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Outline of the course

1 The Malthusian Era
2 Fundamental causes of growth

1 Geography
2 Culture
3 Institutions

1 A broad brush overview
2 Venice and medieval globalization
3 Next week: externally imposed institutions (colonialism)

3 Innovation and crises
4 Unleashing talent
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Defining institutions
North (1991)

• Institutions are the humanly devised constraints that
structure political, economic and social interaction

• informal constraints (sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions...)
• formal rules (constitutions, laws, property rights...)

• Institutions + “standard constraints”
• determine transaction and production costs
• provide the incentive structure of an economy

• Institutions evolve incrementally → history matters
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When are they needed?
Game theoretic approach, North (1991)

• “Spontaneous” cooperation easier when
• the game is infinitely repeated
• number of players is small

• Institutions usefull when spontaneous cooperation is hard
• raise the benefits of cooperation
• reduce transaction costs → gains from trade (in all levels)
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Stages of institutional evolution
According to the German historical school, North (1991)

• Local exchange (single village)
• village-level autarky, but households trade with each other
• people know each other → enforcement of individuals

(taking into account all of their actions) rather than specific actions
• little need for formal institutions

• Trade between villages
• gains from trade increase
• contracts must be made more explicit → more resources to measurement and enforcement
• no state to enforce contracts yet, but religion typically imposes standards of conduct
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Stages of institutional evolution
According to the German historical school, North (1991)

• Long-distance trade
• more gains from trade, more scope for specialization
• problems: agency issues, contract negotiation and enforcement
• solutions: use of kin, armed force to protect ship/caravan, paying for

protection to local rulers, creating standardized trade practices and merchant bodies

• “Modern” world
• economies of scale, large organizations, new technologies, industralization, urbanization
• need for effective, impersonal contract enforcement and security of property rights
• necessary to constraint ruler’s power to prevent arbitrary seizure of assets

(e.g. England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688)
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Balance between the state and the society
Acemoglu and Robinson (2019)

• Liberty: freedom from dominance
• Locke: “freedom to order their actions [...] without asking

leave, or depending upon the will of any other man”
• Hobbes: Leviathan (strong state) needed to prevent anarchy

• alternative: “continuall feare, and danger of violent death;
And the life of man solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and short”

• AR: Liberty requires strong states and strong societies
• state = state institutions and elites that control them
• society = everyone else

• The balance between state and society is essential
• states: control violence, enforce laws, provide public services
• societies: control states through norms against political

hierarchy and elites, and bottom-up mobilization
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The Narrow Corridor: The Red Queen
Acemoglu and Robinson (2019)

Power 
of the
State

Absent 
Leviathan:

The Tiv

Despotic 
Leviathan:

China

Shackled 
Leviathan:

US, UK

Power of Society

Alice in Wonderland: "Well, in our country," said Alice,
still panting a little, "you’d generally get to somewhere
else—if you run very fast for a long time, as we’ve been
doing.” “A slow sort of country!" said the Queen. "Now,
here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to
keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere
else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!"

• “Red Queen”: competition between state
and society can make both stronger

• hence the quote above

• Example: social democratic governments in
20th century Western and Northern Europe

• Hayek’s prediction: “Road to Serfdom”
• reality: increased state capacity counter-

balanced with increased power of society
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Getting in and out of the corridor
Acemoglu and Robinson (2019)

Power 
of the
State

Power of Society

Absent Leviathan:
The Tiv

Despotic 
Leviathan:

China

Shackled 
Leviathan:

US, UK

Arrow 1
Switzerland

Arrow 3
Montenegro

Arrow 2
Prussia

• Example 1: Switzerland
• conflict with the Habsburgs → cantons

unite and increase state capacity → joint
military efforts; dispute settlement
transfered from clans to state

• Example 2: Bradenburg-Prussia
• mid-17th century: monarchy constrained

by powerful estates
• Bradenburg hit hard by the Thirty Years

War → Frederick William I to the throne
in 1640, dramatically increases state
capacity → Prussia starts a journey
towards depostic, militaristic state

• Take-away: similar shocks can have very
different effects due to differences in initial
conditions. See e.g. this lecture for more.
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Patricians voting at the Sala Maggiore, Doge’s Palace, Venice. Joseph Heintz der Jüngere, 1678



The Molo and the Riva degli Schiavoni from the St. Mark’s Basin by Canaletto, 1740



Venice 800-1600
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Commercial Revolution of 950–1350 in Medieval Europe
• massive expansion of long-distance trade
• major institutional reforms

• This paper
• tracks Venice’s institutional innovations that made it remarkably

wealthy and socially mobile prior to 1300
• followed by extreme political closure, stratification, inequality
• thesis: international trade drove both developments
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Medieval Shipping Lanes
Puga and Trefler (2014)
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Figure 1: Medieval Shipping Lanes of the Eastern Mediterranean

While these newly rich merchant families were not individually powerful, within 60 years of the
re-opening of the Mediterranean sea lanes to Christian shipping they were collectively powerful
enough to significantly constrain the power of the Doge. To analyze this process, one must bear in
mind that Dogal institutions in this period present two faces. On the one hand, Doges were weak
in that they were elected and were often murdered or forced into retirement by their opponents.
They were not autocrats. See, for example, Greif (1995, 738).10 On the other hand, Doges had
wide-ranging powers that no other Venetian commanded. Cessi (1966, 270) describes the Dogal
system of the time as “quasi-tyrannical” and Lane (1973, 90) writes that “the Doge was a monarch
of unlimited power.”

These two contradictory faces of Dogal power pose a problem for us. In order to analyze
constraints on the executive we must first establish that the executive was in fact at least somewhat
powerful, even if not as powerful as claimed by Cessi and Lane. To do so we focus on one of the
more important powers that a monarch can have, namely, the ability to appoint a family member
as successor. Specifically, we consider succession from 810 (when the first Doge recognized by
Byzantium was elected) until 1328 (when the last Doge of the Serrata period died).

Figure 2 illustrates the dynastic connections among Venetian Doges from 810 until 1328.11 Time
is measured horizontally and the length of each box corresponds to the length of the term in office
of one Doge. For each Doge we go back in time to his most recent predecessor with whom he had

10Very little is know about Dogal elections; indeed, the earliest account dates from 1071, well after the 1032 constraints
on the executive were put in place. In 1071, there was no slate of candidates and the Doge was ‘elected’ by acclamation.

11The information underlying this figure and much of this subsection is available from many sources e.g., Castagnetti
(1992a). The only contemporary source for most of this period is Chronicon Venetum by John the Deacon, circa 1008. (We
use the edition by Monticolo, 1890). Since modern Dogal histories are frequently wrong, we often resort directly to the
Chronicon.

6

Increase in long-distance trade due to (a) rising incomes in Western Europe, (b) Byzantium regained control of the
Eastern Mediterranean sea lanes between 961–969
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Expansion of Venetian Long-Distance Trade
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Opening of Mediterranean shipping lanes in 976
• The Golden Bull of 1082

• reward due to Venetian naval aid to Byzantium
• duty-free access to the most important Byzantine ports
• own Quarters within Constantinople
• long-distance trade and thus the power of merchants increase

• The conquest of Constantinople in 1204
• created a Venetian colonial system in the Eastern Mediterranean

that massively expanded Venetian trade
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Implications of Increased Long-Distance Trade
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Created new rich merchants who demanded civic recognition
• new families start to appear in Dogal documents
• individually weak, but collectively managed to

significantly constrain the power of the Doge

• The Doge
• had wide-ranging powers (“monarch of unlimited power”)
• but was elected (and often murdered)

• How to measure Dogal power?
• PT use their ability to appoint a family member as successor
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Dogal Dynasties: 810–1032
Puga and Trefler (2014)

810

1032

1032 1172

1172

1328

Figure 2: Dogal Dynasties

a family connection. Curves above the box mark connections between father and either son or
brother. Curves below the box mark connections involving a son-in-law or nephew. We break the
figure 2 bars at the two key constitutional crises of 1032 and 1172. We define a ‘dynasty’ as a set
of Doges who pass on the Dogeship within the family at least twice. In the figure, we mark each
dynasty with a distinct colour. There are three dynasties between 810 and the introduction of the
first constraints on the Doge in 1032. The striking fact is that during this period, every Doge had a direct
family relationship to another Doge and most Doges belonged to one of three dynasties.

The first dynasty, the Participazio, consists of Agnello Participazio, his sons Giustiniano and
Giovanni Participazio, as well as Pietro Tradonico, who had married into the Participazio family,
and Pietro’s nephew Domenico Tribuno. The four boxes that are not coloured in the figure in this
early period are also Participazio, but it is not clear from contemporary sources whether they were
related to the earlier Participazio.12 The second dynasty, the Candianos, held the Dogeship for
four successive generations (Pietro Candiano i, his son Pietro Candiano ii, his grandson Pietro
Candiano iii, and his great-grandson Pietro Candiano iv). This was followed by Pietro Candiano
iv’s brother (Vitale Candiano) and son-in-law (Tribuno Menio). The Orseolo were the third and
final dynasty of the period. Doge Pietro Orseolo i was succeeded by his son Pietro Orseolo ii

in 991, who in turn was succeeded by his son Otto in 1009. As was common for Doges, Otto
used his position to appoint brothers to the most important church positions. One brother was
appointed head of the Venetian church (Patriarch of Grado) and another was appointed to a rank
just below this (Bishop of Torcello). In 1026, an already unpopular Otto blocked the appointment
of a Flabanico family member to an important church position (Bishop of Olivolo), which sparked
a successful revolt led by Domenico Flabanico and resulted in Otto’s exile. Otto almost regained
power during 1031–1032, but Domenico Flabanico prevailed and became Doge in 1032.

The election of Flabanico as Doge was a transformative moment in Venetian history. He was
a wealthy silk merchant and most subsequent Doges over the next many centuries would also
be merchants who were involved in long-distance trade. Flabenico’s election thus represents

12The first two boxes are Orso Participazio and his son Giovanni Participazio ii. The second two boxes are Orso
Participazio ii and his son Pietro Participazio.

7

Length of each box corresponds to the length of the term in office. Curves above the box mark connections between
father and either son or brother, curves below the box mark connections involving a son-in-law or nephew. Dynasties are
marked with colors and are defined as a set of Doges who pass on the Dogeship within the family at least twice. During
this period, there were three dynasties and every Doge had a direct family relationship to another Doge. The four
boxes that are not coloured in the figure in this early period are also Participazio (the first dynasty), but it is not clear
from contemporary sources whether they were related to the earlier Participazio.
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7

In 1032, Domenico Flabanico—a wealthy silk merchant—was elected as Doge. Most subsequent Doges over the next
centuries would also be merchants who were involved in long-distance trade. The merchant Doges were willing to
respect principles such as not appointing their successor. Dogal power were further constrained by the establishement of
the Great Council in 1172 (next slide). The timeline ends with the Serrata of 1297–1323 (discussed later).
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The Establishment of a Parliament
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• The Great Council established in 1172
• background: unexpected murder of an unpopular Dodge
• a limited-franchise elected parliament

• Limits to Dogal power through
• Oath of Office (explicitly listed what the Doge could not do)
• Dogal Council (elected by, accountable to the Great Council)
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Innovations for Long-Distance Trade
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Financial innovations by the early-14th century included
1 Limited-liability contracts
2 Thick markets for debt (especially bills of exchange)
3 Secondary markets for a wide variety of debt, equity and mortgage instruments
4 Bankruptcy laws that distinguished illiquidity from insolvency
5 Double-entry accounting methods
6 Business education (inc. algebra for currency conversions)
7 Deposit banking
8 Reliable medium of exchange (the Venetian ducat)
9 Law Merchant (foundation of modern commercial law)

• We will come back to some of these in lectures 8–9
• Today, we focus on limited-liability contracts
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An example of a colleganza, 1199
Puga and Trefler (2014)

[...] I, Zaccaria Stagnario [...] declare that I have
received from you, Giovanni Agadi [...] 300 pounds of
Venetian pennies that I shall carry in the ship on which
the helmsman Angelo Bendulo is traveling in convoy
from here to Constantinople to do business there and
in any other place that seems good to me, carrying
and entrusting it through land and water as best I can
[...] I am to give [...] to you or to your messenger your
entire capital of 300 pounds of Venetian pennies
together with three parts of whatever profit God shall
give us with just and truthful account and without any
fraud. I am to keep for myself the remaining fourth.
However, the aforesaid goods are to remain at your
own risk from sea and people if this is clearly
apparent. Moreover, if I do not observe all that is
written above I am to compensate you and your heirs
with double the amount of capital and profit out of my
lands and houses and all that I am known to own in this
world and let the same capital and the double bear
interest of six per five every year from that time
onwards.

Original parchment document (above)

Authors’ translation from the Latin (right),
based on the transcription of the parchment in Morozzo
della Rocca and Lombardo (1940, document 444)

In the name of the Lord God and of our Saviour Jesus
Christ. In the year of the Lord 1199, in the month of
August, second indiction, at Rialto. I, Zaccaria Stagnario,
from the ward of Saint John the Evangelist, together with
my heirs, declare that I have received from you, Giovanni
Agadi, from the ward of the Saint Apostles, together with
your heirs, 300 pounds of Venetian pennies that I shall
carry in the ship on which the helmsman Angelo Bendulo
is traveling in convoy from here to Constantinople to do
business there and in any other place that seems good to
me, carrying and entrusting it through land and water as
best I can until the next Paschal Resurrection of our Lord
of the third indiction, and at that time or earlier I shall
return to Venice carrying with me the aforesaid goods
or else send you the same goods to Venice and on your
behalf by whatever reliable man in the witness of good
men seems good to me and then, within 30 days of having
entered Venice, I am to give and deliver here in Rialto,
personally or through my messenger, to you or to your
messenger your entire capital of 300 pounds of Venetian
pennies together with three parts of whatever profit God
shall give us with just and truthful account and without
any fraud. I am to keep for myself the remaining fourth.
However, the aforesaid goods are to remain at your own
risk from sea and people if this is clearly apparent. More-
over, if I do not observe all that is written above I am to
compensate you and your heirs with double the amount
of capital and profit out of my lands and houses and all
that I am known to own in this world and let the same
capital and the double bear interest of six per five every
year from that time onwards. Signed by the aforemen-
tioned Zaccaria, who has asked this to be written on his
behalf.
+ I, Giovanni Baroci, witness, signed.
+ I, Marino Trevisan, witness, signed.
I, Andreas, presbyter, parish priest at Saint John Evange-
list and notary completed and certified this.

Figure 3: Colleganza between Zaccaria Stagnario and Giovanni Agadi, August 1199

joint stock of 300 pounds of Venetian pennies, an unimaginable sum for an ordinary Venetian.
The travelling merchant, Zaccaria Stagnario, is to board a privately owned ship that will travel in
convoy to Constantinople. No other commercial instructions are given: Stagnario is in charge of
all other decisions (including continuing his voyage to ‘any other place that seems good to me’)
and this is why high-powered, profit-sharing incentives are needed. The profit split is expressed in
fractions: 3/4 for the sedentary merchant and 1/4 for he traveling merchant. If instead of profits
there are losses, this downside risk is entirely borne by the sedentary merchant: ‘at your own
risk from sea and people’. The travelling merchant faces stiff penalties for failure to pay back the
sedentary merchant.22

There is much that is not specified in this contract, so much so that the contract is hard to

22The penalty is double the amount of capital and profit plus a 20% annual interest (6/5 � 1).
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Colleganza and Long-Distance Trade
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Colleganza was a key commercial innovation of medieval times
• know as commenda elsewhere in Europe
• direct precursor of the great joint-stock companies

• Typical colleganza
• sedentary merchant provides capital
• travelling merchant provides labor
• joint stock: the value of capital stated and profit share rule defined (typically 75/25)
• limited liability: risk born by the investor ... but he can lose only his capital

• A response to the challenges of long-distance trade
• large capital requirements: those most suited to be travelling

merchants typical didn’t have sufficient capital
• principal-agent problem: sufficient financial incentive for

the travelling merchant to keep the deal (incentive compatibility)
• risk: sedentary merchant can only lose his capital;

travelling merchant not liable for things he cannot control
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Colleganza and Social Mobility
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• The colleganza allowed poor merchants to enter the game
• “the tractores [travelling merchants] were ambitious young men who

were willing to take heavy risks in order to accumulate sufficient capital
to join eventually the ranks of the stantes [sedentary merchants]”

• An example: Zaccaria Stagnario
• His grandfather was a Croatian slave, his father a helmsman
• In 1199, he signs the colleganza we just examined
• In 1207, he becomes counselor for the Venetian podestà in

Constantinople; sedentary merchant in two large colleganzas
• After returning to Venice he integrated himself into the highest

social and political circles
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The Changing Membership of the Great Council
Puga and Trefler (2014)
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Figure 5: Share of Great Council Seats Held by Families Dating to 1261–1262, 1264–1266

all in the top-50 by seat shares in the end period. Their rank would place them among Lane’s
great families. Thus, new families were quickly growing wealthy and politically powerful from
long-distance trade.

The second feature of the figure is mobility out of the Council. The flat portions of the solid line
are due to families who initially had seats, but ended up with none. There are 47 such families
among the initial 162. This implies that the exit rate from the Great Council was 1.2% per year.
This was nine times higher than the exit rate after the Serrata. For example, in the initial period the
Dauro family held 1% of the seats and was ranked 29

th, yet the family was no longer in the Great
Council by the end period.33

The third and most striking feature of the figure is that the solid line (1293–1296) is well
below the dashed line (1261–1262 and 1264–1266). Established families — even some of the most
powerful — were losing seat shares. For example, the Falier family, one of the founding families
of Venice who had given the commune two Doges, held 2.5% of the seats and was ranked 6

th in
the initial period but by the end period its rank had dropped to 17

th. Similarly, the powerful Zane
family saw their seat rank drop from 9

th to 26

th.

33The compounded average annual exit rate between 1265 and 1293 is the g that solves 162(1 � g)(1293�1265) =
162 � 47, which implies an annual exit rate g = 1.2%. We can compare this to the exit rate after the Serrata using exit
dates for families from Raines (2003, appendix 1). Of the 165 families with seats in 1293–1296, only 36 exited the Great
Council between 1323 and 1500, which implies an exit rate after the Serrata of 0.14%. Clearly, the decline in the exit rate
by a factor of nine after the Serrata cannot be explained by demographics e.g., the death of an entire family. If anything
mortality rates substantially increased during and after the plague of 1348. The point here is that prior to the Serrata
there was a high probability of exit from politics for non-biological reasons.

20

Between 1266 and 1293, 50
new families entered the Great
Council (the concave section
at the right end of the solid
line), 47 families moved out
(the flat portions), and
established families were
losing seat shares (the solid
line is below the dashed line).



The Serrata, 1297–1323
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Wealthy families did not take this mobility lying down
• 1297–1307: series of motions that made re-election to

the Great Council substantially easier for those already in there
• 1319: electing new members terminated
• 1323: only men whose fathers and grandfathers had been

in the Great Council could hold seats

• How did they manage to do this?
• 1297–1310: enlargement of the Great Council
• 1310: establishement of the repressive Council of Ten

(that created its own police force in 1319)
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The Closure of Long-Distance Trade
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• 1320s: a new system of publicly owned galleys that
were auctioned off to private operators

• earlier: privately owned and operated convoys
• now: state chose the destinations and sailing dates
• only nobles were allowed to participate in the auctions

• 1324: Capitulare Navigantium
• forbade any merchant from shipping wares with a value

in excess of the merchant’s assessed wealth
• wealth assessments based on taxes and only the very

wealthy paid taxes
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Commoner Involvement in Colleganza
Puga and Trefler (2014)

Table 1: Commoner Involvement in Colleganza

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Period Number of Number of % of Median merchant’s Officium de

surviving colleganza colleganza family seats Navigantibus
colleganza involving involving per session in

commoners commoners the Great Council

1073–1200 65 27 42% 1.5
1201–1220 63 24 38% 1.0
1221–1240 79 42 53% 0.9
1241–1261 59 30 51% 0.8
1310–1323 81 22 27% 3.0

1324 3 0 0% 1.8 In force
1325–1330 19 1 5% 4.8
1331–1338 10 0 0% 5.4 In force
1339–1342 2 0 0% 13.6

these colleganza have also been coded by Kedar (1976) and by González de Lara (2008): Kedar
(1976) examines contracts dated 1240–1323 and González de Lara (2008) examines contracts dated
1073–1261. Although neither codes contracts dated after the Capitulare Navigantium, we have been
deeply influenced by their work.

For each colleganza we identify the sedentary and travelling merchants and match their family
names to the names of families with seats in the Great Council. This involves standardizing family
names using the same procedure described in footnote 30 above. We have data on Great Council
membership and seat shares for 1261–1296. From Raines (2003, appendix 1), we also have Great
Council membership (but not seat shares) for 1297–1323. We match the merchants’ family names
in the colleganza with the 1261–1296 and 1297–1323 Great Council family names and the 1261–1296

seat shares. For the remainder of this section, we refer to merchants with family members in the
Great Council in 1261–1323 as ‘nobles’ and to all others as ‘commoners.’47

Table 1 presents the results. Column 1 displays the period. The reader will immediately notice
one bit of historical irony — no colleganza have survived for 1262–1309 i.e., for the period which
includes Great Council membership records. This is not crucial because our primary interest is
in comparing the pre- and post-1324 periods. The grey-shaded rows are the years in which the
Officium de Navigantibus was in operation (1324 and 1331–1338). Recall that the Officium was in
charge of enforcing the Capitulare Navigantium.

Column 2 reports the number of colleganza that have survived for each period. Column 3 reports
the number of colleganza in which at least one of the merchants was a commoner i.e., a merchant
with no family in the Great Council from 1261 onwards. Column 4 reports these colleganza as a

47Recall that 1323 marks the completion of the Serrata of the Great Council.
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Commoners were involved in 42% of surviving colleganza in 1073–1200, 51% in 1241–1261, 27% in 1310–1323 (when the
Serrata was already underway) and 3% in 1323–1342. At the same time, participation shifted towards the more powerful
nobels (col. 5). The sharp drop in the number of colleganze in 1330 is likely due to a shift in financing away from the
colleganza and towards financing through family and marriage alliances.



Back to Kin-Based Financing
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Dealing with the huge capital requirements of the galley trade
• pre-Serrata: many colleganza held by commoners and nobels
• post-Serrata (inital): broad-based noble participation
• post-Serrata (later): narrow group monopolize galley trade

• 1400s: powerful families started to monopolize entire convoys
• raised capital within a family
• additional capital from marriage alliances

• These families had grown spectacularly rich due to international
trade and were now able to exploit

• monopsony power in the destination
• monopoly power in Venice
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Marriage Network among Noble Families in 1400s
Puga and Trefler (2014)
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Figure 6: Marriage network among noble families in 1400s

of this ultra-rich elite, especially after the post-1380 Venetian expansion. One certainly sees it
visually in the ornate palazzos that began lining the Grand Canal in this period (Goy, 1992, 10).
Unfortunately, there are no systematic data that would allow us to track economic inequality.54

Nevertheless, we have been able to exploit a source that has not previously been systematically
examined, namely records of Venetian noble marriages.55 Since, as we have seen, these marriages
were intimately connected with cartelization, this will give us a systematic portrait of post-Serrata
Venetian economic polarization.

54The only systematic wealth data source is the tax register (estimo) of 1379, prepared to finance the war with Genoa.
Unfortunately this comes just before the period of recovery and expansion in Venetian trade and provides no time
dimension.

55Marriage networks have been studied in other contexts. Perhaps the best-known example is the study by Padgett
and Ansell (1993) documenting the rise of the Medici family in Florence through the strategic use of marriage alliances.
While they do not explicitly link their study of high ‘marriage inequality’ to high economic inequality, if these two were
as correlated in Florence as we show they were in Venice then Padgett and Ansell’s work suggests that high inequality
was not unique to Venice.
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Each node represents a family
and each arc is a marriage. All
6,959 marriages among noble
families in 1400–1499 are
plotted, with thicker/darker
arcs representing more
marriages. The size of the
circles increases with the
family’s importance in the
network as measured by
eigenvector centrality (a node
is more important when it is
better connected to other
important nodes).



Post-Serrata Centrality and Pre-Serrata Power
Puga and Trefler (2014)
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Figure 7: Centrality in the marriage network in 1400s against Great Council seat share in 1261-1296

period. More specifically, in figure 7 only families in the top quartile of the pre-Serrata seat-share
distribution appear in the top decile of marriage centrality in the 1400s.

To externally validate the relevance of our centrality measure, we compare high-centrality
families with those who are prominent in the galley trade. In the galley trade data from 1495–1529

there are 12 families with at least 10 participants and at least 100 galley shares. As expected, these
12 families are all in the the top decile of marriage centrality in the 1400s. Together, they accounted
for one-half of all of the galley trade in terms of shares invested. This externally validates our
eigenvector centrality measure. It also shows that the most powerful families in the Great Council
in the period leading up to the Serrata strategically used marriage alliances to monopolize the
galley trade, diverting the public resources devoted to the muda to their own private benefit.60

From figure 7, high pre-Serrata seat shares did not guarantee high post-Serrata marriage cen-
trality e.g., Tron and Venier. These two families did not manage to intermarry as well as others
and were increasingly excluded from the galley trade. Contemporary chronicles and debates in
the Senate, the body that regulated international trade, reflect growing tensions in the 1500s about
the capture of the galley trade by a handful of families. Summarizing these tensions, Doumerc
and Stöckly (1995, 156, authors’ translation) describe how the families “exploiting the galley trade

60A second possible external validation of our marriage centrality measure is to compare it with the tax assessment
of 1379. The Spearman rank correlation between eigenvector centrality in the marriage network and wealth in the 1379

assessment for individual families is 0.74 (the rank in the 1379 assessment is based on the transcription in Luzzatto,
1929, 139–195). This is another strong indication that our marriage centrality measure is informative of economic status.
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Families with high
centrality in the
1400s had high
pre-Serrata seat
shares.
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The Value of the Marriage Network

• Comparison of high-centrality families with those who are prominent in the galley trade
• 12 families with at least 100 galley shares in 1495–1529
• all in the the top decile of marriage centrality in the 1400s
• accounted for one-half of all of the galley trade

• Suggests that the most powerful pre-Serrata families used marriage alliances to
monopolize the galley trade
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Persistence of the Network
Puga and Trefler (2014)
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Figure 8: Persistence in centrality in the marriage network

We have demonstrated that the distribution of power was remarkably persistent from 1261–
1296 to 1400–1499. We next show that this persistence was even more pronounced between the
1400–1499 and 1500–1599 periods. Figure 8 tracks the evolution of families’ eigenvector centrality
in the marriage network between the 1400s and the 1500s. The inter-temporal correlation is very
high, which shows that the same families dominated over these two different centuries. This
extreme persistence over such an extended period is in stark contrast to the high mobility and
permeability that characterized Venice before the Serrata.

To summarize, restrictions to commoner participation in long-distance trade and the reorga-
nization of the galley trade dramatically reduced the economic competition faced by the most
powerful families. The result was a tremendous strengthening of the economic and social position
of those families who held the most seats in the Great Council in 1261–1296 and who stood to gain
the most from the Serrata.

Social Stratification

The Serrata transformed Venetian politics and economics. This in turn led to a fundamental shift in
society away from one characterized by political, economic and social mobility and towards one
of political immobility, economic polarization and social stratification. In the words of Romano
(1996, xv), the “values of the early fourteenth century gradually gave way in the last quarter of
the fourteenth century and the early fifteenth century to a new emphasis on rank and hierarchy.”

33

The inter-temporal correlation
is very high, which shows that
the same families dominated
over these two different
centuries. This extreme
persistence over such an
extended period is in stark
contrast to the high mobility
and permeability that
characterized Venice before
the Serrata.
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Social Stratification
Puga and Trefler (2014)

• Many nobles became impoverished and could potentially revolt
→ a new patronage system of “welfare jobs for poor nobles”

• much rent-seeking behaviour for government jobs
• legislation on which jobs were reserved for poor nobles
• definition of nobility became very important for poor nobels

• Thus the Serrata reduced social mobility and replaced it with
a stratified system emphasizing rank and hierarchy
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Venice and the Narrow Corridor

Power 
of the
State

Absent 
Leviathan:

The Tiv

Despotic 
Leviathan:

China

Shackled 
Leviathan:

US, UK

Power of Society

• How to interpet the story of Venice in the
Acemoglu-Robinson (2019) framework?

• my take: initially moving to the left-bottom
part of the corridor; then spiralling out back
towards despotism

• Puga and Trefler (2014) conclusion:
• “International trade led to an increased demand

for growth-enhancing inclusive institutions but
also led to a shift in the distribution of income
that eventually allowed a group of increasingly
rich and powerful merchants to capture a large
fraction of the rents from international trade.”
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Concluding remarks

• Does the story of Venice represent a broader pattern?
• Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2005) argue that Atlantic trade

gave rise to more representative European political institutions ...
but only in places that had sufficiently inclusive initial institutions

• International trade is one “critical juncture” that may break
institutional path dependence

• the Black Death is another prominent example (power of landlords
declines in Western Europe; the Second Serfdom in Easter Europe)
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Papers for Essays

• Meriläinen, Mitrunen, Virkola (2022): Famine, Inequality, and Conflict.
Journal of the European Economic Association, forthcoming.

• the 1860s famine increased inequality
→ local intensity of the 1918 Civil War
→ extension of the franchise and lower inequality

• Karadja, Prawitz (2019): Exit, Voice, and Political Change: Evidence from Swedish Mass
Migration to the United States. Journal of Political Economy 127(4): 1864–1925

• the 1860s frosts increased emigration from Sweden
→ better outside options (also in the long-term)
→ more inclusive institutions
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