
GOV 94YW: COMPARATIVE POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

Professor Yuhua Wang

Spring 2021

Monday 3:00-5:00 PM (US Eastern Time)

Contact Information

Email: yuhuawang@fas.harvard.edu
Office Hours: TBA

Course Description

This course examines the historical development of different political systems in the world. How
were states formed? Why did they take different paths of development? Why are some states
strong, and others weak? Why are some states ruled by a democratically elected leader, while
others are ruled by an autocrat? How did different political institutions influence economic
development in the long term? We explore these big questions drawing materials from political
science, history, sociology, anthropology, and economic history. A major course objective is to
evaluate competing explanations and understand the roots of political development in Africa,
China, Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East.

Format

Gov 94yw will be held in a live seminar format. The class will meet live at 3-5 PM ET on
Mondays via Zoom, with participation and activities built into the class to maximize engagement
and build community.

Course Requirements

1. Class Participation: 60%. Each student is expected to attend class regularly and to contribute to
the discussion based on assigned readings. In addition, each student is responsible for leading
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off discussion for two weeks: the discussant should elaborate on the key themes and debates
within the week’s readings, the critical concepts and issues, and the theoretical
implications/missed opportunities.

The readings will be the focus of our weekly discussions, so I expect everyone to read them
carefully. After reading each article or book, you need to be able to do the following:

• Describe the main themes of the reading

• Explain what its contributions are to our understanding of politics

• Provide specific criticisms of the study (e.g., its theoretical argument, hypotheses, evidence,
analysis, etc.) and think about how you would do it differently

• Raise questions and alternative explanations about a specific argument

The success of our class discussions is heavily dependent on your doing all of these things for
each of the assigned readings. This means that when we meet as a class, you should be prepared
to discuss the themes, contributions, criticisms, and questions, and that you will be able to do so
without having to flip through the readings during class. This may take some effort, especially at
first. But the ability to summarize readings in this way is one of the most important skills you can
learn in college, one that will help you in all of your other classes.

2. Paper(s): 40%. Students are responsible for 4 short response papers (2 pages each), due the day
before class at 5pm. Two of those papers should be submitted in the weeks that you serve as
discussant.

Readings

There are no required texts to purchase for this class; all readings are available electronically on
the course website as PDFs, and consist of a mix of academic articles and book chapters.

Flexibility

All of us have been overwhelmed during the pandemic. These aren’t the circumstances in which
any of us thought we would be in, and there will undoubtedly be unexpected developments that
will arise throughout the term. Two of our guiding principles this semester will therefore be
flexibility and communication. If you are facing challenges, whether at home or on campus,
please let me know, so I can work with you to find potential solutions. Just please keep me in the
loop!
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Academic Integrity Policy

Discussion and the exchange of ideas are essential to academic work. For assignments in this
course, you are encouraged to consult with your classmates on the choice of paper topics and to
share sources. You may find it useful to discuss your response paper with your peers,
particularly if you are working on the same topic as a classmate. However, you should ensure
that any written work you submit for evaluation is the result of your own research and writing
and that it reflects your own approach to the topic. You must also adhere to standard citation
practices in this discipline and properly cite any books, articles, websites, etc. that have helped
you with your work. If you received any help with your writing (feedback on drafts, etc.), you
must also acknowledge this assistance.

Zoom Policies

Harvard University Honor Code applies to online behavior as well as in-person or classroom
behavior. You are expected to be professional and respectful when attending class on Zoom.

Course Schedule

Monday, January 25, 2021

[Introduction]

• Max Weber. “Politics as a Vocation,” in H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, eds. Max Weber:
Essays in Sociology. Oxford University Press, 1947, pp. 77–128.

Monday, February 1, 2021

[State Formation]

• Robert L. Carneiro. “A theory of the origin of the state.” Science 169.3947 (1970): 733–738.

• Mancur Olson. “The Criminal Metaphor,” from Power and Prosperity. Basic Books, 2000, pp.
3–24.

• James C. Scott. Against the Grain Yale University Press, 2017, Introduction.

Monday, February 8, 2021

[Geography and Political Development]
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• Jeff Herbst. States and Power in Africa. Princeton University Press, 2000, Chapter 5.

• Ali T. Ahmed and David Stasavage. “Origins of Early Democracy.” American Political
Science Review 114.2 (2020): 502–518.

• Jesús Fernández-Villaverde, MarkKoyama, Youhong Lin, and Tuan-Hwee Sng. “The
Fractured-Land Hypothesis.” (August 27, 2020). Available at
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3682342.

Monday, February 15, 2021 - PRESIDENT’S DAY (NO CLASS)

Monday, February 22, 2021

[External War and Political Development]

• Charles Tilly. “War Making and State Making as Organized Crime” in Peter Evans, Dietrich
Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol, Bringing the State Back In (Cambridge University Press,
1985), pp. 169–191.

• Lisa Blaydes and Christopher Paik. “The impact of Holy Land Crusades on state formation:
war mobilization, trade integration, and political development in medieval Europe.”
International Organization 70.3 (2016): 551–586.

• Didac Queralt. “War, international finance, and fiscal capacity in the long run.” International
Organization 73.4 (2019): 713–753.

Monday, March 1, 2021 - WELLNESS DAY (NO CLASS)

Monday, March 8, 2021

[Civil Conflict and Political Development]

• Dan Slater. Ordering Power Cambridge University Press, 2010, Chapter 1.

• Miguel Angel Centeno. “Blood and debt: War and taxation in nineteenth-century Latin
America.” American Journal of Sociology 102.6 (1997): 1565–1605.

• Mark Dincecco and Yuhua Wang. “Internal Conflict, Geopolitics, and State Development:
Evidence from Imperial China.” (April 28, 2020). Available at SSRN:
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3209556
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Monday, March 15, 2021

[Capital and Political Development]

• Robert H. Bates and Da-Hsiang Donald Lien. “A note on taxation, development, and
representative government.” Politics & Society 14.1 (1985): 53–70. [Skim the formal model]

• Douglass C. North and Barry R. Weingast. “Constitutions and commitment: the evolution
of institutions governing public choice in seventeenth-century England.” The Journal of
Economic History 49.4 (1989): 803–832.

• Steven CA Pincus and James A. Robinson. “What Really Happened During the Glorious
Revolution?.” In Sebastián Galiani and Itai Sened, eds. Institutions, Property Rights, and
Economic Growth: The Legacy of Douglass North. Cambridge University Press, 2014, pp.
192–222.

Monday, March 22, 2021

[Colonialism, Slave Trade, and Political Development]

• Atul Kohli. “Where do high growth political economies come from? The Japanese lineage
of Korea’s “developmental state”.” World Development 22.9 (1994): 1269–1293.

• Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James A. Robinson. “The colonial origins of
comparative development: An empirical investigation.” American Economic Review 91.5
(2001): 1369-1401.

• Nathan Nunn and Leonard Wantchekon. “The slave trade and the origins of mistrust in
Africa.” American Economic Review 101.7 (2011): 3221-52.

Monday, March 29, 2021

[Social Forces and Political Development]

• Joel S. Migdal. Strong Societies and Weak States. Princeton University Press, 1988, Chapter 1.

• Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson. “The Emergence of Weak, Despotic and Inclusive
States.” Working paper.

• Excerpt from Yuhua Wang’s book ms.
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Monday, April 5, 2021

[Strong States, Weak States]

• Mark Dincecco. “Fiscal centralization, limited government, and public revenues in Europe,
1650–1913.” The Journal of Economic History (2009): 48–103.

• Timothy Besley and Torsten Persson. “The origins of state capacity: Property rights,
taxation, and politics.” American Economic Review 99.4 (2009): 1218-44.

• Daron Acemoglu, James A. Robinson, and Ragnar Torvik. “The political agenda effect and
state centralization.” Journal of Comparative Economics (2020).

Monday, April 12, 2021

[Informal Institutions]

• Avner Greif. “Reputation and coalitions in medieval trade: evidence on the Maghribi
traders.” The Journal of Economic History 49.4 (1989): 857–882.

• Avner Greif and Guido Tabellini. “Cultural and institutional bifurcation: China and Europe
compared.” American Economic Review 100.2 (2010): 135–40.

• Excerpt from Yuhua Wang’s book ms.

Monday, April 19, 2021

[The Great (Economic) Divergence]

• Hoffman, Philip T. “The Great Divergence: Why Britain Industrialised First.” Australian
Economic History Review (2020).

• Stephen Broadberry, Hanhui Guan, and David Daokui Li. “China, Europe, and the great
divergence: a study in historical national accounting, 980–1850.” The Journal of Economic
History 78.4 (2018): 955–1000.

• Tuan-Hwee Sng and Chiaki Moriguchi. “Asia’s little divergence: State capacity in China
and Japan before 1850.” Journal of Economic Growth 19.4 (2014): 439–470.

Monday, April 26, 2021

[The Great (Political) Divergence]

• David Stasavage. “Representation and consent: why they arose in Europe and not
elsewhere.” Annual Review of Political Science 19 (2016): 145–162.
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• Lisa Blaydes and Eric Chaney. “The feudal revolution and europe’s rise: Political
divergence of the christian west and the muslim world before 1500 ce.” American Political
Science Review 107.1 (2013): 16–34.

• Mark Dincecco and Yuhua Wang. “Violent Conflict and Political Development Over the
Long Run: China Versus Europe.” Annual Review of Political Science 21 (2018): 341–358.
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