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productivity and military effectiveness might go some way to explaining why it is so
rare to have societies that are good at optimizing on both fronts.

I also think there is potentially interesting work to be done in exploring the interac-
tion between biological, cultural, and genetic conditions and how these affect societal
equilibria. As Garett Jones notes in his recent book Hive Mind (2015), low health, low
1Q societies are liable to have low discount rates and have greater difficulty supporting
complex institutions of cooperation that promote high productivity. Boix notes that
primitive stateless societies are noted for their high degree of familiarity and jovial-
ness punctuated by seemingly random acts of lethal violence that are often simply
ignored and not dealt with as systematic crimes (p. 52). While his discussion of the
underlying conditions of cooperation and equality go some way to explaining why this
might persist, he says nothing about the psychological and biological conditions that
would make such outbursts more or less common or how greater cognitive ability and
changing patience might allow for greater cooperation and less random violence, while
having rarer but more destructive wars.

Nonetheless, these are just footnotes to what is a profoundly interesting and insightful
work that should be of special interest to economic historians and to specialists in the
new institutional economics.

Jonn V.C. NYE, George Mason University
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This is a valuable book that tries to answer a question of considerable importance to
many economists: What precisely is the role of exhaustible natural resources in contrib-
uting to economic growth and well-being? This is one of the great unanswered questions
in the natural resource literature, one which is made more intriguing by the well-known
empirical finding that rich natural resource bases are no guarantee of, and may well
detract from, good economic performance. This somewhat counterintuitive finding, of
which there are various versions, including Dutch disease, resource trap, or resource
curse, has sparked a considerable effort by economists to try to better understand the
conditions under which it will be true. The stakes are high: we are talking about the
difference between judicious development of natural resources that could significantly
raise a country’s living standards, or wasting golden opportunities to benefit from
nature’s bounty, to the detriment of many.

The thesis of this book is one that will appeal to economic historians: that there
are lessons to be learned from the historical experiences of different countries as they
have developed their resource bases. Toward this end, the book has assembled a series
of historical case studies for countries from six continents. Some of these are shining
success stories, others are abject failures. The cases are contextualized within a theoret-
ical and historical framework that is laid out in the first three chapters. After that, it is off
to the races, as the reader is confronted with instance after instance of country-level expe-
riences, and cross-country comparisons, in developing natural resources and the impact
on economic performance. The overall picture is a complex one, but a key bottom-line
message is one that I suspect will resonate with many economists: that the quality of a
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country’s institutions—things like property rights definition, contract enforcement, and
internal and external security—is an important determinant of how efficiently resources
are developed and how widely the benefits accrue to the country’s citizenry. Another
important message is that the type of resource matters, the key distinction being how
concentrated (precious minerals) or widely dispersed (agricultural lands) the resource is
found to be. Here, the idea is basically: the more concentrated resources are, the more
readily rents can be expropriated by corrupt officials or private rent-seekers. Given that
countries vary dramatically with regard to both institutional quality and type of resource
endowment, it is little wonder that we have observed considerable differences in the
experiences of countries in developing their resources and the effectiveness of their
development practices in contributing to their economic performance.

The editors of this volume faced a daunting challenge: how to support with evidence
the story being told about the importance of institutions and resource types in deter-
mining whether a country would be stuck in a resource trap. The strategy they adopted
was to take the long view: in most cases examining periods spanning longer than a
century. The value in taking this long view was to be able to look at broad patterns and
to capitalize on trends and cycles in resource development, growth rates, and institu-
tional change. There was considerable value in doing this, as it was impossible to lose
sight of the forest for the trees.

It should be mentioned that there was also a cost, in terms of being able to convinc-
ingly forge the connection between institutions and the development of resources in
support of economic performance. Not in terms of the primary thesis that institutions
matter: my guess is that most readers will end up persuaded that that there is truth to
this. Rather, I suspect many readers will still be wondering how and why they matter.
When one takes a macro-, long-term mega-approach such as the one taken here, there
are so many complex connections, causal mechanisms, and moving parts, that every
conclusion one may draw about any individual causative factor seems to be condi-
tional on what else is going on. Taken as a whole, one may find within the chapters the
following partial list of factors that influence whether a resource curse will occur: type
of resource, concentration of resources, income inequality, fiscal policy, export depen-
dency, democratic institutions, colonial heritage, social capital in local communities,
factors determining receptivity to propositional knowledge, climate, and land quality.
The list goes on and on. The general conclusions drawn are based upon empirical regu-
larities in what is largely a wide-ranging qualitative analysis, in which few propositions
are actually tested, but everything seems to add up.

If done well, there is potentially considerable value in such a wide-ranging macro-
exercise. At the very least, it can show us where we stand right now in terms of what we
know and do not know, and it points us in the right direction in terms of where it might
be most fruitful to exert our analytical efforts. In my opinion, this book largely succeeds
in accomplishing exactly this. In its melding of modern economic theory, historical
evidence, and governance institutions, it provides a fine example of an approach that
many of us would probably consider to be potentially highly fruitful. My guess is that
this book will stimulate further research with a potentially significant payoff: under-
standing how to create better institutional environments for more effective development
of natural resources. All economists interested in the relationship among economic
growth, natural resource abundance, and institutional environments would do well to
read this book.

Mark Kanazawa, Carleton College
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