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Abstract

This paper investigates the political origins of Europe’s economic rise by examining
the emergence of increasing ruler durability in Western Europe when compared with
the Islamic world. While European rulers were less durable than their Muslim counter-
parts in 800 CE, Christian kings became increasingly long-lived compared to Muslim
sultans whose rule became less stable over time. The “break date” in Western Euro-
pean political stability coincides with the emergence of feudal institutions, suggesting
a first step in a political evolution that eventually led to medieval parliaments and
the emergence of a unique degree of constraint imposed on many Western European
sovereigns. While feudal institutions served as the basis for military recruitment by
FEuropean monarchs, Muslim sultans relied on mamlukism — or the use of military
slaves imported from non-Muslim lands. Dependence on mamluk armies limited the
bargaining strength of local notables vis-a-vis the sultan, hindering the development
of a productively adversarial relationship between ruler and local elites. We argue that
Muslim societies’ reliance on mamluks, rather than local elites as the basis for military
leadership, may explain why the Glorious Revolution occurred in England, not Egypt.
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1 Introduction

An influential literature sees the roots of the industrial revolution in Europe’s unique in-
stitutional framework.! While it seems increasingly clear that growth-friendly, sovereign-
constraining institutions including respect for property rights and the rule of law were key to
the emergence of sustained economic development in Europe, the current literature struggles
to explain both how such institutions emerged and why they were initially limited to western
Europe.

Recent studies focusing on the evolution of European institutions generally begin their
analyses after the year 1500 CE, while noting the peculiarity of Europe’s “initial” institu-
tional framework. For example, in the conclusion of their seminal study of the evolution of
English institutions following the Glorious Revolution, North and Weingast (1989) acknowl-
edge that English institutions provided abnormal checks on the sovereign from an early (e.g.,
medieval) date. Similarly, Acemoglu et al. (2005) note that European political institutions
established prior to 1500 CE already placed “significant checks on the monarch.”

A distinguished line of scholars has stressed the feudal origins of European institutional
exceptionalism. Montesquieu (1989 [1748], p. 619) was an early proponent of this line of
thought arguing that feudalism “diminished the whole weight of lordship.”? Recent schol-
arship suggests that feudalism coincided with a rise of a powerful landed aristocracy that
proved instrumental in constraining the sovereign through the development of medieval par-
liaments.> Van Zanden et al. (2010) provide an historical treatment of the emergence of
European parliaments, arguing that these institutions ultimately facilitated medieval eco-
nomic and institutional development.

This paper uses data on ruler duration in Western Europe and the Islamic world to
investigate the origins of European institutional exceptionalism. We begin by document-
ing that after 1100 CE rulers in Christian Western Europe (henceforth referred to inter-
changeably as Latin Europe or Europe) remained in power for significantly longer than their
Muslim counterparts. This pattern is robust to geographic controls and restricting the sam-
ple to the Iberian Peninsula, where geography, state size and institutional heritage (e.g.,
Roman/Germanic) can be held constant in a non-parametric manner. Without further in-
terpretation — and in a reduced-form manner — this result suggests that Latin European
institutions gave these states an economic advantage over their Muslim counterparts roughly
after the year 1100 CE.* Trend break algorithms are used to investigate the origins of the
increase in European political stability. Results identify a break in Latin European political
stability in the year 790 CE. This date approximately coincides with the midpoint of Charle-
magne’s (768-814 CE) reign and is consistent with an influential historical literature stressing
the Carolingian origins of both feudalism and European institutional exceptionalism.

!For the economic importance of Western European institutional arrangements see among a large litera-
ture North and Weingast (1989), De Long and Sheifer (1993), Acemoglu et al. (2005), North et al. (2009),
Acemoglu and Robinson (nd).

Max Weber (1978, p. 1082) viewed feudalism as approximating constitutional government. Others
have claimed that “the institutional history of Europe, even of the United States, goes back to the age of
Charlemagne” (Ganshof, 1968, p. ix) and that feudalism laid “the critical institutional groundwork upon
which liberal democracy was built” (Downing 1992, p. 18).

3See Strayer (1970) and Downing (1989).

4See Alesina et. al (1996) for a discussion of the link between political stability and economic development.



If the “feudal revolution” (Duby 1978) was the key to the divergence of Western Europe
from the rest of the world, what was it about feudalism that promoted both stability and
economic growth? And how did feudal institutions compare to methods of social control and
organization in the Islamic world? Weakened by the Muslim invasions, European monarchs
lacked the financial resources to exclusively outsource their military needs to foreign mer-
cenaries. The feudal relationships which emerged served as the basis for military human
resources. The landed nobility of Europe emerged as the “warrior class” of society. When
monarchical abuses emerged, European barons were able to impose forms of executive con-
straint on European kings that laid the foundation for more secure property rights and the
rule of law. Sultans in the Muslim world, by contrast, inherited more capable bureaucracies
from conquered Byzantine and Sassanid lands and introduced mamlukism — or the use of
slave soldiers imported from non-Muslim lands — as the primary means of elite military
recruitment. Mamluks — completely segregated from the local population — swore their
allegiance to the sultan alone. Local elites in the Muslim world did not serve as the source
of elite military recruitment and, thus, were poorly positioned to impose the types of con-
straints on the executive that became evident in Europe.® Mamlukism — as an institution
— enabled the ruler to bypass local elites in the raising of a military, leading to a concen-
trated, but brittle, form of power held by Muslim sovereigns compared to their European
counterparts.’

Empirical analysis of ruler duration data is consistent with this mechanism and with
theories stressing the importance of political shocks as an impetus for generating Europe’s
unique institutional arrangements. We provide evidence that Furope was significantly more
politically stable — and European sovereigns more constrained — than rulers in the Muslim
world prior to the New World discoveries. In addition, the results are compatible with the
analysis in Acemoglu et al. (2001, 2002, 2006, 2008) that suggests that economic downturns
can facilitate institutional changes.”

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The second section provides an
historical narrative of our theory. The third section documents that rulers in the Latin West
remained in power longer than those in the Islamic world after 1100 CE, and uses trend
break algorithms to locate the start of the increase during the rule of Charlemagne. The
fourth section investigates observable implications associated with the causal channel we

5This pattern suggests a “reversal of fortune” though operating through a different mechanism than de-
scribed by Acemoglu et al. (2002). While Acemoglu et al. (2002) focus on the institutional reversal achieved
in scarcely populated, underdeveloped areas, the reversal we propose is one where fiscal and administrative
capacity actually hindered long-term economic prosperity by providing Islamic dynasties with the means to
avoid bargaining with their own elite populations.

6Mamlukism, in fact, became a defining feature of Muslim polities; indeed, the phenomenon of “slaves
on horses” spread across Muslim dynasties and continued for a period of more than 800 years. Slaves on
Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity is the title of Patricia Crone’s influential study of mamlukism
in the medieval Islamic world. She writes that rather than being a “topsy-turvy vision” slaves on horses
became in Islam the most “everyday of sights” (Crone 2003, 79).

"We view our results as complementary to other studies of the rise of the West. For example, by the end
of our sample, political stability appears to decrease in much of Western Europe. Evidence suggesting that
the Atlantic discoveries positively affected the evolution of some Western European entities (Acemoglu et al.
2005) while negatively affecting others (Drelichman and Voth 2008) is fundamental to understanding why
the sovereign-constraining institutions of the Middle Ages survived to a greater extent in some areas than
in others.



have described. A fifth section concludes.

2 Historical Narrative

In 1188 CE, Alfonso IX (1188-1230) of Leén (Spain) convened the world’s first parliament. By
the 13" century similar institutional arrangements had spread throughout Western Europe.
One scholar has summarized the importance of this development by noting:

“Late medieval Europe had numerous political characteristics that distinguished
it from other major world civilizations. These characteristics, the most important
of which were representative assemblies, constituted a basis for liberal democracy,
which provided Europe with a predisposition toward democratic political insti-
tutions” (Downing 1992, p. 3).

If the emergence of representative parliamentary institutions marks the start of Europe’s
political and economic development culminating in the industrial revolution of the 18" and
19*" centuries, understanding the origins of these institutions is foundational. Yet explaining
how Europe came to develop growth-promoting political institutions is virtually impossi-
ble through an examination of Europe alone. Indeed, understanding the determinants of
sustained economic growth in Europe demands comparison with an appropriate historical
counterfactual case or set of cases. As a result, we explore the roots of the European eco-
nomic “miracle” through an examination of the political origins of institutional divergence
in the Christian and Muslim worlds prior to 1500 CE.

2.1 Feudalism, Parliaments and the Rise of Europe

The usual narrative describing the birth of representative, sovereign-constraining political
institutions begins with the collapse of the Western Roman Empire.® The fiscal position of
the Germanic successor states to the Roman Empire tended to be weak. Unable to fund
military expenditure through tax receipts, European rulers sought other avenues for raising
armies. The innovations introduced by Charlemagne marked a pivotal change. Lacking the
capacity to introduce a system of tax collection, Charlemagne required landholders to con-
tribute troops instead of funds. This change increased the power of large landlords in two
ways. First, small, independent landowners pooled their lands with those of larger landhold-
ers to avoid having to offer themselves up to in military service. As individual landholders
began to “aggregate up,” large landowners emerged who could ensure the cultivation of land
while distributing the burden of military service across the larger body of peasants. Second
and contemporaneously, European kings, like Charlemagne, required mounted troops, not
just infantrymen, as a result of the introduction of the stirrup. The technological innovation

8The decline of Rome as a location of centralized authority was accompanied by a depopulation of
urban centers as Roman citizens began moving to the countryside. The move to manors, and subsequent
development of manorialism, was motivated by a search for basic food security. Egypt was long known to be
the breadbasket of the Roman Empire. With the empire’s decline, trade between North Africa and Europe
deteriorated to the point that former urban dwellers began to gravitate to manors where they might engage
in agricultural production.



of the stirrup meant that “mounted shock combat” became the norm in warfare and the
large investment required to purchase a horse and armor for battle meant that monarchs
needed to recruit individuals with wealth to serve as the mounted military elite (White
1962). Mounted warriors, or knights, were often compensated for their service to the king
through land grants.” Military service and loyalty were expected in exchange for control of
land (North et al. 2009, p. 79). European barons operating in the feudal system entered
battle with their own, privately financed equipment, archers, and associated infantry. Such
individuals often enjoyed opportunities to increase their landholdings or other forms of ad-
vancement as a result of their fighting. Together, the methods of military recruitment that
emerged in medieval Europe came to be known as the feudal system.'® The net result of
these innovations was the creation of a landed aristocracy in Western Europe.!!

Strayer (1970) provides a particularly compelling discussion at the feudal system and
its consequences for state development. He argues that in the weakened and cash-strapped
environment of early medieval Europe, “standing armies or permanent officer corps were
unthinkable” (Strayer 1970, 27). Feudalism, characterized by its “fragmentation of political
power” (1970, p. 14), emerged whereby rulers would raise armies on an as-needed basis
by offering inducements of land or other privileges in exchange for support. While the
system might appear to work against the creation of an effective state in the short run,
Strayer argues that ultimately such a system “...can become a basis for state-building”
(1970, p. 15). Although he does not bring any systematic empirical data to bear on this
question, he argues that there was a notable increase in Western European political stability
following the year 1000 and it was this stabilization of the political scene that allowed for an
economic revival that included higher levels of agricultural production, population growth
and a revitalization of long-distance commerce (Strayer 1970, 19).1> He finds that during
this period of deepening political stability, the basic components of the modern state began
to appear in Europe (Strayer 1970, 34).

The stability of European monarchs evolved hand-in-hand with both increased economic
opportunities and growing constraints on the executive. Europe’s more stable political envi-
ronment contributed to the rise of towns and a nascent commercial revolution that became

9Eventually European rulers transformed feudal obligations into revenue as vassals paid to commute their
service, allowing for the cultivation of standing and mercenary armies (Levi 1989, p. 106).

10The definition of feudalism is much debated. Here, we define feudalism as a system of military mobiliza-
tion and organization distinct from manorialism, the economic system that provides the basis for feudalism.

1The process that led to the disintegration of the classical (Roman) institutional framework and the emer-
gence of a decentralized “feudal” framework remains a topic of scholarly division. A competing hypothesis to
the one put forward here was introduced in the first half of the 20" century by renowned Belgian historian
Henri Pirenne. Pirenne advanced the controversial hypothesis that the Islamic invasions of the Mediter-
ranean basin in the 7t and 8" centuries were the key catalyst leading to the emergence of feudalism and
FEurope’s unique subsequent institutional development. He claimed that these invasions cut trade between
the northern and southern Mediterranean and the subsequent disappearance of trade led to a sharp drop in
tax revenues, forcing rulers in what is today France to compensate their military with land. Pirenne saw the
empowerment of the aristocracy complete by the reign of Charlemagne. He famously remarked that “[t]he
Empire of Charlemagne was the critical point of the rupture by Islam of the European equilibrium” (Pirenne
(1980 [1939], p. 234).

12 A variety of studies show that by the late medieval period, interest rates in Western Europe had begun
to decline dramatically [e.g, see Clark (1988), Clark (2007) and Epstein (2000)], perhaps also a result of the
increased political stability that we identify.



apparent beginning in the 12! century. Peasants seeking to opportunities to sell handicrafts
and agricultural surplus sought out small markets and fairs. Markets were only able arise in
places where political stability allowed for defense from bandits and marauders. The nature
of elite military recruitment under feudalism also led monarchical abuses to be self-limiting.
Barons — who served as vassals to the king — had the military means by which to rebel
and demand satisfaction of their grievances (Breay 2002). The independent military power
of the barons allowed for a degree of bargaining strength vis-a-vis the monarchy as barons
could either rebel against the king or support an opposition figure who might give in to their
demands in exchange for support.

English barons, for example, came to limit the power of kings in a number of meaningful
ways. The promulgation of the Magna Carta in 1215 and eventual establishment of an
English parliament populated by knights and barons in 1265 serve as a useful example.
Under feudal institutions, the king had the right to demand “military service...whereby
kings expected their vassals to contribute either in men or in money to armies” that might
either serve domestically or overseas (Holt 1992, p. 30). Military service was a source of
“widespread and perennial acrimony” between the king and his vassals (Holt 1992, 78). King
John’s loss of Normandy in 1204 led to a growing reliance on local barons for both men and
money. The Magna Carta — which reflected a greater acceptance of baronial demands than
King John had hoped to make — was signed in June 1215 with a “renewal of homage and
fealty” on the part of English barons (Holt 1992, p. 189). The Magna Carta was a direct
product of both King John’s military failures and his future needs, where “war was the
compulsive urgency behind administrative experiment” (Holt 1992, p. 24-5).® The Magna
Carta laid the groundwork for future demands to limit the power of the monarch in England.
Over time, a coalition of English elites established credible constraints on the executive with
the Glorious Revolution of 1688, allowing for property rights and security from arbitrary
taxation that ultimately encouraged economic growth (North and Weingast 1989).

Feudalism represented a meaningful fragmentation of political authority.!* Kings — while
the technical heads of government in their respective territories — had ceded considerable
strength to local strongmen who enjoyed both public and private power, including control
over public goods provision and land and rental income (Bisson 1994). In the face of divided
and decentralized political power, how were European sovereigns able to increase their length
of rule? Our argument is that more consensual government — as it emerged in Europe, with
roots in medieval feudalism — enjoyed an advantage in terms of political stability. Forced by
economic weakness to bargain and negotiate with local elites, European monarchs developed
forms of political organization that exhibited a flexibility which trumped forms of more
absolutist rule. These governmental forms sharply with political organization and military
recruitment in the Islamic world during the same time period.

13 At around the same time European monarchs on the continent were also ceding liberties to vassals and
barons (Holt 1992, p. 25-6). The Golden Bull of 1222 in Hungary laid out the rights of knights and counts
under the feudal system (Holt 1992, p. 77-8). Regional parliaments in France were established in the 13th
century. The English parliament began to meet regularly beginning in 1295 (Bosker et al. 2010).

14See Bisson (1994) for more on this point.



2.2 The Islamic Equilibrium

“The kingdoms known to history have been governed in two ways: either by a
prince and his servants, who, as ministers by his grade and permission, assist in
governing the realm; or by a prince and by barons... Examples of these two kinds
of government in our own time are the Turk and the King of France” (Machiavelli
1903 [1532], p. 14-15).

The Islamic world provides an important comparison to Western Europe.'® Like the Latin
West, Muslim states ruled over some of the wealthiest Roman provinces and had access to
the institutional heritage of ancient Greece, Rome and the Germanic states. Muslim states
also controlled some areas that eventually reverted to Latin control. And, like Christian
Europe, the Islamic world possessed a politically influential “clergy.”

Yet, feudalism — with its complex system of interlocking rights and obligations — did not
emerge in the Islamic world. Despite being largely agrarian, no “landed aristocracy or gen-
try” materialized (Crone 1999, p. 322) nor did nascent parliamentary institutions develop.
How were Muslim rulers able to circumvent the emergence of the type of landed aristocracy
that proved so critical to constraining monarchs in Europe? This section argues that diver-
gence in the nature of elite military recruitment provides a convincing explanation for why
Christian Europe was ultimately able to develop growth-friendly political institutions. We
argue that Muslim reliance on mamluks — or military slaves imported from non-Muslim
lands — weakened state-society relations and hindered the development of impersonal polit-
ical institutions. The widespread use of mamluks in the Islamic world limited the bargaining
leverage enjoyed by local elites vis-a-vis the sultan, thus handicapping the development of
the type of productively adversarial (and mutually dependent) relationship between ruler
and ruled that emerged in Europe and which became the basis for forms of executive con-
straint. This is because mamluks were characterized by both “cultural dissociation” as a
result of their emigration from a distant locale and “personal dependence” on the sultan who
served as their master (Crone 2003, p. 79). Thus, while European rulers were negotiating
with local gentry to raise armies for matters of defense, Islamic rulers bypassed local elites
by creating highly-skilled armies of foreigners who had no ties to the existing gentry and
swore allegiance directly to the sultan.

Historians of the medieval Islamic world have come to describe the introduction and
eventual widespread adoption of mamluk institutions as a uniquely Islamic phenomenon.
A mamluk is generally described as a military slave, though the term also refers to such
individuals after their emancipation (Irwin 1986, p. 3).1® Mamluks might better be defined
as elite military slaves given the fact that they were typically well-trained and generously
paid.'” As such, mamluks were not prototypical slaves, but rather military elite who might

15Tslam first emerged in the Arabian peninsula in the 7th century and within one-hundred years, Arab
Muslims came to occupy territory from the Iberian Penninsula to the Indus Valley after successful attacks
on the Sassanid, Byzantine and other empires.

16How can we think about mamluks in comparison to mercenaries that were frequently employed alongside
skilled knights and town militias in Europe during this period? While mercenaries might be hired for a
particular military campaign, offering their services to the highest bidder, mamluks were bought as slaves,
often as children, and then carefully trained in the military arts to serve a particular sultan.

1"While homeborn freemen were still used as foot soldiers, the “crack troops” (Crone 2003, p. 80) or



serve in positions like falconer, provincial governor or treasurer (Irwin 1986, 4).1%

Who became mamluks? The most sought after mamluks were of tribal origin imported
from areas “marginal to the settled Islamic world” (Crone 2003, p. 78) like the Cauca-
sus (including present-day Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan) and Transoxania (including
present-day Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan).!® Imported as children, mamluks of-
ten underwent years of training which sought to both imbue them with military skills but
also to encourage their loyalty to the sultan (Pipes 1981, p. 9).

A number of factors made mamluks from the Caucuses and Transoxania (henceforth
described as “Turks” or Turkish mamluks) particularly valuable. Pipes suggests that one
advantage Turks may have had over non-Turks in their recruitment as mamluks is related
to the stirrup. He writes that the introduction of the stirrup “enhanced the power of the
peoples living where horses could be raised — primarily in the steppe lands and in deserts
— and reduced the strength of peoples living in densely inhabited areas” (1981, p. 57).
Hodgson also points out the “steppes formed the most outstanding source of young slaves”
as a result of the “boyhood military training as horsemen” (1977, p. 399). In addition, living
in the mountains, deserts and steppes of Central Asia and the Caucasus, Turkish mamluks
were raised under conditions of extreme hardship, leading them to be both healthy and lean
(Pipes 1981, p. 78).2

In order to stem the “corruption” of military slaves from the luxuries of settled life,
mamluk institutions created a disconnect between the soldier slaves and local society. To
deter the mamluks from being able to develop ties to either the local population or home-born
troops, the mamluks were kept in “strict isolation” (Crone 1999, p. 319). Mamluks typically
bore their Turkish names, even after their conversion to Islam, and predominantly used
Turkish when speaking to one other with often superficial knowledge of the local language
(Ayalon 1994b, p. 16-7). Mamluks were mainly married to female slaves from their countries
of origin rather than local women (Ayalon 1994b, p. 16). The sons of mamluks (who did not
enjoy mamluk status themselves) more frequently married women from the local population
thus offering one opportunity for assimilation into non-mamluk society (Ayalon 1994b, p.

“backbone” (Ayalon 1994b, p. 17) of the sultan’s army typically consisted of soldier slaves.

18Mamluks were first introduced by the Abbasids in the 9th century as a retinue of three to four thousand
Turks of non-Muslim origin (Crone 1999, p. 319). This new army of crack troops became the basis for
the sultan’s strength (Kennedy 2004, p. 159). Mamluk armies were quickly adopted by numerous Muslim
polities (Ayalon 1994a, p. 25) and spread across the settled areas of the Islamic world (Crone 2003, p. 79).

Y Though less common, black Africans also served as mamluks (Irwin 1986, p. 5). Fellow Muslims could
not be enslaved and as “People of the Book,” Christians and Jews were also protected from slavery and thus
not eligible to serve as mamluks (Irwin 1986, p. 9).

20The medieval Arab historian Ibn Khaldun offers other ideas for why soldiers brought up in marginal
areas enjoyed a huge advantage over those recruited from more settled districts. Marginal areas existed
separate from governmental authority forcing local peoples to develop a sense of group solidarity, or what
Ibn Khaldun calls ‘asabiyya. To protect themselves from the harsh environmental conditions and attack,
these communities developed codes of honor and social structures for defense (Pipes 1981, p. 78). In practice,
it is likely that all of these factors contributed to the desirability of Turks as mamluks. Those individuals
that survived to be recruited as military slaves were not only physically powerful but also natural horsemen
who were imbued with the group solidarity that would make for ideal soldiers to serve the sultan. Soldier
slaves from Greece, India, Sub-Saharan Africa and other areas on the fringe of the Islamic world did exist
but were not sought after like the Turks.



16-7).21 A mamluk, then, was characterized by both his “personal dependence” on his
master, the sultan, as well as his “cultural dissociation” (Crone 2003, p. 74) given both his
foreign origin and the development of practices that kept him highly removed from the local
populace.

There is no consensus in the existing literature regarding why mamlukism emerged and
spread throughout the Islamic world.?? In particular, why didn’t medieval Muslim sultans
use indirect rule as we observe emerged in Europe? Patricia Crone offers perhaps the most
compelling explanation for why mamlukism arose in the Islamic world. Crone compares
the Abbasids explicitly to the Carolingians — their contemporaries — who also faced the
challenge of creating a polity for which their past experience offered no model. She writes,
“both fell back on private ties, and in both cases, the outcome was political fragmentation.
But because the fiscal and administrative machinery survived in the east, the Abbasids could
simply buy the retainers they needed, and so they lost their power not to lords and vassals
but to freedmen [i.e., manumitted mamluks]” (Crone 1999, p. 326, emphasis added).?* This
suggests that the superior economic position of the Muslim rulers allowed them to import
the military support that they needed rather than to develop a system of feudalism where a
king delegated land to lords.?*

Imported military slaves were thought to be “safest to rely on” by a sultan (Marshall
1977, p. 399), offering the “most efficient defense” of the ruler’s interests (Lapidus 1973).
Indeed, according to one observer, the “principal deterrent to the sultan’s overthrow was
the strength and loyalty of the royal mamluks” (Dols 1977, p. 148). If a “well-controlled”
mamluk army could bring political stability to a polity, an uncontrolled one was a potential
source of regime breakdown and disintegration (Crone 2003, p. 84). In some cases, sultans
found themselves “imprisoned” by their own “praetorian guard” (Lapidus 1973, p. 37-8)

2!Many of the factors that favored Turkish mamluks from marginal areas of the Caucuses and Central Asia
were not transferable across generations suggesting that there were both religious and practical reasons for
not allowing mamluk status to be passed from father to son. As the qualities that made Turkish mamluks
so valuable were not innate but rather acquired characteristics (Pipes 1981, 81), a sultan’s stock of military
slaves had to be constantly renewed. Maintaining military slaves was a costly proposition, then, forcing a
large percentage of state resources into a human capital investment that required constant renewal.

22The mamluk institution can be considered a “specifically Muslim institution” as it came to be nearly
ubiquitous in the Islamic world and yet totally absent in both the pre-Islamic Middle East as well as the
non-Islamic world (Crone 2003, p. 80).

23Glaves were not permitted to exercise jurisdiction over freemen, and, as such, Mamluks were typically
manumitted prior to their first military engagement (Irwin 1986, p. 9). The practice of both converting
and freeing a mamluk prior to battle had the important consequence of barring him from passing on mam-
luk status to his children (Irwin 1986, p. 9). As a result, the sons of mamluks could not belong to the
mamluk aristocratic caste that emerged (Ayalon 1994c, p. 205) with important consequences for issues of
intergenerational exchange.

24This perspective is largely consistent with other prominent accounts. According to Mann (1986, p. 393),
Europe at this time had a “fairly primitive economy” where “no lord could generate the liquid wealth to pay
a large number of mercenaries. The only solution was land grants, which gave the vassal soldier a potentially
autonomous power base.” Similarly, White (1962, p. 29) describes the Christian west in the 8th century
as being a much less sophisticated economy than that found in the Islamic world or the empires which it
conquered. According to White (1962, 29), “the bureaucracy of the Carolingian kingdom was so slender that
the collection of taxes by the central government was difficult.” Given the expenses associated with raising a
military force in an era of mounted shock combat, like horses and armor military service became “a matter
of class” (White 1962, p. 30).



who were successful at usurping power from within (Pipes 1981, 91). Purchasing slaves —
who needed to be constantly replenished — was also quite expensive, leading to economic
problems for many regimes (Pipes 1981, p. 88). In many places, military slaves came to
threaten the very dynasties that had trained them, eventually establishing their own slave
sultanates (Pipes 1981, p. 23; Dale 2010, p. 16).

Perhaps more pernicious than the direct challenge mamlukism posed on stability was
the long-term impact of mamlukism on state-society relations. Military slaves who “had
no roots in or commitments to local communities” were responsible for collecting taxes,
maintaining order and controlling important resources — the result was a highly exploitative
system (Lapidus 1973, p. 39). As a result of their reliance on military slaves, sultans found
themselves “alienated from the mass of their subjects” (Lapidus 1973, p. 37-8).%°

The provision of military service in medieval Europe, then, was highly decentralized in
contrast to the mamluk system where military slaves constituted a centrally-located and
ethnically distinct, indeed alien, caste. Mamluks were unable to transform themselves into a
“hereditary landed baronage,” in part because of the “impossibility of transmitting mamluk
status to one’s children” (Irwin 1986, p. 8).26 Thus, while Western Europe saw a strength-
ening of lords who were responsible for defense of the land (Duby 1974, p. 43; p. 162), the
Muslim world saw a deterioration in the bargaining strength of the aristocracy as control
of the means of violence became dominated by a caste of military slaves.?” The relative
bargaining strength of the gentry vis-a-vis the ruler has proven to have profound implica-
tions for the development of executive constraint and the creation of impersonal economic
institutions.

3 Political Stability in Europe and the Islamic World

Scholars have argued that the political institutions that emerged in Western Europe in the
late Middle Ages proved to be growth-enhancing. Thus far, we have offered an historical
narrative stressing the Carolingian origins of European institutional exceptionalism with a
discussion of Islamic political institutions as a contrasting case. In this section, we explore
the empirical implications associated with these ideas, particularly as they relate to political
stability.

25Extractive institutions, which allow the leadership to siphon off resources from the rest of society, also
discourage both investment and development (Acemoglu et al. 2002).

26 According to Crone, Islam became unique among civilizations in terms of the extent to which government
service ceased to be associated with land ownership (Crone 2003, p. 87). While military slaves did enjoy the
ability to serve as tax collectors through the granting of igta’ (Islamic land grant), Crone points out that
“slave soldiers were no barons” as the igta’ did not invest the soldiery with land in a way comparable to the
European fief (Crone 2003, p. 87).

2TA related argument is put forward by Levi (1989) who finds that the relative bargaining power of
monarchs against their resource rich constituents was the key variable in explaining divergence in political
development in early modern France and England.
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3.1 Data

This section uses data on the duration of rulers drawn from Bosworth (1996) and Morby
(1989). Bosworth’s book deals exclusively with the Islamic world and contains data on ruler
duration in 186 dynasties. Morby’s book is entitled Dynasties of the World and provides
ruler durations for dynasties across the world and across history with “an admitted emphasis
on Europe and on its roots in the ancient world” (Morby 1989, p. vii).

While both Bosworth and Morby attempt to provide as comprehensive an overview as
possible, each author admits that their works may omit less important dynasties. Conse-
quently, the data set we use in this analysis can be viewed as a non-random sample of the
population of leaders that ruled in both the Islamic world and in Western Europe. Analysis
not included here suggests that selection problems do not appear to be a first order concern,
however.

We restrict our sample to rulers that assumed power before the year 1500. This was done
in order to focus on the evolution of political stability in the period prior to the Atlantic
discoveries. The dynasties in the European and Islamic worlds are presented in Tables 1
and 2. The number of rulers contained in the sample in each one-hundred year period is
provided below the horizontal line. For most of the period covered by the data, the number
of political entities is similar in both regions. Tables 3 and 4 present summary statistics by
regions as defined by Bosworth (1996) and Morby (1989).

3.2 Political Stability in Europe

Throughout the remainder of the paper we use ruler duration as a proxy for political stability
and will refer to ruler duration and political stability interchangeably. Figure 1 details the
evolution political stability in non-Islamic Western Europe and the Islamic world. The
moving average calculated with 100 lag years is graphed for both Western Europe and the
Islamic world starting in the year 650 CE.

In Western Europe, the average ruler appears to have remained in power for approxi-
mately ten years prior to the year 800. After this date, the data show an increase in ruler
duration to roughly 16 years. After this jump, ruler durations slowly trend upwards until
approximately the year 1200 CE. After 1200 CE, European ruler duration stabilizes and
exhibits a downward trend at the end of the sample. In the Islamic world, the average ruler
remains in power for roughly 15 years until the year 1200 CE. After this date, the average
ruler’s duration in power appears to decrease to around 12 years.

We can test the differences between ruler durations in the Islamic world and Latin Europe
by estimating the following equation:

durationtrc = dc + 57“ + Z Qe - WEt ' dc + Xt,rc7 + Etre (1)
c>600

where duration,.. is the duration in power of rulers who begin their reigns in year ¢,
in region r and in century ¢, WE; is a dummy indicating whether the ruler was in power
in non-Muslim Western Europe, d. denotes century dummies, d, denotes region dummies,
Xire is a vector of additional covariates and ey, is the disturbance term. The «, are the
parameters of interest and provide an estimate of the differences in ruler duration between
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rulers who assumed power in non-Islamic Western Europe and those who rose to power in the
Islamic world. Columns 1 and 2 of Table 1 show the mean duration values for European and
Islamic world rulers, respectively. Columns 3-5 provide estimates of a.. Column 3 presents
the results omitting all covariates. The fourth column adds region and geography controls.?8
The fifth column restricts the sample to the Iberian peninsula where geography and state
size (particularly in the interval 1000,1100 CE) were similar.

Regardless of the specification, the statistical pattern is clear: Latin Europe became
statistically more stable than the Islamic world around the year 1100 CE.

3.3 The Origins of European Political Stability

To investigate the origins of the observed increase in European political stability we limit the
sample to non-Muslim Western-Europe and consider the following multiple linear regression
with m breaks (m+1 regimes):

duration, = fo+t0; +¢e; t=T;1+1,..,T; (2)

for j=1,....m+1. Here the variable duration, is the mean value of ruler duration for rulers
who assumed power at year t. The data identify one break point in the year 790 CE.?? This
break point has a 95% confidence interval comprising [755 CE, 855 CEJ. The fitted values
from Equation 1 are plotted in Figure 2. This break date is robust to the specification
chosen and implies a discrete jump in political stability in the year 790 CE of approximately
six years, followed by a statistically significant change in the trend of duration over time.?"
Figure 3 charts the F-statistic over time; the identified break date of 790 CE is indicated
with a vertical line.

4 Empirical Implications of Possible Causal Channels

The empirical results show that rulers assuming power in Christian Western Europe remained
in power for longer periods than their counterparts in the Islamic world after the year 1100
CE. Trend break algorithms suggest that the roots of this divergence can be found at the
end of the eighth century CE.

We now turn to exploration of the causal mechanism that we have argued generates this
result. We view this analysis as preliminary, since data limitations do not allow us to pin
down the causal channels leading to the observed increase in ruler duration with certainty.

28Region controls correspond to those described in Tables 3 and 4. Geography controls include variables
for the ruggedness of terrain, elevation, malaria, distance to coast and Roman influence as used in Nunn and
Qian (forthcoming).

29We use the theoretical framework developed by Bai (1997, 1997b, 1999) and Bai and Perron (1998 2003).
We use the BIC criteria to select the number of breaks using 15% trimming and setting the maximum number
of breaks equal to 5.

30The data rarely identified more than one breakpoint in our experimentation with alternative specifica-
tions. One exception occurred when we fitted a simple step function to the data, in which case the breakdates
790 CE [734,852] and 1055 CE [963,1104] were identified (95% confidence intervals in brackets). Since the
R? was similar in both specifications we decided to retain the more parsimonious of the two specifications.
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In this section we seek to investigate whether the data are consistent with the historical
narrative developed earlier in the paper.

4.1 Effect of Executive Constraint on Ruler Duration

The estimated break date of 790 CE falls in the middle of Charlemagne’s reign and is
consistent with the general consensus among historians that a new political equilibrium
emerged in Western Europe during the Carolingian Empire. Our historical focus stresses the
rise of a powerful landed aristocracy beginning with Charlemagne. This hypothesis suggests
that the political power of this landed aristocracy increased over time, leading to a gradual
transfer of power (e.g., control over monetary rents, public goods and the legal system) from
the sovereign to his “vassals” (e.g., the landed aristocracy).
Downing concisely summarizes these ideas as follows:

“[t|he key to the rough balance between crown and nobility lies in the incom-
plete collapse of the Carolingian Empire in the ninth century and [...] then [the]
contestation between the prince and local centers of power. Within this dual
sovereignty emerged compromises, power sharing, and a climate of partial trust
and partial mistrust that formed much of medieval constitutionalism” (1989, pp.
214-215).

The intuition behind how a decrease in the sovereign’s political control can lead to an
increase in his duration in power is straightforward. Decentralizing power lowers the payoff
from successful revolt against the monarch for the aristocracy. In other words, the develop-
ment of a landed aristocracy with political power decreases the “wedge” between the payoft
to the aristocracy versus the payoff to the sovereign. If the cost of overthrowing the sovereign
remains constant, the smaller wedge between payoffs to the king and the aristocracy should
lead to revolts in fewer states of the world. While it is possible that the cost of overthrowing
the sovereign also declined as political power flowed to his vassals, this point is far from
obvious based on our reading of the historical record. Indeed, decentralization of political
power appears to have made coordination across nobles more difficult and costly.

To better understand the extent to which the increase in ruler stability in Western Europe
is indicative of constrained monarchs we use the metric developed by De Long and Shleifer
(1993) to measure constraints on the sovereign. We use their metric to create a dummy
variable Constrained that is equal to zero if De Long and Shleifer classify the period as
“Prince” (i.e., absolutist and non-feudal) and one otherwise. To expand their metric, we
assign the variable Constrained the value one if De Long and Shleifer do not provide a
classification and the ruler assumed power in a political entity that had convened at least
one parliament in that century; a value of zero is recorded otherwise.?!

Equipped with this metric we run the regression:

duration.. = d. + 6, + Z a. - Constrained; - d. + X,,.7 + Etre (3)
>600

31The parliament variable is provided in Van Zanden et al. (2010).
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The regression results associated with Equation 3 are presented in Table 2. Column 1
presents mean differences for the entire sample of rulers, both Christian and Muslim. Since
there is no variation in the dummy variable C'onstrained prior to the year 1000 CE, the first
four one-hundred year intervals are omitted. Column 2 considers variation identified by De
Long and Shleifer within Latin Europe. Columns 3 and 4 add region and geography dummies
to the results presented in Columns 1 and 2. Column 5 reports the effect of constraint on
ruler duration within fixed (e.g., current) geographical boundaries. The F-statistic testing
the null hypothesis that all of the a. terms are jointly zero is presented in the row labeled
F-Test (p-values are in brackets). Results are consistent with the claim that duration is
positively related to constraint on the sovereign.

4.2 Constraints on the Sovereign and Intra-Dynasty Stability

The evolution of ruler duration within dynasties provides an additional opportunity to test
if political stability is a reflection of increasing constraints on the sovereign. We begin by
creating a variable measuring the order in which a ruler falls in the dynastic chain. This
metric is equal to 1 for the founder of the dynasty, 2 for the next ruler, etc.

If a ruler is unconstrained, we expect his time in power to be a strong function of his
(sovereign-specific) human capital (Jones and Olken 2005). Moreover, we expect the founder
of a dynasty to be highly endowed with such capital. Inasmuch as rule remains within a
given family we also expect sovereign human capital to mean-revert over time. If correct,
this dynamic should produce a downward relationship between the place the ruler occupies
in a given dynastic chain and his time in power. On the other hand, if a ruler is constrained
as a result of feudal, or other, institutions this should mitigate the expected downward
relationship between a sovereign’s place in the dynastic order and his duration in power. The
intuition is that when sovereigns are constrained as a result of the institutional framework,
sovereign-specific human capital should matter less.

These predictions are consistent with the data linking ruler location in a dynastic chain
and his duration. Figure 3 presents the non-parametric relationship (lowess smoother with
bandwidth 0.8) between the sovereign’s order in his dynasty and his duration in power.
Again, we use our slightly expanded coding of De Long and Shleifer data on executive
constraint. The dotted line includes the sample of Western European sovereigns before the
year 1000 CE. The solid line includes sovereigns in the Islamic world. For both pre-1000 CE
Western Europe and the Islamic world sample, we observe a downward-sloping curve that
is consistent with the hypothesis of an unconstrained sovereign and human capital mean
reversion. The broken line in Figure 3 presents the “constrained” cases in the Western
European sample after the year 1000 CE. These results show that the negative relationship
between a ruler’s place in the dynasty and his duration in power largely disappears and ruler
duration may even increase within dynasty when there exists constraint on the executive.

5 Conclusion

The Empire of Charlemagne was the critical point of the rupture [...] of the
European equilibrium (Pirenne 1980 [1939], p. 234).
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Western Europe was considered an economic backwater in 1000 CE; indeed, the biggest
cities in the Muslim world at this time were larger then any European city would be until
the seventeenth century (De Long and Shleifer 1993). By 1000 CE, however, the fortunes
of European political leaders were already improving when compared to their peers in the
Islamic world in ways that were probably imperceptible to rulers, elites and citizens of those
societies. This study provides the first empirical evidence that Europe’s medieval institu-
tional arrangements were rooted in the Carolingian Empire. We find that political stability
in Western Europe underwent a “structural break” in the year 790 CE — the midpoint of
the reign of Charlemagne, a pioneer in the introduction of feudal social institutions. By the
year 1100 CE the average Western European ruler’s tenure was significantly longer than his
counterpart’s reign in the Muslim world. This result provides the first empirical support (to
the best of our knowledge) for a distinguished line of scholarship that stresses the emergence
of feudalism as an important early step in the economic and political rise of Western Europe.

Although data limitations do not allow us to pinpoint the exact causal mechanism gen-
erating the increase in Western European political stability, the results are consistent with
a literature stressing the importance of economic and political shocks following the collapse
of the Western Roman Empire in empowering a landed aristocracy. This literature stresses
that the landed aristocracy slowly gained power during centuries of economic downturn.
Eventually, this aristocracy was able to place unusual constraints on the sovereign. These
constraints prepared the way for the emergence of parliaments and medieval Europe’s unique
institutional framework. We find empirical evidence consistent with the hypothesis that Eu-
ropean sovereigns faced increasing checks on their power after the introduction of feudal
institutions.

The growth in both stability and prosperity of Western Europe closely paralleled the de-
cline in the economic fortunes of the Islamic world. While both medieval European monar-
chies and Islamic dynasties cultivated the types of personalistic ties typical of North et
al.’s “natural state” (2009), we have argued that the interdependent military, political and
economic relationships that developed in Europe under feudalism laid the basis for more im-
personal forms of political organization down the line, including institutionalized executive
constraint. North et al. (2009) offer some ideas for how to go from a “natural state” — like
the type of state that existed in both the medieval Islamic and Christian worlds — to an
open access order — or a state characterized by limits on violence and institutions which
effectively constrain abuses of power.?? Muslim rulers, unlike their European counterparts,
had the administrative and financial capacity to import slaves from outside of their realms
to provide military services; Muslim rulers were not, however, able to effectively discipline
this military force through non-military means. European rulers found themselves forced
to pay their militaries through land grants, a process which eventually created a powerful,
landed and independent military class. In this sense, Poggi’s observation that “the ‘feudal
state’ is one that undermines itself” (1978, p. 26) is correct; medieval kings, operating from
a position of financial weakness and limited state capacity, had no choice but to offer fiefs as
payment to elites who provided rulers with military support. Feudalism led this emergent
“warrior class” to be “rooted in the land” (Poggi 1978, p. 32) in a way that was very distinct

32In the North et al. (2009, p. 170) account, the way that society limits and controls violence is an
important “doorstep condition” to the development of growth-producing institutions.
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from the nature of military recruitment and remuneration in the Islamic world. The landed
nobility in Kurope were able to eventually extract both concessions and protections from
the state, leading to the rise of medieval parliaments and the types of institutions that are
believed to be growth-inducing.

This suggests that the Muslim world fell behind because of the inability of Muslim sultans
to be credibly constrained. This explanation is distinct from, and complementary to, recent
work which has argued that Islamic institutions, like Muslim inheritance laws and charitable
endowments, played a crucial role in the region’s economic underdevelopment (Kuran 2004;
Kuran 2009; Kuran 2010a; Kuran 2010b) as well as a focus on the collectivist nature of
“Eastern” societies and the negative externalities associated with informal monitoring and
punishment mechanisms (Grief 1994). According to our account, by the time of the New
World discoveries European rulers were already uniquely constrained compared to their Mus-
lim counterparts. Although trade and colonialism may have enabled both good (Acemoglu et
al. 2005) and bad (Drelichman and Voth 2008) institutional change in European countries,
these conclusions suggest that the uniquely European emergence of checks on the sovereign
predated the discovery of the Americas.
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Table 5: Political Stability and the Rise of Europe

Length of Rule (Years)
Euro Islam  Euro minus Islam

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

(600, 700] 10.78 13.50 -2.72 2.25 -
(1.61) (340) (3.76) (457) ()
(700, 800] 10.84 14.20 -3.36 1.43 -10.67
(0.71)  (3.23) (3.31) (3.90) (2.71)
(800, 900] 16.02 15.63 0.39 5.00 0.25
(154)  (1.95) (248) (3.00) (2.33)
(900, 1000] 18.13 14.79 3.35 6.34 -14.54
(1.69)  (1.02) (1.96) (2.52) (5.04)
(1000, 1100] 16.11 13.28 283 572  9.62
(1.22)  (1.15) (1.67) (1.86) (2.44)
(1100, 1200] 21.28 15.08 6.21 10.73 18.58
(1.45)  (0.90) (1.70) (3.40) (3.40)
(1200, 1300] 21.64 11.24 10.40 15.31 10.65
(1.18)  (1.19) (1.67) (2.01) (8.11)
(1300, 1400] 20.78 12.09 8.69 13.56 11.46
(124)  (117) (L70) (2.04) (1.26)
(1400, 1500] 19.96 1142 854 13.76 23.61
(L44)  (1.15) (1.84) (2.17) (2.25)
N 1329 1705 3034 2943 292
Region Dummies? No No No Yes No
Geography Controls?  No No No Yes No
Sample All All All All  Iberia

Notes: standard errors clustered by political entity in parentheses.
See text for details.

28



Table 6: Constraints on the Sovereign and Political Stability

Length of Rule (Years)

(1) (2) ®3) (4) (5)
Constrained(1000,1100] 5.96  4.82 446 4.17
(2.10)  (1.15) (2.44) (2.53)
Constrained(1100,1200] 6.92  3.50 5.53  2.86
(2.06)  (0.90) (2.43) (2.93)
Constrained(1200,1300] 9.58 2.92 7.83 2.31
(2.13)  (2.36) (2.30) (2.27)
Constrained(1300,1400] 6.91  1.34 4.71  0.68
(1.97)  (2.33) (2.16) (2.25)
Constrained(1400,1500] 11.21 7.09 9.57 6.94
(2.50)  (1.15)  (2.38) (2.77)
Constrained 6.67
(1.49)
F — Test 21.73 285 849 224
0.00 [0.03] [0.00] [0.06]
N 3034 1329 3034 1307 3034
Region Dummies? No No Yes Yes No
Geography Controls? No Yes  Yes  Yes No
State Dummaes? No No No No Yes
Sample All  Latin  All  Latin  All

Notes: standard errors clustered by political entity in parentheses.

See text for details.
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