world much beyond their wantok. The 
parliaments of PNG and the Solomons have no coherent political parties; 
they are full of individual leaders, each striving to bring back as much pork 
as possible to his or her narrow base of supporters.4 

Melanesia's tribal social system limits economic development because 
it prevents the emergence of modern property rights. Jn both Papua New 
Guinea and the Solomon Islands, upward of 95 percent of all land is held 
in what is known as customary land tenure. Under customary rules, prop
erty is private but held informally (that is, with no legal documentation) 
by groups of kinfolk, who have both individual and collective rights to 
different strips ofland. Property has not only an economic but also a spiri
tual significance, since dead relatives are buried in certain spots on the 
wantok's land, and their spirits continue to inhabit that place. No one 
in the wantok, including the Big Man, has the exclusive right to alienate 
title to the land to an outsider.5 A mining or palm oil company seeking a 
concession has to negotiate with hundreds or sometimes thousands of 
landowners, and there is no statute oflimitations on land claims under tra
ditional rules.6 

From the standpoint of many foreigners, the behavior of Melanesian 
politicians looks like political corruption. But from the standpoint of the 
islands' traditional tribal social system, the Big Men are simply doing what 
Big Men have always done, which is to redistribute resources to their kins
men. Except that now they have access not just to pigs and shell money 
but also to revenues from mining and logging concessions. 

It takes only a couple of hours to fly from Port Moresby, Papua New 
Guinea's capital, to Cairns or Brisbane in Australia, but in that flight one is 
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in some sense traversing several thousand years of political development. 
In thinking about Melanesia's political development challenges, I began to 
wonder how any society had ever made the transition from a tribal- to a 
state-level society, how modern property rights had evolved out of cus
tomary ones, and how formal legal systems, dependent on a kind of third
party enforcement that does not exist in traditional Melanesia, first made 
their appearance. On further reflection, however, it seemed to me that it 
was perhaps a conceit to think that modern societies had progressed so far 
beyond Melanesia, since Big Men-that is, politicians who distribute re
sources to their relatives and supporters-are ubiquitous in the contempo
rary world, including the U.S. Congress. If political development implied 
movement beyond patrimonial relationships and personalistic politics, 
one also had to explain why these practices survived in many places and 
why seemingly modern systems often reverted to them. 

The answers to many of these questions were not to be found in Politi

cal Order in Changing Societies; in revisiting Huntington's topic, this pre
history would require considerable clarification. 

Hence the current book, which looks at the historical origins of politi
cal institutions as well as the process of political decay. This is the first of 
two volumes, and it deals with political development from prehuman 
times up to roughly the eve of the French and American revolutions. The 
present volume is about the past-indeed, it starts not with recorded hu
man history but with mankind's primate ancestors. The first four parts 
deal with human prehistory, the origins of the state, the rule of law, and 
finally accountable government. The second volume will bring the story 
up to the present, paying special attention to the impact that Western 
institutions had on institutions in non-Western societies as they sought 
to modernize. It will then describe how political development occurs in 
the contemporary world. 

It is extremely important to read this volume in anticipation of what is 
to come in the second. As I make clear in the final chapter of this book, 
political development in the modern world occurs under substantially 
different conditions from those in the period up until the late eighteenth 
century. Once the Industrial Revolution occurred and human societies 
exited the Malthusian conditions they had experienced up to then, a new 
dynamic was added to the process of social change that would have huge 
political consequences. Readers of this volume might get the impression 
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that some of the long historical continuities described here mean that so
cieties are trapped by their histories, but in fact we live today under very 
different and more dynamic conditions. 

This book covers a large number of societies and historical periods; I 
also use material from disciplines outside my own, including anthropol
ogy, economics, and biology. Obviously in a work of this scope, I have had 
to rely almost exclusively on secondary sources for the research. I have 
tried to pass this material through as many expert filters as possible, but it 
is nonetheless likely that I have made both factual and interpretational 
mistakes along the way. While many of the individual chapters will not 
pass muster with people whose job it is to study particular societies and 
historical periods in depth, it does seem to me that there is a virtue in 
looking across time and space in a comparative fashion. Some of the 
broader patterns of political development are simply not visible to those 
who focus too narrowly on specific subjects. 





1 

T H E  N EC ESSITY OF POLITICS 

The third wave o f  democratization and contemporary anxieties about the 

future of contemporary liberal democracy; how both the Left and the Right 

entertain fantasies about the abolition of government; how contemporary 

developing countries represent the fulfillment of these fantasies; how we 

take institutions for granted but in fact have no idea where they come from 

During the forty-year period from 1970 to 2010, there was an enormous 
upsurge in the number of democracies around the world. In 1973, only 45 
of the world's I 51 countries were counted as "free" by Freedom House, a 
nongovernmental organization that produces quantitative measures of 
civil and political rights for countries around the world. 1 That year, Spain, 
Portugal, and Greece were dictatorships; the Soviet Union and its Eastern 
European satellites looked like strong and cohesive societies; China was 
caught up in Mao Zedong's Cultural Revolution; Africa saw the consolida
tion of rule by a group of corrupt "presidents for life"; and most of Latin 
America had fallen under military dictatorship. The following generation 
saw momentous political change, with democracies and market-oriented 
economies spreading in virtually every part of the world except for the 
Arab Middle East. By the late 1990s, some 120 countries around the world
more than 60 percent of the world's independent states-had become elec
toral democracies.2 This transformation was Samuel Huntington's third 
wave of democratization; liberal democracy as the default form of gov
ernment became part of the accepted political landscape at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century.' 

Underlying these changes in political systems was a massive social 
transformation as well. The shift to democracy was a result of millions of 
formerly passive individuals around the world organizing themselves and 
participating in the political life of their societies. This social mobilization 
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was driven by a host of factors: greatly expanded access to education that 
made people more aware of themselves and the political world around 
them; information technology. which facilitated the rapid spread of ideas 
and knowledge; cheap travel and communications that allowed people to 
vote with their feet if they didn't like their government; and greater pros
perity, which induced people to demand better protection of their rights. 

The third wave crested after the late 1990s, however, and a "democratic 
recession" emerged in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Approx
imately one in five countries that had been part of the third wave either 
reverted to authoritarianism or saw a significant erosion of democratic 
institutions.' Freedom House noted that 2009 marked the fourth consecu
tive year in which freedom had declined around the world, the first time 
this had happened since it established its measures of freedom in 1973.' 

P O L I T I C A L  A N X I E T I E S  

At the  beginning of  the second decade of the  twenty-first century, malaise 
in the democratic world took several distinct forms. The first was the out
right reversal of democratic gains that had occurred in countries such as 
Russia, Venezuela, and Iran, where elected leaders were busy dismantling 
democratic institutions by manipulating elections, closing down or buying 
independent TV and newspaper outlets, and clamping down on opposition 
activities. Liberal democracy is more than majority voting in elections; it 
is a complex set of institutions that restrain and regularize the exercise of 
power through law and a system of checks and balances. In many coun
tries, official acceptance of democratic legitimacy was accompanied by 
the systematic removal of checks on executive power and the erosion of 
the rule of law. 

In other cases, countries that seemed to be making a transition from 
authoritarian government got stuck in what the analyst Thomas Carothers 
has labeled a "gray zone;· where they were neither fully authoritarian nor 
meaningfully democratic.6 Many successor states to the former Soviet 
Union, like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in Central Asia, found themselves 
in this situation. There had been a broad assumption in the years follow
ing the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 that virtually all countries were tran
sitioning to democracy and that failures of democratic practice would be 
overcome with the simple passage of time. Carothers pointed out that this 
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"transition paradigm'' was an unwarranted assumption and that many au
thoritarian elites had no interest in implementing democratic institutions 
that would dilute their power. 

A third category of concern has to do not with the failure of political 
systems to become or remain democratic but rather their failure to deliver 
the basic services that people demand from their governments. The mere 
fact that a country has democratic institutions tells us very little about 
whether it is well or badly governed. This failure to deliver on the promise 
of democracy poses what is perhaps the greatest challenge to the legiti
macy of such political systems. 

An example of this was Ukraine. Ukraine surprised the world in 2004 
when tens of thousands of people turned up in Kiev's Maidan Square to 
protest manipulation of that country's presidential election. These protests, 
which came to be known as the Orange Revolution, triggered a new elec
tion and the rise of the reformer Viktor Yushchenko as president. Once in 
power, however, the Orange Coalition proved utterly feckless, and Yush
chenko himself disappointed the hopes of those who supported him. The 
government quarreled internally, failed to deal with Ukraine's serious cor
ruption problem, and presided over a meltdown of the economy during the 
2008-2009 global financial crisis. The result was the election in early 2010 
of Viktor Yanukovich, the very man accused of stealing the 2004 election 
that had triggered the Orange Revolution in the first place. 

Many other species of governance failure plague democratic countries. 
It is well understood that Latin America has the highest level of economic 
inequality of any region in the world, in which class hierarchies often cor
respond to racial and ethnic ones. The rise of populist leaders like Hugo 
Chavez in Venezuela and Evo Morales in Bolivia is less a cause of instabil
ity than a symptom of that inequality and the feeling of social exclusion 
felt by many who are nominally citizens. Persistent poverty often breeds 
other kinds of social dysfunctions, like gangs, narcotrafficking, and a gen
eral feeling of insecurity on the part of ordinary people. In Colombia, 
Mexico, and El Salvador, organized criminality threatens the state itself 
and its basic institutions, and the failure to deal effectively with these 
problems has undermined the legitimacy of democracy. 

India, to take another example, has been a remarkably successful de
mocracy since its independence in 1947-an achievement all the more 
remarkable given its poverty, ethnic and religious diversity, and enormous 
size. (Why a longer historical view of Indian political development should 
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lessen our surprise is the subject of chapters 10-1 2.) Nonetheless, Indian 
democracy, like sausage making, looks less appealing the closer one gets 
to the process. Nearly one-third oflndian legislators, for example, are un
der some form of criminal indictment, some for serious crimes like mur
der and rape. Indian politicians often practice an overt form of patronage 
politics, in which votes are traded for political favors. The fractiousness of 
Indian democracy makes it very hard for the government to make major 
decisions on issues like investments in major infrastructure projects. And 
in many Indian cities, glittering high-tech centers of excellence exist next 
to African-style poverty. 

The apparent chaos and corruption of democratic politics in India has 
frequently been contrasted to the quick and efficient decision making of 
China. Chinese rulers are not constrained by either a rule of law or demo
cratic accountability; if they want to build a huge darn, bulldoze neighbor
hoods to make way for highways or airports, or mount a rapid economic 
stimulus package, they can do so far more quickly than democratic India. 

A fourth broad source of political anxiety concerns the economy. 
Modern global capitalism has proved to be productive and wealth-creating 
beyond the dreams of anyone living before the year 1 800. In the period 
following the oil crises of the 1970s, the size of the world economy almost 
quadrupled,7 and Asia, based on its openness to trade and investment, saw 
much of its population join the developed world. But global capitalism has 
not found a way to avoid high levels of volatility, particularly in the finan
cial sector. Global economic growth has been plagued by periodic finan
cial crises, striking Europe in the early 1 990s, Asia in 1 997- 1 998, Russia 
and Brazil in 1998- 1 999, and Argentina in 200 1 .  This instability culmi
nated, perhaps with poetic justice, in the great crisis that struck the United 
States, the home of global capitalism, in 2008-2009. Free markets are nec
essary to promote long-term growth, but they are not self-regulating, par
ticularly when it comes to banks and other large financial institutions. The 
system's instability is a reflection of what is ultimately a political failure, 
that is, the failure to provide sufficient regulatory oversight both at a na
tional and an international level. 8 

The cumulative effect of these economic crises has not necessarily been 
to undermine confidence in market-based economics and globalization as 
engines of economic growth. China, India, Brazil, and any number of other 
so-called emerging market countries continue to perform well economically 
based on their participation in global capitalism. But it is clear that the 
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political job of finding the right regulatory mechanisms to tame capital
ism's volatility have not yet been found. 

P O L I T I CA L  D E C AY 

The latter point suggests an urgent but often overlooked area of concern 
about democracy's future. Political institutions develop, often slowly and 
painfully, over time, as human societies strive to organize themselves to 
master their environments. But political decay occurs when political sys
tems fail to adjust to changing circumstances. There is something like a 
law of the conservation of institutions. Human beings are rule-following 
animals by nature; they are born to conform to the social norms they see 
around them, and they entrench those rules with often transcendent mean
ing and value. When the surrounding environment changes and new chal
lenges arise, there is often a disjunction between existing institutions and 
present needs. Those institutions are supported by legions of entrenched 
stakeholders who oppose any fundamental change. 

American political institutions may well be headed for a major test of 
their adaptability. The American system was built around a firm conviction 
that concentrated political power constituted an imminent danger to the 
lives and liberty of citizens. For this reason, the U.S. Constitution was de
signed with a broad range of checks and balances by which different parts 
of the government could prevent other parts from exercising tyrannical 
control. This system has served the country well, but only because at cer
tain critical junctures in its history when strong government was necessary, 
it was possible to forge the consensus to bring it about through the exercise 
of political leadership. 

There is unfortunately no institutional guarantee that the system as 
designed will always check tyrannical power yet allow exercises of state 
authority when the need arises. The latter depends in the first instance on 
the existence of a social consensus on political ends, and this has been 
lacking in American political life in recent years. The United States faces a 
series of large challenges, mostly related to fixing its long-term fiscal situa
tion. Over the past generation, Americans have spent money on them
selves without paying their own way through taxation, a situation that has 
been exacerbated by years of too-easy access to credit and overspending on 
both a household and governmental level. The long-term fiscal shortfall 
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and foreign indebtedness threaten the very basis of American power around 
the world, as other countries like China gain in relative stature.9 

None of these challenges is so enormous that it cannot be resolved 
through timely, if painful, action. But the American political system, which 
should facilitate the formation of consensus, is instead contributing to the 
problem. The Congress has become highly polarized, making the passage 
of legislation extremely difficult. For the first time in modern history, the 
most conservative Democrat in Congress is more liberal than the most 
liberal Republican. The number of seats in Congress won by a margin of 
10 percent or less, meaning that they are up for grabs by either party, has 
fallen steadily from nearly two hundred in the late nineteenth century to 
only a little more than fifty in the early 2000s. Both political parties have 
become much more ideologically homogeneous, and deliberative debate 
between them has deteriorated.10 These kinds of divisions are not histori
cally unprecedented, but in the past they have been overcome by strong 
presidential leadership, which has not been forthcoming. 

The future of American politics rests not just in politics but also in soci
ety. The polarization of Congress reflects a broad trend toward the growing 
homogenization of neighborhoods and regions, as Americans sort them
selves out ideologically by where they choose to live. 1 1  The trend towards 
associating only with like-minded people is strongly amplified by the me
dia, where the proliferation of communication channels ends up weakening 
the shared experience of citizenship. 1 2  

The American political system's ability to  deal with its fiscal challenges 
is affected not just by the Left-Right polarization of Congress but also by 
the growth and power of entrenched interest groups. Trade unions, agri
businesses, drug companies, banks, and a host of other organized lobbies 
often exercise an effective veto on legislation that hurts their pocketbooks. 
It is perfectly legitimate and indeed expected that citizens should defend 
their interests in a democracy. But at a certain point this defense crosses 
over into the claiming of privileges, or a situation of gridlock where no 
one's interests may be challenged. This explains the rising levels of populist 
anger on both the Right and Left that contribute to polarization and reflect 
a social reality at odds with the country's own legitimating principles. 

The complaint by Americans that the United States is dominated by 
elites and powerful interest groups reflects the reality of increasing in
come and wealth inequality in the period from the 1970s to the early 2000s. 1 3  
Inequality per se has never been a big problem in American political cul-
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lure, which emphasizes equality of opportunity rather than of outcomes. 
But the system remains legitimate only as long as people believe that by 
working hard and doing their best, they and their children have a fair shot 
at getting ahead, and that the wealthy got there playing by the rules. 

The fact is, however, that rates of intergenerational social mobility are 
far lower in the United States than many Americans believe them to be, 
and lower than in many other developed countries that traditionally have 
been regarded as rigid and stratified. 14 Over time, elites are able to protect 
their positions by gaming the political system, moving their money off
shore to avoid taxation, and transmitting these advantages to their children 
through favored access to elite institutions. Much of this was laid bare 
during the financial crisis of 2008-2009, when it became painfully clear 
that there was little relationship between compensation in the financial 
services sector and real contributions to the economy. The industry had 
used its considerable political muscle to dismantle regulation and over
sight in the previous decade, and continued to fend off regulation in the 
crisis's aftermath. The economist Simon Johnson suggested that the power 
of the financial oligarchy in the United States was not too different from 
what exists in emerging market countries like Russia or Indonesia. 1 5  

There is no automatic mechanism by which political systems adjust 
themselves to changing circumstances. The story of the failure to adjust, 
and thus the phenomenon of political decay, is told in later pages of this 
volume. There was no necessary reason why the Mamluk Sultanate in Egypt 
couldn't have adopted firearms earlier to meet rising external threats, as 
the Ottomans who ultimately defeated them did; nor was it inevitable that 
emperors in the late Ming Dynasty in China would fail to tax their citizens 
adequately to support an army that could defend the country from the 
Manchus. The problem in both cases was the enormous institutional iner
tia existing behind the status quo. 

Once a society fails to confront a major fiscal crisis through serious in
stitutional reform, as the French monarchy did after the failure of the Grand 
Parti in 1557, it is tempted to resort to a host of short-term fixes that erode 
and eventually corrupt its own institutions. These fixes involved giving in 
to various entrenched stakeholders and interest groups, who invariably 
represented people with wealth and power in French society. The failure to 
balance the country's budget led to bankruptcy and the delegitimization of 
the state itself, a course that finally terminated in the French Revolution. 

The United States is not in nearly as serious a moral and fiscal crisis as 
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ancien regime France. The danger, however, is that its situation will con
tinue to worsen over time in the absence of some powerful force that will 
knock the system off its current dysfunctional institutional equilibrium. 

FANTA S I E S  O F  STAT E L E S S N E S S  

A common thread links many of our contemporary anxieties about the 
future, from authoritarian backsliding in Russia to corruption in India, to 
failed states in the developing world, to entrenched interest groups in con
temporary American politics. It concerns the difficulties of creating and 
maintaining effective political institutions, governments that are simultane
ously powerful, rule bound, and accountable. This might seem like an obvi
ous point that any fourth grader would acknowledge, and yet on further 
reflection it is a truth that many intelligent people fail to understand. 

Let's begin with the question of the receding of the third wave and the 
democratic recession that has taken place around the world in the 2000s. 
The reasons for our disappointments in the failure of democracy to spread 
do not lie, I would argue, on the level of ideas at the present moment. Ideas 
are extremely important to political order; it is the perceived legitimacy of 
the government that binds populations together and makes them willing to 
accept its authority. The fall of the Berlin Wall marked the collapse of one 
of democracy's great competitors, communism, and the rapid spread of 
liberal democracy as the most widely accepted form of government. 

This is true up to the present, where democracy, in Amartya Sen's 
words, remains the "default" political condition: "While democracy is not 
yet universally practiced, nor indeed universally accepted, in the general 
climate of world opinion democratic governance has achieved the status 
of being taken to be generally right:' 16 Very few people around the world 
openly profess to admire Vladimir Putin's petronationalism, or Hugo 
Chavez's "twenty-first-century socialism;' or Mahmoud Ahmadinejad's 
Islamic Republic. No important international institution endorses any
thing but democracy as the basis for just governance. China's rapid growth 
incites envy and interest, but its exact model of authoritarian capitalism is 
not one that is easily described, much less emulated, by other developing 
countries. Such is the prestige of modern liberal democracy that today's 
would-be authoritarians all have to stage elections and manipulate the 
media from behind the scenes to legitimate themselves. Not only has to-
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talitarianism virtually disappeared from the world; authoritarians pay a 
compliment to democracy by pretending to be democrats. 

Democracy's failure, then, lies less in concept than in execution: most 
people around the world would strongly prefer to live in a society in which 
their government was accountable and effective, where it delivered the 
sorts of services demanded by citizens in a timely and cost -effective way. 
But few governments are actually able to do both, because institutions are 
weak, corrupt, lacking capacity, or in some cases absent altogether. The 
passion of protesters and democracy advocates around the world, from 
South Africa to Korea to Romania to Ukraine, might be sufficient to bring 
about "regime change" from authoritarian to democratic government, but 
the latter will not succeed without a long, costly, laborious, and difficult 
process of institution building. 

There is in fact a curious blindness to the importance of political insti
tutions that has affected many people over the years, people who dream 
about a world in which we will somehow transcend politics. This particular 
fantasy is not the special province of either the Left or the Right; both have 
had their versions of it. The father of communism, Karl Marx, famously 
predicted the "withering away of the state" once the proletarian revolution 
had achieved power and abolished private property. Left-wing revolution
aries from the nineteeth-century anarchists on thought it sufficient to de
stroy old power structures without giving serious thought to what would 
take their place. This tradition continues up through the present, with the 
suggestion by antiglobalization authors like Michael Hardt and Antonio 
Negri that economic injustice could be abolished by undermining the sov
ereignty of states and replacing it with a networked "multitude:'" 

Real-world Communist regimes of course did exactly the opposite of 
what Marx predicted, building large and tyrannical state structures to 
force people to act collectively when they failed to do so spontaneously. 
This in turn led a generation of democracy activists in Eastern Europe to 
envision their own form of statelessness, where a mobilized civil society 
would take the place of traditional political parties and centralized gov
ernments. 18 These activists were subsequently disillusioned by the realiza
tion that their societies could not be governed without institutions, and 
when they encountered the messy compromises required to build them. 
In the decades since the fall of communism, Eastern Europe is democratic, 
but it is not thereby necessarily happy with its politics or politicians. 19  

The fantasy of statelessness most prevalent on the Right is that the 
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market economy will somehow make government unnecessary and irrel
evant. During the dot-com boom of the 1990s, many enthusiasts argued 
along the lines of the former Citibank CEO Walter Wriston that the world 
was experiencing a "twilight of sovereignty;"0 in which the political pow
ers traditionally exercised by states were being undermined by new infor
mation technologies that were making borders impossible to police and 
rules difficult to enforce. The rise of the Internet led activists like John 
Perry Barlow of the Electronic Frontier Foundation to issue a "Declara
tion of Independence of Cyberspace:' where governments of the industri
alized world were told, "You are not welcome among us. You have no 
sovereignty where we gather."21 A global capitalist economy would replace 
the sovereignty of democratic governments with the sovereignty of the 
market: if a legislature voted for excessive regulation or restricted trade, it 
would be punished by the bond market and forced to adopt policies 
deemed rational by global capital markets. 22 Fantasies of a stateless world 
have always found a sympathetic audience in the United States, where 
hostility to the state is a staple of American political culture. Libertarians of 
various stripes have suggested not just rolling back an overgrown welfare 
state but also abolishing more basic institutions like the Federal Reserve 
Board and the Food and Drug Administration.23 

It is quite legitimate to argue that modern governments have grown 
excessively large, and that they thereby limit economic growth and indi
vidual freedom. People are right to complain about unresponsive bureau
cracy, corrupt politicians, and the unprincipled nature of politics. But in 
the developed world, we take the existence of government so much for 
granted that we sometimes forget how important it is, and how difficult it 
was to create, and what the world would look like without certain basic 
political institutions. 

It is not only that we take democracy for granted; we also take for 
granted the fact that we have a state at all that can carry out certain basic 
functions. Fairfax County, Virginia, a suburb of Washington, D.C., where 
I lived for many years, is one of the richest counties in the United States. 
Every winter, potholes appear in the county's roads as a result of the sea
sonal freezing and thawing after winter storms. And yet by the end of the 
spring, all of those potholes get magically filled so no one has to worry 
about breaking an axle in one. If they don't get filled, the residents of Fair
fax County get angry and complain about the incompetence of local gov
ernment; no one (apart from a few specialists in public administration) 



THE NECESSITY OF POLITICS 1 3  

ever stops t o  think about the complex, invisible social system that makes 
this possible, or why it takes longer to fill potholes in the neighboring 
District of Columbia, or why potholes never get filled in many developing 
countries. 

Indeed, the kinds of minimal or no-government societies envisioned 
by dreamers of the Left and Right are not fantasies; they actually exist in 
the contemporary developing world. Many parts of sub-Saharan Africa 
are a libertarian's paradise. The region as a whole is a low-tax utopia, with 
governments often unable to collect more than about IO percent of GDP in 
taxes, compared to more than 30 percent in the United States and 50 per
cent in parts of Europe. Rather than unleashing entrepreneurship, this low 
rate of taxation means that basic public services like health, education, and 
pothole filling are starved of funding. The physical infrastructure on which 
a modern economy rests, like roads, court systems, and police, are miss
ing. In Somalia, where a strong central government has not existed since 
the late 1980s, ordinary individuals may own not just assault rifles but also 
rocket-propelled grenades, antiaircraft missiles, and tanks. People are free 
to protect their own families, and indeed are forced to do so. Nigeria has 
a film industry that produces as many titles as India's famed Bollywood, 
but films have to earn a quick return because the government is incapable 
of guaranteeing intellectual property rights and preventing products from 
being copied illegally. 

The degree to which people in developed countries take political insti
tutions for granted was very much evident in the way that the United 
States planned, or failed to plan, for the aftermath of its 2003 invasion of 
Iraq. The U.S. administration seemed to think that democracy and a mar
ket economy were default conditions to which the country would auto
matically revert once Saddam Hussein's dictatorship was removed, and 
seemed genuinely surprised when the Iraqi state itself collapsed in an orgy 
of looting and civil conflict. U.S. purposes have been similarly stymied in 
Afghanistan, where ten years of effort and the investment of hundreds of 
billions of dollars have not produced a stable, legitimate Afghan state. 24 

Political institutions are necessary and cannot be taken for granted. A 
market economy and high levels of wealth don't magically appear when 
you "get government out of the way"; they rest on a hidden institutional 
foundation of property rights, rule of law, and basic political order. A free 
market, a vigorous civil society, the spontaneous "wisdom of crowds" are all 
important components of a working democracy, but none can ultimately 
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replace the functions of a strong, hierarchical government. There has been 
a broad recognition among economists in recent years that "institutions 
matter": poor countries are poor not because they lack resources, but be
cause they lack effective political institutions. We need therefore to better 
understand where those institutions come from. 

G E T T I N G  TO D E N M A R K  

The problem of  creating modern political institutions has been described 
as the problem of "getting to Denmark;' after the title of a paper written by 
two social scientists at the World Bank, Lant Pritchett and Michael Wool
cock. 25 For people in developed countries, "Denmark" is a mythical place 
that is known to have good political and economic institutions: it is stable, 
democratic, peaceful, prosperous, inclusive, and has extremely low levels 
of political corruption. Everyone would like to figure out how to transform 
Somalia, Haiti, Nigeria, Iraq, or Afghanistan into "Denmark," and the in
ternational development community has long lists of presumed Denmark
like attributes that they are trying to help failed states achieve. 

There are any number of problems with this agenda. It does not seem 
very plausible that extremely poor and chaotic countries could expect to 
put into place complex institutions in short order, given how long such 
institutions took to evolve. Moreover, institutions reflect the cultural val
ues of the societies in which they are established, and it is not clear that 
Denmark's democratic political order can take root in very different cul
tural contexts. Most people living in rich, stable developed countries have 
no idea how Denmark itself got to be Denmark-something that is true 
for many Danes as well. The struggle to create modern political institutions 
was so long and so painful that people living in industrialized countries 
now suffer from a historical amnesia regarding how their societies came 
to that point in the first place. 

The Danes themselves are descended from the Vikings, a ferocious 
tribal people who conquered and pillaged much of Europe, from the Medi
terranean all the way to Kiev in southern Ukraine. The Celtic peoples who 
first settled the British Isles, as well as the Romans who conquered them, 
and the Germanic barbarians who displaced the Romans, were all origi
nally organized into tribes much like those that still exist in Afghanistan, 
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central Iraq, and Papua New Guinea. So were the Chinese, Indians, Arabs, 
Africans, and virtually all other peoples on earth. They owed primary obli
gation not to a state but to kinfolk, they settled disputes not through courts 
but through a system of retributive justice, and they buried their dead on 
property held collectively by groups of kin. 

Over the course of time, however, these tribal societies developed politi
cal institutions. First and foremost was the centralized source of authority 
that held an effective monopoly of military power over a defined piece of 
territory-what we call a state. Peace was kept not by a rough balance of 
power between groups of kin but by the state's army and police, now a stand
ing force that could also defend the community against neighboring tribes 
and states. Property came to be owned not by groups of kinfolk but by indi
viduals, who increasingly won the right to buy and sell it at will. Their rights 
to that property were enforced not by kin but by courts and legal systems 
that had the power to settle disputes and compensate wrongs. 

In time, moreover, social rules were formalized as written laws rather 
than customs or informal traditions. These formal rules were used to or
ganize the way that power was distributed in the system, regardless of the 
individuals who exercised power at any given time. Institutions, in other 
words, replaced individual leaders. Those legal systems were eventually 
accorded supreme authority over society, an authority that was seen to be 
superior to that of rulers who temporarily happened to command the 
state's armed forces and bureaucracy. This came to be known as the rule 
oflaw. 

Finally, certain societies not only limited the power of their states by 
forcing rulers to comply with written law; they also held them account
able to parliaments, assemblies, and other bodies representing a broader 
proportion of the population. Some degree of accountability was present 
in many traditional monarchies, but it was usually the product of informal 
consultation with a small body of elite advisers. Modern democracy was 
born when rulers acceded to formal rules limiting their power and subor
dinating their sovereignty to the will of the larger population as expressed 
through elections. 

The purpose of this book is to fill in some of the gaps of this historical 
amnesia, by giving an account of where basic political institutions came 
from in societies that now take them for granted. The three categories of 
institutions in question are the ones just described: 
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I. the state 
2. the rule of law 
3. accountable government 

A successful modern liberal democracy combines all three sets of in
stitutions in a stable balance. The fact that there are countries capable of 
achieving this balance constitutes the miracle of modern politics, since it 
is not obvious that they can be combined. The state, after all, concentrates 
and uses power, to bring about compliance with its laws on the part of its 
citizens and to defend itself against other states and threats. The rule of 
law and accountable government, on the other hand, limit the state's 
power, first by forcing it to use its power according to certain public and 
transparent rules, and then by ensuring that it is subordinate to the will of 
the people. 

These institutions come into being in the first place because people find 
that they can protect their interests, and the interests of their families, 
through them. But what people regard as self-interest, and how they are 
willing to collaborate with others, depends critically on ideas that legiti
mate certain forms of political association. Self-interest and legitimacy 
thus form the cornerstones of political order. 

The fact that one of these three types of institutions exists does not 
imply that the others do so as well. Afghanistan, for example, has held 
democratic elections since 2004 but has an extremely weak state and is 
unable to uphold laws in much of its territory. Russia, by contrast, has a 
strong state and holds democratic elections, but its rulers do not feel 
bound by a rule of law. The nation of Singapore has both a strong state and 
a rule of law bequeathed to it by its former British colonial masters but 
only an attenuated form of democratic accountability. 

Where did these three sets of institutions originally come from? What 
were the forces that drove their creation and the conditions under which 
they developed? In what order were they created, and how did they relate 
to one another? If we could understand how these basic institutions came 
into being, we could then perhaps better understand the distance that 
separates Afghanistan or Somalia from contemporary Denmark. 

The story of how political institutions developed cannot be told with
out understanding the complementary process of political decay. Human 
institutions are "sticky"; that is, they persist over time and are changed 
only with great difficulty. Institutions that are created to meet one set of 
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conditions often survive even when those conditions change or disappear, 
and the failure to adapt appropriately entails political decay. This applies to 
modern liberal democracies encompassing the state, rule of law, and ac
countability as much as to older political systems. For there is no guarantee 
that any given democracy will continue to deliver what it promises to its 
citizens, and thus no guarantee that it will remain legitimate in their eyes. 

Moreover, the natural human propensity to favor family and friends
something I refer to as patrimonialism-constantly reasserts itself in the 
absence of strong countervailing incentives. Organized groups-most of
ten the rich and powerful-entrench themselves over time and begin de
manding privileges from the state. Particularly when a prolonged period 
of peace and stability gives way to financial and/or military crisis, these 
entrenched patrimonial groups extend their sway, or else prevent the state 
from responding adequately. 

A version of the story of political development and political decay has 
of course been told many times before. Most high schools offer a class on 
the "rise of civilization;· which presents a broad overview of the evolution 
of social institutions. A century ago, the historical account presented to 
most American schoolchildren was highly Euro-, and indeed, Anglocen
tric. It might have begun in Greece and Rome, then progressed through 
the European Middle Ages, the Magna Carta, the English Civil War and 
Glorious Revolution, and thence perhaps on to 1 776 and the writing of the 
U.S. Constitution. Today, such curricula are far more multicultural and 
incorporate the experiences of non-Western societies like China and In
dia as well, or else dwell on history's marginalized groups like indigenous 
peoples, women, the poor, and so on. 

There are several reasons to be dissatisfied with the existing literature 
on the development of political institutions. First, much of it is not com
parative on a sufficiently broad scale. It is only by comparing the experi
ence of different societies that we can begin to sort through complex causal 
factors that explain why certain institutions emerged in some places but 
not in others. A lot of theorizing about modernization, from the massive 
studies of Karl Marx to contemporary economic historians like Douglass 
North, has focused heavily on the experience of England as the first coun
try to industrialize. The English experience was exceptional in many ways 
but is not necessarily a good guide to development in countries differently 
situated. 

The multicultural approaches that have displaced this narrative in re-
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cent decades are not for the most part seriously comparative. They tend to 
select either positive stories of how non-Western civilizations have con
tributed to the overall progress of humankind, or else negative ones about 
how they were victimized. One seldom finds serious comparative analysis 
of why an institution developed in one society but not in another. 

The great sociologist Seymour Martin Upset used to say that an observer 
who knows only one country knows no countries. Without comparison, 
there is no way of knowing whether a particular practice or behavior is 
unique to the society in question or common to many. Only through com
parative analysis is it possible to link causes, like geography, climate, tech
nology, religion, or conflict, to the range of outcomes existing in the world 
today. In doing so, we might be able to answer questions like the following: 

• Why are Afghanistan, the jungle regions of India, the island nations 
of Melanesia, and parts of the Middle East still tribally organized? 
Why is China's default condition to be ruled by a strong, centralized 
government, while India has never seen that degree of centraliza
tion except for very brief periods over the past three millennia of its 
history? 
Why is it that almost all of the cases of successful authoritarian 
modernization-countries like South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and 
China-are clustered in East Asia, rather than in Africa or the Mid
dle East? 
Why have democracy and a strong rule of law taken root in Scan
dinavia, while Russia, subject to similar climactic and geographical 
conditions, experienced the growth of unconstrained absolutism? 
Why have countries in Latin America been subject to high inflation 
and economic crises repeatedly over the past century, while the United 
States and Canada have not? 

The historical data presented in this book are interesting precisely 
because they shed light on the present and explain how different political 
orders came to be. But human societies are not trapped by their pasts. If 
modern states emerged in China or Europe as a result of certain factors 
like the constant need to prepare for and fight wars, this does not neces
sarily mean that weak states in Africa today must replicate this experience 
if they are to modernize. Indeed, I will argue in Volume 2 that the condi
tions for political development today are very different from what they 




