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Abstract 
 
 Legal origin cannot explain economic growth. Although common law countries 
have experienced higher growth rates since 1960, this advantage disappears when one 
controls for the dominant pre-independence colonial power or for human capital in 1960. 
Legal origin and colonial history are strongly correlated. Nearly all common law 
countries are former English colonies, and nearly all civil law countries were colonized 
by France, Spain or Portugal. Therefore, unless one controls for other aspects of colonial 
policy – such as education – differences between countries are likely to be misattributed 
to differences in their legal systems. In addition, the process of colonization was not 
random. Apparent differences in the economic performance of former colonies may be 
explicable as effects of initial geographic and climatic conditions. 
 
1. Introduction 
 For the last dozen years, Raphael La Porta, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Andrei 
Shleifer, Robert Vishny (LLSV), and an array of co-authors and independent scholars 
have put together an impressive collection of papers which argue that legal origin helps 
explain investor protection, labor regulation, government ownership of banks, 
unemployment, the size of capital markets, and numerous other aspects of modern 
economies. In all, more than 100 papers have used legal origin as an explanatory 
variable,1 and LLSV’s papers have been cited more than 2500 times.2  In general, this 
literature finds that common law countries have better institutions, policies, and outcomes 
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than countries with legal systems based on French civil law. In this paper, we contribute 
to that literature by investigating the impact of legal origin on economic growth. 
 One of the peculiarities of the legal origin literature is that, with one exception, it 
has not shown a relationship between legal origin and economic growth.3  This is strange, 
because LLSV and others have shown that legal origin is correlated with a wide range of 
institutions and policies which one would expect to produce higher rates of GDP growth. 
Interest in these correlations would be considerably dampened if it turned out that they 
did not translate into an effect on economic well-being. 
 We find that per capita GDP grew, on average, about half a percent faster in 
common law countries than in French civil law countries during the period 1960-2003. 
Nevertheless, we argue that, because of the close relationship between legal origin and 
colonial history, it is difficult to attribute this difference in economic performance to legal 
origin as opposed to other aspects of colonial policy, such as educational spending, health 
measures, infrastructure investment or local governance. One telling piece of evidence 
against the legal origin story is that several countries, including the Netherlands, 
Portugal, and Spain, imposed a version of French law on their colonies, yet those 
countries’ former colonies have had economic performance significantly better than that 
of former French colonies. French colonialism, not French civil law, seems to be the 
culprit.  
  In order to ascertain whether some other aspect of colonial policy might explain 
differences in modern economic performance, we also control for human capital in 1960. 
In particular, we use percentage of school-age children in primary school and life 
expectancy in 1960 as independent variables. When these variables are included, neither 
legal nor colonial origin has a statistically significant effect on growth. These results 
suggest that if colonial origin mattered, it mattered because of educational and other 
policies, not legal policy. On the other hand, we cannot exclude the possibility that 
differences in education are themselves attributable to aspects of the legal system. For 
example, the common law might have given individuals more incentive to acquire an 
education. In addition, we recognize that life expectancy is not purely a human capital 
variable. It might be a proxy for other unmeasured colonial policies. Or it might reflect 
the disease environment or other geographic factors-- possibilities which would 
undermine both the legal origin and colonial policy explanations for differences in 
economic growth.  
 In addition to its focus on economic growth as the dependent variable, this paper 
contributes to the legal origin literature in four ways. First, it employs a better coding of 
legal origin. Legal scholars have criticized LLSV’s coding of various countries. In 
particular, the rigid classification of countries as either common law or civil law ignores 
the fact that comparative law scholars categorize many countries, including South Africa, 
Israel and Sri Lanka, as “mixed” or “hybrid” legal systems. Their laws reflect their 
complex colonial histories and incorporate both civil and common law elements. For 
example, South Africa was originally colonized and settled by the Dutch, who brought 
Roman-Dutch law with them. Over the course of the nineteenth century, South Africa 
became a British colony. English common law became an important source of law, but 
Roman-Dutch law continued in force where not superseded. Sri Lanka’s history is 
                                                 

3 The one exception is a paper published in 2001 by one of the co-authors of this paper, Paul 
Mahoney.  This and other related papers are discussed in Section 5.   
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similar. Israeli law reflects several hundred year’s of Ottoman rule, a generation of 
English rule under a League of Nations Mandate, and the immigration of lawyers trained 
in Eastern Europe. To address these and similar issues, we created a new coding of legal 
origin which includes a category for countries of mixed legal origin. Although we believe 
this new categorization is a significant improvement, we also show that our most 
important results are true even using LLSV’s coding. 
 A second contribution is attention to colonialism. Legal systems were not 
sprinkled randomly over the globe. They were imposed by colonial powers which spread 
their own legal systems. Countries received the common law only if they were colonized 
by the British. The French, Belgians, and Portuguese invariably spread a version of 
French civil law. The Japanese imposed a version of German civil law on their colonies, 
most importantly South Korea and Taiwan. Of course, colonial policy influenced more 
than law. It influenced education, infrastructure investment, religion, language, and local 
governance. Because of the tight correlation between legal origin and colonial power, one 
must be careful not to attribute to legal origin effects more plausibly caused by other 
aspects of colonial policy. In addition, because the correlation between legal origin and 
colonial power is so high, it may be impossible to disentangle which aspect of colonial 
policy – law, education, infrastructure, etc. – is the most plausible channel through which 
colonial origin affected modern economic performance. 
 A third contribution of this paper is analysis of former colonies where legal origin 
is most plausibly exogenous. As LLS (2008) and other articles explain, one of the key 
advantages of legal origin as an explanatory variable is that “legal traditions were 
typically introduced into various countries through conquest and colonization, and, as 
such, were largely exogenous.”  (p. 286). Thus, unlike particular laws or policies, legal 
origin cannot be dismissed as “just responding to market development.” (p. 298). The 
issue of reverse causality is thus avoided. To take advantage of this benefit, unlike other 
papers in the literature, we include robustness checks with analyses of a subsample of 
former colonies. In other countries, endogeneity is potentially a serious problem. In 
origin countries --such as England, France or Germany ---  there is little doubt that 
economic development influenced the law to a significant degree. In addition, in 
countries which adopted their legal systems voluntarily --  such as Japan, Thailand and 
Ethiopia – it is not implausible that prior economic development influenced the choice of 
legal system. In addition, those countries might have chosen their legal system to fit their 
culture, and the latter might be responsible for contemporary economic outcomes.  
 A final contribution is consideration of geography. The British, French, Spanish, 
and other colonial powers did not divide up the world by picking countries out of a hat. 
They chose colonies which reflected their relative power at the time of discovery and 
their goals – gold, sugar, slaves, trade, settlement, and geopolitical advantage. Since 
colonial powers had different goals, and since their power peaked at different times, they 
chose different places to colonize. Because the Spanish were the first major colonial 
power and because one of their important objectives was gold, they colonized most of 
Central and South America. Because Britain became a major imperial power later than 
Spain, and because one of its objectives was an outlet for its growing population, it 
colonized places that were sparsely populated but suitable for European agriculture, such 
as Australia and the eastern part of North America. By the early nineteenth century, 
Britain was the dominant sea power, so it acquired strategic coastal areas (such Gibralter, 
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Singapore, Malaysia, and South Africa) and a large fraction of islands (such as Malta, 
Cyprus, Mauritius, Sri Lanka, and Jamaica), even though most of these places had 
previously been colonized by the Spanish, French, or Dutch. Prominent papers have 
argued that geography, either directly or through its historical effect on institutions, 
strongly influences economic growth (e.g., Engerman & Sokoloff (2002); Acemoglu, 
Johnson & Robinson 2001). Given the non-random selection of colonies, any analysis of 
legal and colonial origins without controls for geographical factors is likely to suffer from 
omitted variable bias. 
 While the results of this paper undermine some of the more simplistic versions of 
legal origin, they are not incompatible with more recent interpretations. In their 2008 
survey, LLS “adopt a broad conception of legal origin as a style of social control of 
economic life.”  (p. 286). Under this view, legal origin is not just whether a country has a 
legal system based on the Code Napoleon or on the precedents of the English common 
law. Nor is legal origin simply about whether the judiciary is a bureaucracy tasked with 
textual interpretation rather than a high status independent group with de facto law 
making powers. Rather, legal origin stands for “strategies of social control” that either 
“support private market outcomes” or implement specific state policies. (p. 286). This 
broad conception of legal origin might be better measured by the identity of the colonial 
power than by comparative lawyers’ classification of legal systems. Strategies of social 
control might be more influenced by educational systems and governmental structure 
than by whether code or precedent was the dominant source of law, or whether judges or 
juries were the principle fact finders. In addition, although human capital, colonial 
history, and geography might dominate legal origin in regression analysis, one cannot 
exclude the possibility that human capital was itself influenced by legal origin or that 
geographic advantages were translated into superior economic performance in part 
because of colonial institutions, such as the common law. 
 This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the variables and data set 
used in this paper. Section 3 presents our most important regressions and checks for their 
robustness. Section 4 discusses the non-random nature of colonialism and its 
implications. Section 5 compares our results to those of the literature, including papers by 
LLSV, Mahoney, Acemoglu and Johnson, Rostowski and Stacescu, and Sala-i-Martin. 
Section 6 concludes.  
 
2. Data 
 Our main analyses were performed on a dataset of 98 countries for which data on 
per capita GDP growth were available for the period 1960-2003.4  Table 1 describes the 
variables. Appendix A lists the values of key variables for each country and indicates 
which countries are in the subsamples used for robustness checks. Most variables are 
self-explanatory, but the legal and colonial origin variables deserve further attention. 
Legal origin was coded by the authors after reevaluating LLSV’s coding in light of a 
                                                 

4 Hong Kong is included in all analyses even though it was never independent during the relevant 
period.  GDP growth 1960-2003  is not available for other non-independent entities, such as Macao and 
Puerto Rico.  Although there would be good grounds to exclude Hong Kong, we have not done so, because 
our results are very similar with and without Hong Kong, even though Hong Kong has one of the very 
highest growth rates (4.97% average annual growth 1960-2003).  Because Hong Kong has a common law 
legal system, including it in our analysis biases the analysis against our conclusion that legal origin cannot 
explain differences in economic growth.  
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variety of sources.5  Our coding differs from LLSV’s most recent coding (LLS 2008) for 
nine countries which we classify as “mixed legal origin.”6  These countries’ legal systems 
are hybrids of common and civil law. Most were classified by LLSV as common law. 
This coding could have had a large effect on the analysis, because nearly all of these 
countries had growth rates significantly higher or lower than the average.7  Nevertheless, 
as discussed further below, our main results remain valid even using LLSV’s coding. We 
did not code as “mixed” countries where most of the country had one legal system, but a 
region (such as Louisiana, Quebec, or Scotland) had a different legal system. Instead, we 
coded such countries according to the legal system which governed the majority of the 
country.8 
 

                                                 
5 In addition to Flores & Reynolds, Foreign Law, and the CIA World Factbook, which seem to 

have been LLSV’s main sources, we examined: Roberts-Wray (1966); University of Ottowa,World Legal 
Systems Website, http://www.droitcivil.uottawa.ca/world-legal-systems/eng-monde.html;  Zweigert & 
Kotz (1998); Campbell (2006). International Encyclopedia of Comparative Law; Law & Judicial Systems 
of Nations; Modern Legal Systems Cyclopedia.  

6 Israel, Jordan, Lesotho, Mauritius, Philippines, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and 
Zimbabwe.   

7 Average growth 1960-2003 was 1.9% for countries in the full dataset.  The following mixed 
countries had growth rates of 2.6% or more: Israel, Lesotho, Mauritius, Sri Lanka, and Thailand.  
Conversely, Jordan and Zimbabwe had growth rates of less than 0.3%:. 

8 For this reason, Cameroon was coded as of French legal origin.  The southwestern part of the 
country has a common law legal system, but it is a relatively small part of the country, both in terms of 
population and economic activity. 
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Table 1. Variables 
 

Dependent Variable 
Per Capita GDP Growth, 1960-2003. Annualized percent growth in PPP-adjusted 

real per capita GDP. Source: Penn World Tables 6.2 
Legal Origin Variables 

Common Law. Dummy variable which is one if a country is of common law legal 
origin. Sources: Various, see footnote _. 

French Legal Origin. Dummy variable which is one if a country is of French legal 
origin. Sources: Various, see footnote _. 

German Legal Origin. Dummy variable which is one if a country is of German civil 
law legal origin. Sources: Various, see footnote _. 

Mixed Legal Origin. Dummy variable which is one if a country is of mixed 
civil/common law legal origin. Sources: Various, see footnote _. 

Scandinavian Legal Origin. Dummy variable which is one if a country is of 
Scandinavian legal origin. Sources: Various, see footnote _. 

Colonial Origin Variables 
Former British Colony. Dummy variable which is one for former British colonies. 

Source: Britannica Online 
Former French Colony. Dummy variable which is one for former French colonies. 

Source: Britannica Online 
Former Colony of Other French Civil Law Country. Dummy variable which is one 

for former Belgian, Dutch, Portuguese, Russian, or Spanish colonies and for 
countries other than Turkey which were formerly part of the Ottoman Empire. 
Source: Britannica Online 

Other Former Colony. Dummy variable which is one for former colonies not 
included in the other dummy variables. This includes former colonies of 
Denmark, Japan, Sweden, and the U.S. Source: Britannica Online.  

Never Colonized. This is a dummy variable which is one if a country was not 
colonized during the period 1750-2003. 

Other Independent Variables 
Continental Latin America. Dummy variable which is one if the country is in 

continental Latin America. Islands in the Caribbean are coded as zero. 
Education in 1960. Primary school enrollment ratio. Students in primary school 

divided by population of relevant ages, measured in 1960. Source: Sala-i-
Martin 1997. 

Latin America, including Islands. Dummy variable which is one if the country is in 
Latin America. Islands in the Caribbean are coded as one. 

Island. Dummy variable which is one if the country is an island. Source: CIA World 
Factbook 

Life Expectancy in 1960. Years life expectancy at birth, measured in 1960. Source: 
Sala-i-Martin 1997 

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita. Logarithm of 1960 PPP-adjusted real per capita GDP 
expressed in 1996 US dollars. (Laspeyres method). Source: Penn World Tables 
6.2 
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Log Settler Mortality. Logarithm of mortality rates per 1000 for Europeans stationed 
in the colony, 17th-19th centuries. Source: Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson 
2001.9 

Saharan. Dummy variable which is one if all or part of the country is in the Sahara 
desert. 

Sub-Saharan Africa. Dummy variable which is one if the country is in sub-Saharan 
Africa. This dummy variable is one for countries off the coast of sub-Saharan 
Africa. 

Sub-Saharan Africa, excluding Islands and South Africa. Same as Sub-Saharan 
Africa, except South Africa and islands off the coast of sub-Saharan Africa are 
coded as zero. 

 
 The colonial origin variables code the dominant colonial power, if any, in the 
period 1750-2003. For most countries, this coding was relatively simple, but where the 
country was colonized by multiple countries, coding was more complicated. We 
generally coded the most recent colonial power, on the theory that this country was the 
one which was likely to have had the biggest effect on education, health, and 
infrastructure at the time of independence. Nevertheless, when the more recent colonial 
power controlled the country for a relatively brief period, we coded the prior colonial 
power as the dominant one. For this reason, League of Nations Mandates in the Middle 
East – Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria – were coded as former Ottoman colonies 
rather than former French or English colonies.10 Countries which were formed by joining 
colonies of multiple powers, such as Cameroon, were coded according to the colonial 
power of the more populous part. 
 Because the number of former colonies colonized by countries other than England 
or France was relatively small, we have grouped the non-British, non-French colonies 
into two categories. Former colonies of Belgium, the Netherlands, the Ottoman Empire, 
Portugal, Russia, and Spain, are grouped together, because these colonial powers 
generally imposed versions of the French civil law on their colonies. The remaining 
former colonies were grouped together. This residual group includes former colonies of 
Denmark, Japan, Sweden, and the U.S. Although these colonial powers imposed different 
legal systems (Scandinavian, German and common law), it was not practical to further 
distinguish between them, because this group comprises only five countries with GDP 
growth data for the period 1960-2003.11 

                                                 
9 Acemoglu, Johnson  & Robinson’s settler mortality figures have been challenged by Albouy 

(2008), who constructed an alternative set of figures.  In response, Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinon (2006) 
calculate an alternative “robustness series.”  We perform our analysis with all three versions. 

10 This coding is most debatable for Israel, where Ottoman influence largely disappeared with the 
influx of Jewish settlers.  Nevertheless, in order to be consistent about the coding of Israel and Jordan, 
which had very similar colonial histories, we coded Israel as a former Ottoman colony. We did check, 
however, that none of our results are dependent on that coding. For reasons similar to the Mandate 
countries, Egypt was coded as a former Ottoman colony (rather than a British colony). The Philippines was 
also a close call.  It had been a Spanish colony for over 300 years when it was ceded to the U.S. in 1899, 
which governed the Islands until 1946.  We code the U.S. as the dominant colonial power, but one could 
argue that the years as a Spanish colony were more important.  Recoding the Philippines as a Spanish 
colony would not substantially change the results. 

11 Iceland, Sweden, South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines. 
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 Whether some European countries should be coded as former colonies is a 
difficult question. Some countries, such as Ireland and Iceland, were governed from afar 
for most of the period 1750-2003, and are therefore plausibly categorized as former 
colonies. Other nations—Belgium, Italy, and the Netherlands— were occupied by France 
during the quarter century after the French Revolution.12 France imposed deep legal, 
economic, and social reforms on them, (Acemoglu, Cantoni, Johnson & Robinson 2009), 
so these countries are plausibly seen as former colonies, in the sense that their legal and 
economic institutions were, in part, imposed exogenously. On the other hand, these 
subject countries were culturally and economically similar to the countries which 
governed them. It is thus plausible to think that legal, education and other policies would 
have been similar in these countries even if they had been always independent. In any 
case, “colonial” policy when the colonized country was European was very different than 
in Africa, Asia, or the Americas. As a result, lumping European and non-European 
colonies together may obscure more than it illuminates. Because the categorization of 
European countries is so difficult, we have performed our analysis both counting some 
European counties as colonies and counting none as colonies. The results are largely the 
same. We have reported results in which some European countries coded as colonies and 
noted any significant differences when such countries are coded as never colonized. 
 As Table 2 demonstrates, colonial origin and legal origin are highly correlated. 
All former French colonies are French legal origin. All but two common law countries 
are former British colonies.13 All former Japanese colonies are of German legal origin. 
Nevertheless, legal and colonial origin are not perfectly correlated, and we exploit the 
deviations in our analysis. Some French legal origin countries were not colonized by 
France, but instead by Belgium, the Netherlands, the Ottoman Empire, Portugal, Russia, 
or Spain. In addition, some countries have mixed legal origin. Depending on their 
colonial histories, mixed legal origin countries are coded as never colonized, former 
British, former Ottoman, or former US colonies. All but one had the US or Britain as the 
last colonial power,14 although for two of them (Israel and Jordan), the Ottoman Empire 
was coded as the dominant colonial power.  
 

                                                 
12 We do not categorize Spain or Portugal, as former French colonies, because French occupation 

of these countries was contested, so the French were unable to impose significant changes.  Switzerland is a 
closer call, but we have similarly not categorized it as a former French colony.  The French were in control 
for only 5 years, and, were unable to imposed lasting changes.  For example, unlike Belgium, Italy, or the 
Netherlands, the Napoleonic Code did not form the basis of the Swiss legal system.  Luxembourg was 
conquered by the French who successfully imposed the Napoleonic Code, but Luxembourg is coded as a 
former Dutch colony, because it was governed by the Duke of Orange from 1815 to 1867. 

13 The exceptions are Nepal and the U.K., both of which are categorized as “never colonized.”   
14 The exception is Thailand, which was never a colony, and which created its legal system by 

borrowing from both common and civil law. 
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Table 2. Legal Origin and Colonial Origin  
 

 Former 
French 
Colony 

Former 
British 
Colony 

Former Colony of 
Other French 
Civil Law Country 

Other 
Former 
Colony 

Never 
Colonized 

Total 

French 
Legal Origin 

19 0 30 0 6 55 

Common 
Law 

0 21 0 0 2 23 

Mixed 
Legal Origin 

0 5 2 1 1 9 

German 
Legal Origin 

0 0 0 2 4 6 

Scandinavian 
Legal Origin 

0 0 0 2 3 5 

Total 19 26 32 5 16 98 
Notes. “Former Colony of Other French Civil Law” means former colony of Belgium, the 
Netherlands, the Ottoman Empire, Portugal, Russia, or Spain.   
 
 Table 3 lists all countries in our sample by legal and colonial origin.  It also shows 
each country’s per capita GDP growth, 1960-2003.  Countries still colonies in 1960 are 
italicized.  The dominant colonial power is underlined, if not in the column heading.  As 
can be seen, there are non-trivial differences in growth rates.  Common Law countries 
grew faster than French legal origin countries, and former British colonies grew faster 
than former French colonies.  The fact that former French colonies grew much slower 
than former colonies of other French civil law countries (e.g. former colonies of Spain 
and Portugal) is also noteworthy. 
 Table 4 presents descriptive statistics for key variables. As can be seen, countries 
with different legal systems and colonial histories differ significantly in terms of per 
capita GDP growth 1960-2003, education in 1960, life expectancy in 1960, and settler 
mortality. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that they differ little in per capita GDP in 
1960. That is, common law and civil law countries, and former British and former French 
colonies all had similar degrees of economic development in 1960. Whatever institutional 
or geographic differences there may have been, they had not had a significant impact on 
per capita incomes in 1960, when the analysis of economic growth in this paper begins. 
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Table 3. Economic Growth, 1960-2003, by Legal and Colonial Origin 
 
              
 

Former French 
Colony 

Former British Colony Former Colony of Other French Civil Law 
Country 

Other Former 
Colony 

Never colonized Average 

French Average 0.72   Average 1.74  Average 2.40 1.46 
Legal Origin  2.72 Italy 

 2.66 Belgium 
 2.62 Morocco 
 2.13 Netherlands 
 1.03 Cote d'Ivoire 
 1.00 Algeria 
 0.95 Mali 
 0.93 Congo 
 0.86 Gabon 
 0.79 Cameroon 
 0.79 Benin 
 0.76 Burkina Faso 
-0.14 Guinea 
-0.12 Comorros 
-0.14 Togo  
-0.56 Chad 
-0.57 Senegal 
-0.78 Niger 
-1.18 Madagascar 

  Belgian colony 0.44 
0.55 Rwanda 
0.33 Burundi 
 

Dutch colony 3.10 
3.12 Luxemburg 
3.07 Indonesia 
 

Ottoman colony 2.64 
3.10 Greece 
2.76 Egypt 
2.07 Syria 
 

Portuguese colony 
1.78 
3.06 Cape Verde 
2.31 Brazil 
1.30 Mozambique 
0.45 Guinea-Bissau 
 

Russian colony 3.65 
3.65 Romania 

Spanish colony 1.47 
 5.81 Equatorial Gui. 
 2.76 Panama 
 2.74 Dominican Rep. 
 2.05 Chile 
 1.80 Colombia 
 1.78 Mexico 
 1.51 Costa Rica 
 1.46 Paraguay 
 1.43 Ecuador 
 1.09 El Salvador 
 0.98 Guatemala 
 0.89 Uruguay 
 0.83 Peru 
 0.67 Honduras 
 0.60 Argentina 
 0.52 Bolivia 
 0.11 Venezuela 
-0.64 Nicaragua 

 3.61 Portugal 
3.31 Spain 
2.54 France 
2.12 Turkey 
1.56 Iran 
1.26 Ethiopia 

 

Common   Average 2.09    Average 1.73 2.06 
Law  4.97 Hong Kong 

4.40 Malaysia 
4.32 Singapore 
3.86 Ireland 
3.15 Ghana 
2.87 India 
2.73 Pakistan 
2.56 Trinidad & Tobago 
2.29 United States 
2.25 Canada 

2.21 Australia 
1.89 Barbados 
1.41 New Zealand 
1.41 Tanzania 
1.21 Malawi 
0.70 Jamaica 
0.56 Uganda 
0.49 The Gambia 
0.33 Zambia 
0.26 Nigeria 
0.12 Kenya 

   2.15 UK 
1.32 Nepal 

 

Mixed   Average 2.33 Average 1.21 Average 1.31 Average 4.42 2.20 
Legal Origin  3.71 Sri Lanka 

3.58 Mauritius 
2.82 Lesotho 

1.38 South Africa 
0.16 Zimbabwe 

Ottoman colony   
 2.69 Israel 
-0.26 Jordan 

U.S colony 
1.31 Philippines 

4.42 Thailand  

German  
Legal Origin 

     Average 5.84 
Japanese colony 
6.02 Taiwan  
5.66 S. Korea  

Average 3.41 
5.61 China 
3.83 Japan 
2.74 Austria 
1.48 Switzerland 

4.22 

Scandinavian 
Legal Origin 

     Average 2.67 
Danish colony 
2.70 Iceland 
Swedish colony 

2.63 Finland 

Average 2.37 
3.00 Norway 
2.10 Denmark 
2.02 Sweden 

2.49 

Average 0.72 2.14 1.71 3.66 2.69 1.89 
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics.  

 
Panel A. All Countries 
 
Variable N Mean Std. Dev.  Min Max 
Per Capita GDP Growth, 
1960-2003 

98 1.89 1.53 -1.18 6.02 

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita  98 7.80 0.98 5.92 9.63 
Education in 1960 91 0.73 0.30 0.05 1.00 
Life Expectancy in 1960 90 53.32 12.46 32.30 73.40 
Log Settler Mortality 53 4.65 1.31 2.15 7.99 
 
Panel B. Means by Legal Origin 
 

Variable French 
Legal 
Origin 

Common 
Law 

Mixed 
Legal 
Origin 

German 
Legal 
Origin 

Scandinavian 
Legal Origin 

Per Capita GDP Growth, 
1960-2003 

1.46 2.06* 2.20 4.22*** 2.49* 

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita  7.70 7.72 7.70 7.98 9.15*** 
Education in 1960 0.68 0.68 0.90** 0.98** 0.99** 
Life Expectancy in 1960 50.51 53.82 54.31 60.62** 71.83*** 
Log Settler Mortality 4.94 4.23* 3.49**   
 
Panel C. Means by Colonial Origin 
 

Variable Former 
French 
Colony 

Former 
British 
Colony 

Former Colony of 
Other French Civil 
Law Country 

Other 
Former 
Colony 

Never 
Colonized 

Per Capita GDP Growth, 
1960-2003 

0.72 2.14** 1.71** 3.66*** 2.69*** 

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita  7.57 7.66 7.79 8.05 8.22* 
Education in 1960 0.51 0.74** 0.77*** 0.96** 0.80** 
Life Expectancy in 1960 45.84 53.55* 52.60** 60.30** 60.41*** 
Log Settler Mortality 5.82 4.16*** 4.44***  3.25 
Notes. Asterisks indicate results of t-tests. The null hypothesis for Panel B is that the mean is the 
same as the mean for French legal origin countries. The null hypothesis for Panel C is that the 
mean is the same as the mean for Former French colonies. Note that the cell for Log Settler 
Mortality for Never Colonized countries reflects only a single observation, Ethiopia. 
* Significant at 0.10 level;  ** Significant at 0.05 level;  *** Significant at 0.01 level. 
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3. Results 
 Table 5 presents the results of some simple regressions. In all regressions, the 
dependent variable is average annual per capita GDP growth, 1960-2003. In the first 
column, the only independent variables are legal origin dummy variables. The omitted 
category is French legal origin. The results are essentially the same as the first row of 
Table 4, Panel B. Common Law countries grew, on average, a little more than half a 
percent faster than French civil law countries, and this difference is statistically 
significant at the 10% level. Mixed legal origin countries grew a little faster, but the 
difference is not statistically significant, probably because of the small number of mixed 
legal origin countries. German legal origin countries experienced growth rates almost 
three percent faster than French civil law countries. The difference between common law 
and German legal origin was also statistically significant. While the results for German 
legal origin are large and statistically significant, it should be noted that they are based on 
only six observations – Austria, China, Japan, South Korea, Switzerland, and Taiwan.15  
 The second column reports a regression with only colonial origin dummies as 
independent variables. It essentially replicates the first row of Table 4, Panel C. Former 
British colonies grew almost 1.5 percentage points faster than former French colonies, 
and this difference is statistically significant at the 1% level. Former colonies of other 
French civil law countries (e.g. former Spanish and Portuguese colonies) grew almost as 
fast— one percentage point faster than former French colonies, and the difference is 
significant at the 5% level. This result is important, because nearly all of these former 
colonies have legal systems based on the French civil code. The fact that these former 
colonies did significantly better than former French colonies is a telling piece of evidence 
that legal origin is not important. In fact, the growth rates of these countries and former 
British colonies are statistically indistinguishable. This fact suggests that other aspects of 
colonial policy, such as education, are likely to have been much more important than law. 
Other Former Colonies did even better, but this impressive result is driven entirely by the 
former Japanese colonies (Taiwan and South Korea). The sole U.S. colony, the 
Philippines, had below average growth.  
 Column 3 presents results of a regression with both legal and colonial origin. 
Colonial origin clearly dominates legal origin. The coefficients on the common law and 
mixed legal origin dummy variables are now negative, although not statistically 
significant. The coefficient on the Former British Colony variable is now larger and 
statistically significant at the 5% level. The coefficient on Former Colony of Other 
French Civil Law Country remains one and statistically significant at the 5% level. This 
regression lends further credence to the idea that colonial origin, not legal origin 
mattered. Because of the tight correlation between legal and colonial origin, it is 
important to note which countries are influencing these results. The largest set of 
countries for which legal and colonial origin diverge are Former Colonies of Other 
French Civil Law Countries (e.g. former colonies of Spain and Portugal). Nearly all of 
these former colonies are of French legal origin, even though they were not colonized by 
France. The fact that these countries do so much better than former French colonies, even 

                                                 
15 Germany is not included among this group, because Penn World Tables does not have 1960 per 

capita GDP for Germany, so one cannot compute growth rates.  1960 per capita GDP for West and East 
Germany is also missing, so one cannot compute the 1960 per capita GDP for  Germany either 
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though they share very similar legal systems, is the primary factor driving the results in 
this regression. Also important are the nine mixed legal origin countries, most of which 
were former British colonies. These countries had growth rates comparable to former 
British colonies with pure common law legal systems. The fact that such countries did as 
well even though their legal systems had many civil law characteristics is another 
important piece of evidence suggesting that colonial rather than legal origin was of 
primary importance. The sixteen never colonized countries (which could be of any legal 
origin) and countries in the heterogeneous “Other Former Colony” category also 
influence the results.  The relative influence of legal and colonial origin is further 
clarified by the discrete regressor analysis presented in Table 7. 
 

Table 5. Legal Origin, Colonial Origin and Growth, 1960-2003 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Common Law  0.60* 

(0.35) 
 -0.61 

(0.77) 
 0.60* 
(0.35) 

 -0.64 
(0.78) 

Mixed Legal Origin  0.74 
(0.50) 

  -0.31 
 (0.68) 

 0.74 
(0.50) 

 -0.33 
(0.68) 

German Legal Origin  2.76***
(0.60) 

  1.50* 
(0.77) 

 2.74***
(0.60) 

  1.47* 
(0.77) 

Scandinavian Legal 
Origin 

 1.03 
(0.65) 

 -0.29 
(0.82) 

 0.92 
(0.69) 

 -0.41 
(0.86) 

Former British Colony   1.42***
(0.41) 

 1.97** 
(0.83) 

  1.41*** 
(0.41) 

 1.99** 
(0.83) 

Former Colony of 
Other French Civil 
Law Country 

  0.98** 
(0.40) 

 1.00** 
(0.39) 

  0.97** 
(0.40) 

 0.99** 
(0.39) 

Other Former Colony   2.94***
(0.69) 

 2.52***
(0.91) 

  2.93*** 
(0.69) 

 2.55***
(0.92) 

Never Colonized   1.97***
(0.46) 

 1.74***
(0.59) 

  1.95*** 
(0.48) 

 1.73***
(0.59) 

Log 1960 GDP Per 
Capita 

    0.08 
(0.15) 

 0.03 
(0.15) 

 0.07 
(0.15) 

Constant  1.46***
(0.19) 

 0.72** 
(0.31) 

 0.72** 
(0.31) 

 0.85 
(1.20) 

 0.47 
(1.15) 

 0.17 
(1.17) 

Observations 98 98 98 98 98 98 
Adjusted R-squared 0.17 0.21 0.24 0.16 0.20 0.23 
Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. In all regressions, the omitted category is French Legal Origin, and/or Former French 
Colony. OLS standard errors in parentheses. *  p ≤ 0.10;  ** p ≤ 0.05;  *** p ≤ 0.01 
 
 Columns 4-6 replicate the first three columns with Log 1960 per capita GDP as a 
control variable. The results are very similar. Contrary to the convergence hypothesis of 
neo-classical growth theory, which would predict negative coefficients, but in line with 
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other empirical studies of growth, we find that the coefficients on the Log 1960 GDP per 
capita variables are positive and not statistically significant. As will be seen below, when 
controls for human capital are added, the coefficient turns negative and significant.  
 Table 6 takes the regressions in columns 4-6 of Table 5 and adds control variables 
for education and life expectancy. The first three columns add only the primary school 
enrollment ratio—a measure of human capital favored by the growth literature. This 
variable measures the fraction of children of relevant ages attending primary school. As 
predicted, the coefficient on this variable is positive and highly significant. Adding the 
education variable actually increases the magnitude and statistical significance of the 
coefficient on the common law dummy variable, but it dramatically reduces the 
magnitude and statistical significance of the Former British Colony and Former Colony 
of Other French Civil Law Country coefficients. The fact that Common Law legal origin 
coefficient is positive and statistically significant after controlling for education is the 
strongest piece of evidence in favor of the idea that the common law is conducive to 
economic growth. This result, however, is fragile. As discussed below, it is undermined 
by including colonial origin dummy variables or by controlling for life expectancy in 
1960.  
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Table 6. Human Capital, Legal and Colonial Origin, and Growth, 1960-2003 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Common Law  0.64** 

(0.28) 
  0.26 

(0.64) 
 0.39 
(0.26) 

  0.05 
(0.58) 

Mixed Legal Origin -0.09 
(0.42) 

 -0.48 
(0.54) 

 0.04 
(0.38) 

 -0.32 
(0.49) 

German Legal Origin  1.82*** 
(0.53) 

  0.74 
(0.66) 

 1.40*** 
(0.48) 

  0.57 
(0.61) 

Scandinavian Legal 
Origin 

 0.89 
(0.54) 

 -0.19 
(0.69) 

 0.30 
(0.55) 

 -0.45 
(0.65) 

Former British Colony   0.54 
(0.37) 

 0.37 
(0.72) 

  0.27 
(0.34) 

 0.29 
(0.65) 

Former Colony of 
Other French Civil 
Law Country 

 -0.13 
(0.36) 

-0.14 
(0.36) 

 - 0.24 
 (0.32) 

-0.23 
(0.33) 

Other Former Colony   1.49** 
(0.59) 

 1.29 
(0.79) 

  1.19** 
(0.59) 

 1.09 
(0.75) 

Never Colonized   1.12*** 
(0.40) 

 0.98** 
(0.49) 

  0.61 
(0.38) 

 0.60 
(0.45) 

Log 1960 GDP Per 
Capita 

-0.70*** 
(0.19) 

-0.64*** 
(0.19) 

-0.69*** 
(0.20) 

-1.22*** 
(0.20) 

-1.18*** 
(0.21) 

-1.16*** 
(0.21) 

Education in 1960  3.88*** 
(0.63) 

 3.70*** 
(0.64) 

 3.93*** 
(0.70) 

 2.00*** 
(0.69) 

 2.08*** 
(0.68) 

 2.20*** 
(0.77) 

Life Expectancy in 
1960 

    0.09*** 
(0.02) 

 0.09*** 
(0.02) 

 0.09*** 
(0.02) 

Constant  4.14*** 
(1.20) 

 3.76*** 
(1.21) 

 4.05*** 
(1.31) 

 4.66*** 
(1.09) 

 4.61*** 
(1.13) 

 4.57*** 
(1.22) 

Observations 91 91 91 88 88 88 
Adjusted R-squared 0.42 0.44 0.45 0.55 0.56 0.56 
Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. In all regressions, the omitted category is French Legal Origin, and/or Former French 
Colony. OLS standard errors in parentheses. *  p ≤ 0.10;  ** p ≤ 0.05;  *** p ≤ 0.01 
 
 The last three columns of Table 6 add life expectancy in 1960 as an independent 
variable. Like education, life expectancy is a variable which has been identified by the 
literature as strongly correlated with economic growth. Adding this variable reduces the 
coefficients and statistical significance of legal and colonial origin variables. The only 
such variables which remain statistically significant are German legal origin in regression 
4 and Other Former Colony in regression 5. Adding life expectancy also reduces the 
coefficients on Education in 1960, although they remain large and statistically significant. 
This effect is likely due to the fact that life expectancy and education are complementary 
factors in producing lifetime consumption. Education and skills are more valuable, if one 
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is likely to live longer. Life expectancy probably affects economic growth by enhancing 
individuals’ (and the state’s) the incentive to invest in education and other forms of 
human capital.16 Life expectancy is subject to two interpretations. First, it could reflect 
colonial policy relating to public health and health care. Second, it could reflect 
geography and climate. Some places were simply more conducive to human health, 
especially before the widespread availability of antibiotics and other medicines.17 The 
idea that life expectancy reflects colonial health policy is most plausible for countries 
which became independent in 1960 or later. Regressions below replicate these results in a 
sample which is restricted to those countries.  
 The method used in Tables 5 and 6 -- using two sets of dummy variables --  is the 
most obvious way of assessing the relative importance of colonial and legal origin in a 
regression. The categorical nature of the data, however, allows a better specification that 
does not force a (linear) structure on the combination of colonial and legal origin. It is 
also more transparent. This specification uses a discrete regressor for every combination 
of colonial and legal origin that occurs in the data, such as "Former British Colony & 
Common Law" and "Former British Colony & Mixed Legal Origin." Hypotheses can 
then be tested as restrictions on the coefficients. One advantage of this approach is that it 
makes clear which groups of countries push the results in which direction, and hence 
reveals clearly which observations are pivotal. The other main advantage is that this 
specification allows for arbitrary interactions between legal and colonial origin.18 By 
contrast, the usual specification with two sets of dummies assumes that the marginal 
effect of having, e.g., common rather than French civil law is the same regardless of 
whether the colonial power was, e.g., England or the Ottoman Empire.  Finally, while the 
number of permutations could in principle be large and exhaust the available degrees of 
freedom, the number of permutations that actually occurs in the data is small and, in fact, 
smaller than the number of legal and colonial origin dummies in certain important 
subsamples. 
 Table 7 implements the discrete regressor specification for the full sample 
and two important subsamples. These regressions confirm that French colonialism, not 
French legal origin, seems to be the problem. The omitted category is French Legal 
Origin and Former French Colony, so coefficients measure the average difference in per 

                                                 
16 Acemoglu & Johnson (2007) dispute the causal relationship between health and economic 

growth.   
17 The geographic interpretation receives some support from the fact that life expectancy in 1960 

is highly correlated with settler mortality, even though settler mortality measures health at a much earlier 
period, for some countries as early as the 17th century.   The correlation coefficient between Log Settler 
Mortality and Life Expectancy in 1960 ranges from -.0.52 to -0.77, depending on which figures for settler 
mortality  are used --  AJR 2001’s original figures, AJR 2006’s “robustness series,” or Albouy 2008’s 
revised figures -- and whether the sample is limited to countries in the core dataset.  On the other hand, 
AJR might argue that the high correlation between settler mortality and life expectancy is due to 
institutions: low settler mortality led to higher European immigration, which induced colonial governments 
to implement better institutions, which led to better health policies, which in turn led to higher life 
expectancy. (AJR 2001).  

18 Without other control variables, a regression with the discrete regressors approximates the 
conditional expectation function, whereas the two sets of dummies would only approximate the best linear 
predictor.  With control variables, the interaction with these controls is constrained to be linear, but the 
interaction of colonial and legal origin remains unconstrained.  Technically, these are non-parametric and 
semi-parametric estimators, respectively, although obviously of an extremely simple kind. 
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capita growth rates. It is notable that all coefficients are positive, indicating that every 
other combination of legal and colonial origin performed better than French Legal Origin 
/ Former French Colony. Unfortunately, as Table 2 makes clear, only a few combinations 
contain 5 or more observations. Those combinations are highlighted in the table.  
 Column 1 reports a regression with only the legal/colonial origin variables. It is 
notable that French legal origin countries which were former Belgian, Dutch, Ottoman, 
Portuguese, Russian, or Spanish colonies do much better than former French colonies, 
and the difference is statistically significant. The coefficient on French Legal Origin / 
Former Colony of Other French Civil Law Country is nearly as large as that on Common 
Law / Former British colony, and the difference between those two coefficients is not 
statistically significant. This is a clear indication that legal origin is not causally related to 
growth. That conclusion is reinforced by the coefficient on the Mixed Legal Origin / 
Former British Colony dummy variable, which is even larger than that on Common Law / 
Former British Colony, although again the difference is not statistically significant. Also 
notable is the fact that French Legal Origin countries which were never colonized grew 
faster than Common Law countries which were never colonized, although the difference 
is not statistically significant and there are only 2 common law countries which were 
never colonized (The U.K. and Nepal).  German and Scandinavian legal origin countries 
performed best (whether colonized or not), although the number of such countries is so 
small that results are unreliable, even though statistically significant by conventional 
measures. 
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Table 7. Regressions with Discrete Regressors 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 Full Dataset Exogenous Legal 

Origin Countries 
Countries Still 

Colonies in 1960 
French Legal Origin / 
Former Colony of Other 
French Civil Law Country 

1.01** 
(0.39) 

-0.20 
(0.32) 

1.57*** 
(0.53) 

0.38 
(0.49) 

1.65** 
(0.71) 

0.27 
(0.65) 

French Legal Origin / Never 
Colonized 

 1.68*** 
(0.62) 

0.69 
(0.46) 

    

Common Law / Former 
British Colony 

1.37*** 
(0.42) 

0.39 
(0.33) 

1.37*** 
(0.44) 

0.34 
(0.38) 

1.30** 
(0.58) 

0.28 
(0.53) 

Common Law / Never 
Colonized 

1.01 
(0.98) 

0.65 
(0.71) 

    

Mixed Legal Origin / 
Former British Colony 

1.61** 
(0.66) 

0.09 
(0.54) 

1.61** 
(0.70) 

0.09 
(0.63) 

1.92** 
(0.93) 

0.65 
(0.84) 

Mixed Legal Origin / 
Former Colony of Other 
French Civil Law Country 

0.49 
(0.98) 

-0.40 
(0.71) 

0.49 
(1.04) 

-0.59 
(0.79) 

  

Mixed Legal Origin / Other 
Former Colony 

0.59 
(1.35) 

-0.90 
(0.99) 

0.59 
(1.44) 

-0.91 
(1.11) 

  

Mixed Legal Origin / Never 
Colonized 

3.70*** 
(1.35) 

1.85* 
(1.00) 

    

German Legal Origin / 
Other Former Colony 

5.12*** 
(0.98) 

2.79*** 
(0.77) 

5.12*** 
(1.04) 

2.76*** 
(0.88) 

  

German Legal Origin / 
Never Colonized 

2.69*** 
(0.73) 

0.51 
(0.62) 

    

Scandinavian Legal Origin / 
Other Former Colony 

1.94* 
(0.98) 

0.49 
(0.97) 

1.94* 
(1.04) 

0.19 
(1.09) 

  

Scandinavian Legal Origin / 
Never Colonized 

1.65** 
(0.82) 

0.16 
(0.63) 

    

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita  -1.02*** 
(0.21) 

 -0.90*** 
(0.29) 

 -0.32 
(0.43) 

Education in 1960  2.02*** 
(0.76) 

 1.90** 
(0.94) 

 0.31 
(1.13) 

Life Expectancy in 1960  0.08*** 
(0.02) 

 0.09*** 
(0.02) 

 0.11*** 
(0.04) 

Constant 0.72** 
(0.30) 

3.76*** 
(1.24) 

0.72** 
(0.32) 

2.53 
(1.61) 

0.27 
(0.39) 

-1.94 
(2.44) 

Observations 98 88 63 55 35 30 
Adjusted R-squared 0.26 0.59 0.29 0.61 0.15 0.47 
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Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. In all regressions, the omitted category is French Legal Origin / Former French 
Colony. Interaction dummy variable rows representing five or more observations are highlighted.  
*  p ≤ 0.10;  ** p ≤ 0.05;  *** p ≤ 0.01. 
 
 Column 2 adds controls for human capital and per capita 1960 GDP. As in Table 
6, adding human capital controls dramatically reduces the magnitude and statistical 
significance of the legal/colonial dummy variables. This result strongly suggests that 
education, health, and/or climate were more important than law for growth. 
 The remaining columns replicate the results in columns 1 and 2 for two important 
subsets—countries for which legal origin is exogenous and countries which were still 
colonies in 1960. The exogenous legal origin subsample is an important one, because, as 
noted in the introduction, a key virtue of legal origin is supposedly that it is exogenous. 
Nevertheless, this is not true for more than a third of the countries in the dataset. 
Countries which were never colonized chose their legal systems, and their legal systems 
thus reflect their economic, social, and cultural development and values. In addition, 
some countries adopted their modern legal systems voluntarily after independence. This 
is true for Greece, Romania, and former Spanish and Portuguese colonies in Latin 
America. These countries are therefore not included in the exogenous legal origin 
subsample. Spanish and Portuguese colonies in Latin America became independent in the 
early nineteenth century. At that time, their legal systems were based on uncodified 
Spanish law, which was in some ways more similar to common law than to codified 
French law. (Gorla & Moccia 1981). After independence, these countries, like Spain 
itself, voluntarily adopted versions of French civil law. Results are similar if former 
Spanish and Portuguese colonies in Latin America are categorized as having exogenous 
legal origin.  
 The subsample of countries still colonies in 1960 is also important, because our 
human capital variables (education and life expectancy) were both measured in 1960. For 
countries which were not colonies in 1960, one could argue that human capital in 1960 
reflects factors other than colonial policy, including legal origin, which might have 
affected human capital by increasing incentives to acquire human capital or through 
governmental effectiveness. For countries which were still colonies in 1960, the 
argument that human capital reflects colonial policy is obviously much stronger. Of 
course, even for countries which were still colonies in 1960, it is still possible that legal 
origin indirectly affected schooling and health, although that influence is probably 
weaker than the effect of direct government policy. It should be remembered from Table 
4, Panel C, that former British colonies were not, on average, significantly richer than 
former French colonies in 1960, although their inhabitants lived longer and were 
significantly more educated.  
 The regressions in Table 7 using these two subsamples – exogenous legal origin 
and countries still colonies in 1960 – reveal patterns identical to those observed in the full 
dataset. French colonialism, not French legal origin is seems to be responsible for lower 
growth, and all legal/colonial differences in growth become insignificant when one 
controls for human capital in 1960.  
 Table 8 performs some additional robustness checks on the exogenous legal 
origin and countries-still-colonies-in-1960 subsamples. The regressions in this table 
replicate key regressions from Tables 5 and 6 on these subsamples. The results must be 
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interpreted with caution, because the small sample size means there are relatively few 
coefficients with statistical significance. Nevertheless, the results are remarkable similar 
to those from regressions on the full dataset. Common law countries grew about three-
quarters of a percent faster than French civil law countries, but this difference is at best 
marginally statistically significant, even without controls for education or colonial origin. 
As in Tables 5 and 6, the coefficients on the common law variable become insignificant 
and much smaller (or even negative) when either colonial origin or human capital are 
controlled for.  
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Table 8. Analysis with Subsamples 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 Exogenous Legal Origin 

Countries 
Countries Still Colonies in 

1960 
Common Law 0.71* 

(0.42) 
-1.40 
(1.14) 

0.19 
(0.32) 

0.81 
(0.57) 

-0.62 
(0.95) 

0.18 
(0.47) 

Mixed Legal Origin 0.54 
(0.59) 

-1.16 
(0.90) 

-0.41 
(0.46) 

1.42 
(0.97) 

 0.55 
(0.79) 

German Legal Origin 4.46*** 
(1.09) 

3.24** 
(1.30) 

2.48*** 
(0.81) 

   

Former British Colony  2.77** 
(1.14) 

  1.92** 
(0.93) 

 

Former Colony of Other 
French Civil Law Country 

 1.58*** 
(0.52) 

  1.65 ** 
(0.71) 

 

Other Former Colony  1.88** 
(0.91) 

    

Log 1960 GDP Per Capita   -1.02*** 
(0.25) 

  -0.39 
(0.39) 

Education in 1960   2.20** 
(0.85) 

  0.34 
(1.10) 

Life Expectancy in 1960   0.09*** 
(0.02) 

  0.11*** 
(0.04) 

Constant 1.39*** 
(0.26) 

0.72** 
(0.32) 

3.32** 
(1.31) 

0.76** 
(0.35) 

0.27 
(0.39) 

-1.53 
(2.19) 

Observations 63 63 55 35 35 30 
Adjusted R-squared 0.20 0.30 0.62 0.04 0.15 0.49 
Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. In all regressions, the omitted category is French Legal Origin, and/or Former French 
Colony. Mixed legal origin had to be dropped from the regression in column 5, because all mixed 
legal origin countries in this subsample were former British colonies, and all former British 
colonies were either common law or mixed legal origin. OLS standard errors in parentheses.  
*  p≤0.10;  ** p≤0.05;  *** p≤0.01. 
 
 Table 9 replicates key regressions from Tables 5 and 6 using the most recent 
LLSV coding. Results are almost identical to those in Tables 5 and 6. Common law 
countries experienced growth a little more than half a percent higher than French civil 
law countries, but that difference disappears when colonial origin or human capital are 
also controlled for. Unreported regressions using legal/colonial interaction dummy 
variables produce results very similar to that reported in Table 7. Thus, it does not appear 
that coding differences explain our results. 
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Table 9. Regressions with LLSV Coding of Legal Origin 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Common Law 0.70** 

(0.32) 
0.14 

(0.67) 
0.58** 

(0.25) 
0.42 

(0.54) 
0.34 

(0.24) 
0.14 

(0.49) 
German Legal Origin 2.76*** 

(0.59) 
1.73** 

(0.73) 
1.89*** 

(0.52) 
0.96 

(0.64) 
1.41*** 

(0.48) 
0.70 

(0.58) 
Scandinavian Legal 
Origin 

1.03 
(0.65) 

-0.05 
(0.78) 

0.90* 
(0.54) 

-0.03 
(0.66) 

0.29 
(0.55) 

-0.36 
(0.62) 

Former British 
Colony 

 1.28* 
(0.76) 

 0.16 
(0.64) 

 0.16 
(0.57) 

Former Colony of 
Other French Civil 
Law Country 

 0.98** 
(0.39) 

 -0.13 
(0.36) 

 -0.22 
(0.32) 

Other Former Colony  2.27*** 
(0.85) 

 1.16 
(0.73) 

 0.98 
(0.69) 

Never Colonized  1.52*** 
(0.57) 

 0.86* 
(0.47) 

 0.52 
(0.43) 

Log 1960 GDP Per 
Capita 

  -0.62*** 
(0.18) 

-0.61*** 
(0.19) 

-1.19*** 
(0.20) 

-1.14*** 
(0.21) 

Education in 1960   3.57*** 
(0.59) 

3.57*** 
(0.65) 

1.85*** 
(0.64) 

1.97*** 
(0.70) 

Life Expectancy in 
1960 

    0.09*** 
(0.02) 

0.09*** 
(0.02) 

Constant 1.46*** 
(0.18) 

0.72** 
(0.31) 

3.70*** 
(1.17) 

3.59*** 
(1.27) 

4.48*** 
(1.07) 

4.38*** 
(1.17) 

Observations 98 98 91 91 88 88 
Adjusted R-squared 0.18 0.24 0.42 0.44 0.56 0.56 
Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. In all regressions, the omitted category is French Legal Origin, and/or Former French 
Colony. OLS standard errors in parentheses. *  p ≤ 0.10;  ** p ≤ 0.05;  *** p ≤ 0.01 
  
 We also performed three additional sets of robustness checks. First, we reran the 
key regressions in Tables 5 and 6 disaggregating the Former Colony of Other French 
Civil Law category.  As expected, former Belgian colonies had very low growth rates 
(lower than former French colonies), while former Dutch colonies did very well (better, 
in fact the former British colonies), and former Spanish, Portuguese, and Ottoman 
colonies did reasonably well (better than French colonies, but worse than British 
colonies).  Because of the small number of countries involved, however, the differences 
between these sets of former colonies and former French or British colonies were not 
consistently statistically significant.  Second, we reran the key regressions in Table 5 and 
6 with log 2003 per capita GDP as the dependent variable.  Results were very similar.  
This is important, because these regressions include many more countries -- 182 versus 
98 for regressions in the first three columns of Table 5 and 109 versus 88 for the last 
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three regressions in Table 6. This suggests that our results are not biased by the restricted 
sample dictated by the use of per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 as our primary 
dependent variable.  Third, we reran the key regressions in Tables 5 and 6 using 
Maddison’s estimates of per capita GDP growth 1960-2003, 1950-2003, and 1950-2006.  
Because Maddison provides data for many more countries than Penn World Tables (the 
source in the rest of this paper), because he used different (albeit often less reliable) 
sources, and because his data allow for a slightly broader range of dates, these regressions 
provide another useful robustness check.  Results were similar with two exceptions.  The 
coefficients on the Former Colony of French Civil Law Country dummy variable were 
insignificant, even without human capital controls.  This reflects the fact that Maddison’s 
dataset includes several low growth countries in this category which were not in the Penn 
World Table dataset (e.g. Iraq and Angola).  On the other hand, the coefficient on the 
mixed legal origin dummy variable is statistically significant, primarily reflecting the 
inclusion of Botswana, a very high growth mixed legal origin country not in the Penn 
World Tables dataset.   
 
4. Geography 
 Britain, France and other countries did not acquire colonies randomly. They did 
so in accord with their imperial objectives and relative power, both of which varied over 
time and among colonial powers. Here are a few salient differences: 
 

Settler Mortality. A key indication of the extent to which a particular place 
was suitable for European settlement is the settler mortality rate. Acemoglu, 
Johnson & Robinson (AJR 2001) calculated such figures for sixty-two former 
colonies.19  Of the eleven countries with settler mortality rates of less than 5% 
per year, all are former British colonies. AJR’s figures have been challenged, 
most prominently by David Albouy, but the fact that Britain colonized all or 
nearly all the most favorable countries remains valid no matter how settler 
mortality is calculated.20   
 
Sub-saharan Africa. Nearly all French colonies were in sub-Saharan Africa, 
while British colonies were spread more evenly over the globe. It is well known 
that nearly all sub-Saharan African countries have had abysmal economic 
growth.  
  
Sahara. The Sahara is one of the regions least hospitable to economic activity. 
Of the ten countries partly or wholly in the Sahara, seven are former French 
colonies and only one (Sudan) is a former British colony. 

                                                 
19 They actually calculated settler mortality for sixty-four countries, but one was never colonized 

(Ethiopia) and one never became independence (Hong Kong).  Both had relatively low settler mortality, but 
are excluded from our analysis.  Including them would not significantly alter our conclusions. 

20 Under Albouy 2008’s calculations, of the nineteen former colonies with settler mortality rates 
less than 5%, 15 are former British colonies, two are former French colonies (Morocco and Algeria), one 
was a former Ottoman colony (Egypt), and the other was a former Spanish colony (Honduras).  AJR 
recalculated their settler mortality rates in light of Albouy’s criticism and new data.   According to these 
revised figures, of the ten places with settler mortality rates less than 5%, all are former British colonies. 
AJR 2006 
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Continental Latin America. All of continental Latin America was colonized 
by Spain, except Belize, Brazil, French Guyana, Guyana, and Suriname. 
 
Island. Nearly half of all former British colonies are islands, whereas only 
about ten percent of former French colonies are islands.  

 
 Table 10 reports a set of regressions which explore the effects of these variables, 
which we describe with the adjective “geographic,” even though some of them might be 
more precisely classified as climatic or regional. The dataset for the first five columns is 
former colonies for which settler mortality data is available. There are no former “other” 
colonies (e.g. Danish, Japanese, Swedish, or US colonies) in this subsample, because 
settler mortality data is not available for them. The sample for the last column is all 
former non-European colonies 
 Column one replicates regression (3) from Table 5 on this new subset. The results 
are nearly identical, suggesting that there is little difference between the two subsets. In 
both, former British colonies had growth rates averaging roughly 1.5% higher than 
former French colonies, and the difference is statistically significant at the 5% level. 
Former colonies of other French civil law countries had growth rates roughly 1% faster 
than former French colonies.  
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Table 10. Geography, Colonial Origin and Economic Growth, 1960-2003 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 Former Colonies with Settler Mortality Data  All 

Former 
Colonies 

Former British Colony 1.57*** 
(0.41) 

0.72 
(0.45) 

0.86* 
(0.44) 

1.02** 
(0.47) 

0.71 
(0.44) 

1.16** 
(0.48) 

Former Colony of 
Other French Civil 
Law Country 

 0.96** 
(0.40) 

1.13 
(0.71) 

0.76 
(0.64) 

1.70** 
(0.74) 

1.14 
(0.69) 

1.26** 
(0.53) 

Former Japanese or 
U.S. Colony 

     2.98*** 
(0.90) 

Log Settler Mortality  0.01 
(0.17) 

0.09 
(0.18) 

-0.19 
(0.20) 

  

Sub-Saharan Africa  -1.88*** 
(0.63) 

-2.02*** 
(0.65) 

 -1.86*** 
(0.44) 

-1.04** 
(0.41) 

Sub-Saharan Africa, 
excluding Islands and 
South Africa 

   -0.81 
(0.75) 

  

Saharan  -0.38 
(0.59) 

-0.23 
(0.58) 

0.15 
(0.63) 

-0.37 
(0.56) 

0.03 
(0.63) 

Continental Latin 
America 

 -2.16*** 
(0.72) 

 -1.85** 
(0.80) 

-2.15*** 
(0.71) 

-1.36** 
(0.55) 

Latin America, 
including Islands 

  -1.60*** 
(0.55) 

   

Island  -0.54 
(0.48) 

0.19 
(0.41) 

-0.23 
(0.58) 

-0.53 
(0.46) 

0.10 
(0.43) 

Constant 0.47 
(0.31) 

2.18*** 
(0.79) 

1.70** 
(0.78) 

2.15** 
(0.88) 

2.20*** 
(0.55) 

1.28** 
(0.58) 

Observations 51 51 51 51 51 72 
Adjusted R-squared 0.20 0.46 0.45 0.36 0.47 0.34 
Notes. The dependent variable for all regressions is annualized per capita GDP growth 1960-2003 
in percent. European “colonies” excluded from the last column. In all regressions, the omitted 
category is Former French Colony. OLS standard errors in parentheses. *  p ≤ 0.10;  ** p ≤ 0.05;  
*** p ≤ 0.01. 
 
 Column 2 adds the controls for the geographic differences discussed in the 
previous pages. The magnitude of the coefficient on the former British colony dummy 
variables falls by more than half, and its statistical significance dips below the 10% 
threshold. The coefficient on the Former Colony of Other French Civil Law Country 
dummy actually increases slightly, but loses statistical significance. The coefficients on 
the sub-Saharan Africa and continental Latin America dummy variables have the 
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expected sign and are statistically significant. As predicted, the coefficient on the Saharan 
dummy variable is negative, although not significant. Surprisingly, the coefficient on Log 
Settler Mortality is virtually zero, and the coefficient on Islands is negative (but not 
statistically significant). The weak effect of settler mortality probably derives from the 
fact that the other geographic variables are picking up most of its effect. 21 
 The fact that the coefficients on the colonial dummy variables become 
insignificant when geographic controls are added supports the hypothesis that differences 
in initial conditions rather than in colonial policy (legal, educational, or other) are the best 
explanation for different growth rates. This is not to assert that legal or educational policy 
didn’t matter. As AJR argue, colonial powers may have instituted different policies 
depending on the extent to which European settlement was feasible. So geography may 
have affected institutions and policies. Nevertheless, this regression does suggest that 
whether a country was colonized by Britain, France or another colonial power did not 
have a significant effect. 
 Alas, this argument for the importance of geography should not be given undue 
weight, because the regression results upon which it is based are fragile. Column 3 
replicates the regression in Column 2, with a single change. Instead of a control variable 
for continental Latin America, the regression in Column 3 includes a control variable for 
all Latin America, including the Caribbean islands. This simple change restores some 
statistical significance to the Former British colony dummy variable. Column 4 makes 
another seemingly small change. Unlike the regression in Column 2, its sub-Saharan 
Africa dummy variable excludes islands off the coast of Africa (e.g. Madagascar) and 
South Africa. Defining sub-Saharan Africa in this way makes sense, because most of 
these islands were uninhabited before their European colonization, and those which were 
not (Madagascar and Comoros) had populations which were primarily from South Asia 
or the Middle East. Nevertheless, changing the sub-Saharan Africa dummy in this 
seemingly innocuous way has the dramatic effect of making the coefficients on both the 
Former British Colony and the Former Colony of Other French Civil Law Country 
variables significant at the 5% level.  
 Columns 5 and 6 perform an additional robustness check. Column 5 replicates the 
regression in Column 2 without Log Settler Mortality, but using the same set of countries. 
As would be expected given the virtually zero coefficient on Log Settler Mortality, the 
results in Column 5 are nearly identical to those in Column 2. The coefficients on the 
colonial variables are insignificant at conventional levels. Column 6 replicates the 
regression reported in Column 5, but expands the dataset to include all former, non-
European colonies with data on per capita GDP growth. The coefficient on the Former 
British Colony dummy variable jumps 50% and is now statistically significant at the 5% 
level, as are the coefficients on other colonial origin variables. 
 In regressions not reported, all of the regressions in Table 10 were rerun using 
Albouy’s calculations and AJR 2006’s “robustness check” recalculations of settler 
mortality. The results are nearly identical. 
 These regressions suggest that the issue of geography remains open. Whether 
geographic variables dominate colonial origin variables depends on the definitions of the 

                                                 
21 This interpretation is supported by the fact that the coefficient on Log Settler Mortality is 

negative and statistically significant at the 5% level when other geographic control variables (but not 
colonial origin variables) are excluded. 
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regional dummy variables and on which set of countries is analyzed. The results are 
unstable and unreliable, probably because there are so few countries in these datasets. 
 Another way to control for geography is to analyze pairs of former colonies. The 
advantage of using pairs is that the members of each pairs are likely to share unobserved 
characteristics, and analysis by pairs would control for those characteristics. Pairs were 
identified using the following criteria. (1) Countries were contiguous or, if islands, there 
were no islands closer. (2) One was a former British colony, while the other was a former 
colony of another civil law country. (3) The two countries had similar climates according 
to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.22  Unfortunately, per capita 
GDP growth data for 1960-2003 are available for only seven pairs, so the table below 
also includes data for per capita GDP in 2003. Even so, the number of pairs with data is 
low, so, where data from Penn World Tables (our usual source) is missing, equivalent 
World Bank data was used. Such data is in italics. Pairs in which the former British 
colony performed better are shaded. 
 

                                                 
22 Nearly all the pairs were rainforest or savannah, which NOAA classifies as similar.  This “same 

climate” condition excludes only three pairs which meet the other criteria: United States/Mexico, South 
Africa/Mozambique, and Sudan/Eritrea.  Two of these countries were paired with other countries (Sudan 
with Chad, Mozambique with Zimbabwe). There were three former British colonies which could have been 
paired with 2 countries.  Nigeria could have been paired with Cameroon instead of Benin. The table uses 
Benin, because Cameroon has a complex legal and colonial history, because it was formed by the merger of 
British and French colonies. Using Cameroon would have no impact on the comparisons in the table.  
Tanzania could have been paired with Rwanda.  The table uses Burundi, because GDP growth data is 
available for Burundi for 1960-2003. Using Rwanda rather than Burundi in the table would make the 
common law look worse, because Rwanda had higher per capita GDP in 2003. Ghana could have been 
paired with Togo. Instead it was paired with Ivory Coast, because they were more similar in size.  Like 
Ivory Coast, Togo had lower growth , but it also had lower per capita GDP in 2003. The choices of Burundi 
and Ivory Coast instead of Rwanda and Togo therefore offset each other.  Indonesia could have been paired 
with Singapore instead of Malaysia, but Malaysia seemed like a better pair, because Malaysia and 
Indonesia are closer in size and population. Substituting Singapore for Malaysia in the table would make 
little difference, because Singapore also had higher growth rates than Indonesia and higher per capita GDP 
in 2003.  Singapore’s per capita GDP in 2003 was, however, more than twice that of Malaysia’s.  Hong 
Kong and Macao might not technically fit the criteria set out in the text, because they are not contiguous 
nor are they entirely islands.  Nevertheless, they are very close and they share similar histories as colonial 
ports.   
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Table 11. Analysis by Pairs 
 

 Growth 1960-2003 Per Capita GDP 1960 Per Capita GDP 2003 
Pair British Other British Other British Other 
Belize/Guatemala   7147 3805
Burma/Laos     788 1643
Ghana/Ivory Coast 3.15 1.03 372 1298 1440 2019
Guyana/Surinam   3254 6467
Hong Kong/Macao   27,656 30,420
Jamaica/Cuba   4584 6288
Malaysia/Indonesia 4.40 3.07 1829 1099 12,131 4121
Mauritius/Madagascar 3.58 -1.18 3534 1260 16,463 759
Nigeria/Benin 0.26 0.79 1096 958 1223 1345
Seychelles/Comoros   14,548 1131
Sierra Leone/Guinea   713 2888
Sudan/Chad   1176 884
Tanzania/Burundi 1.41 0.34 498 664 912 763
The Gambia/Senegal 0.49 -0.57 760 1797 937 1407
Uganda/Zaire   1114 436
Zambia/Angola     1095 2948
Zimbabwe/Mozambique 0.16 1.29 2277 831 2437 1451
       
Fraction of pairs for which former British colony performed better 
All pairs 5/7 4/7  8/17
All excluding World Bank data 5/7 4/7  7/14
All excluding socialist 5/7 4/7  8/15
All excluding mixed legal origin 5/7 4/7  5/13
All excluding endogenous legal origin  5/7 4/7  7/16
Former British and French colonies only 3/4 2/4  3/8
Former British and not French colonies 2/3 2/3  5/9
Notes:   Pairs in which the former British colony performed better are shaded. 
 “Growth 1960-2003” is annualized per capita GDP growth in the period 1960-2003. 
 “British” means former British colony 
 “Other” means former colony of Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Portugal, or Spain. 
 Numbers in italics are PPP-adjusted World Bank figures. Other data are from Penn World Tables 6
 “All excluding World Bank data” excludes those pairs for which data comes from the World Bank. 
data are indicated in italics. 
 “All excluding socialist” excludes pairs where one country is coded by LLS 2008 as having socialis
origin. The socialist countries in the table are Burma and Cuba. 
 “All excluding mixed legal origin” excludes pairs where one country has a mixed civil/common law
system. These mixed legal origin countries are Guyana, Mauritius, Seychelles, and Zimbabwe.  
 “All excluding endogenous legal origin” excludes pairs where one country adopted its modern lega
system voluntarily. The only such country in the table is Guatemala. 
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 As can be seen, former British colonies generally had higher growth rates. One 
should be cautious about drawing conclusions from such a small number of countries,23 
but this result is consistent with the idea that differences in economic performance can be 
attributed to institutions and policies (educational, legal or other) rather than just to 
geography.  
 The last two columns, however, cast some doubt on that interpretation. Former 
British colonies tend to have lower per capita GDP in 2003. This seeming paradox could 
have two explanations. First, the per capita GDP growth of common law countries might 
be lower, on average, for those countries for which growth data is unavailable. Second, 
common law countries might have had higher growth rates, but have started from lower 
per capita GDP levels in 1960. The later explanation would be consistent with the 
convergence hypothesis of neo-classical growth theory—poorer countries grow faster. 
The convergence hypothesis receives some support from the 7 pairs for which data is 
available on growth 1960-2003. With two exceptions – Malaysia/Singapore and 
Mauritius/Madagascar – countries which were poorer in 1960 (see the middle columns) 
grew faster in the period 1960-2003. Whichever interpretation is correct – lower growth 
for common law countries 1960-2003 or convergence – the lower 2003 per capita GDP of 
former British colonies in this paired sample is inconsistent with the idea that the 
common law leads to superior economic performance or that former British colonies had 
better institutions.   
  
5. Relation to Prior Literature 
 The published article closest to ours was written by one of the co-authors. 
(Mahoney 2001). Like this paper, Mahoney examined the relationship between economic 
growth, legal origin, and an array of control variables, including education. His key 
finding was that common law countries grew between 0.5% and 1% faster than civil law 
countries in the period 1960-92, even when controlling for education. The regressions he 
performed are similar to that reported in regression 1 of Table 6 of this paper. This 
regression was performed on all countries and included controls for education and per 
capita GDP in 1960. Like Mahoney 2001’s result, the coefficient is between 0.5 and 1.0, 
and is statistically significant. Nevertheless, unlike Mahoney 2001, this paper also 
controls for colonial origin and life expectancy, and shows that the positive relationship 
between legal origin and economic growth is not robust to the addition either of these 
controls.  
 This paper is also similar to an unpublished paper by Rostowski and Stacescu 
(2006). Rostowski and Stacescu also explore the relationship between legal and colonial 
origin and find that colonial origin is more powerful than legal origin, but that education 
seems to trump both. Although our results accord with theirs, we found much of their 
analysis problematic. They classify four former English colonies as having French civil 
law—Malta, Mauritius, Seychelles, and Swaziland. With the exception of Swaziland, all 
of these are more properly classified as mixed legal systems. They were under British 
control for more than a century, during which time England imposed much of its own 
law, especially in commercial matters. Similarly, Rostowski & Stacescu classify seven 
common law countries as not former British colonies – the United States, Canada, New 
                                                 

23 Using the binomial probability test, none of these fractions is significantly different from 50%.  
Even for a one-sided test of a French superiority null, the smallest p-value for any of the fractions is 0.15. 
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Zealand, Australia, Israel, Ireland, and the United Kingdom. With the exception of the 
United Kingdom and possibly Israel, all of these were former colonies, although 
Rostowski and Stacescu don’t count them as such, because they were independent before 
the mid-twentieth century. Because of these questionable classifications, we believe our 
paper provides a more persuasive foundation for the relative importance of legal and 
colonial origin.  
 LLS 2008 devotes three paragraphs to the relationship between legal origin and 
economic growth. They note that the “growth effects of legal origin become weaker once 
we control for a measure of human capital…,” and cite Rostowski & Stacescu (2006) for 
the idea that “legal origins should enter the growth equation precisely through education 
because England pursued more enlightened educational policies in its colonies than did 
France.”  LLS conclude that “[t]his is a very original theory, and we hope it is 
developed.” (p.302). We believe that LLS’s interpretation of these results misses the 
point. Legal origin is irrelevant to education policy, unless one takes an extremely broad 
interpretation of legal origin that encompasses all colonial policies. As noted in the 
Introduction, LLS 2008 at times seems to take such a view. Nevertheless, if that is their 
interpretation, the more appropriate variable (and concept) is colonial origin, not legal 
origin. 
 Acemoglu and Johnson (2005) investigate the respective impact of contracting 
and property rights institutions on long-run growth in former colonies. Using English 
legal origin and log settler mortality as instruments for these institutions, they find that 
property rights institutions have a large impact, while contracting institutions have none. 
According to their first-stage results, English legal origin is a less robust predictor of 
property rights institutions than settler mortality. In addition, English legal origin does 
not matter for GDP per capita in 1995 once instrumented property rights institutions are 
controlled for. Hence Acemoglu and Johnson conclude that legal origin did not matter for 
long-run growth. In our view, this conclusion is premature. For two out of three measures 
of property rights institutions, the estimated coefficient for English legal origin is as high 
as, or higher than, the predicted effect of a one standard deviation increase in settler 
mortality, and this result is highly statistically significant. (See Table 4, Panel B, columns 
3 to 6). In addition, Acemoglu and Johnson use log 1995 GDP per capita as their proxy 
for long-run economic growth, and they justify this by asserting that all countries had 
similar levels of per capita income in 1750. (p. 956). Although using this dependent 
variable has the benefit of increasing the number of countries available for analysis, we 
think there are also substantial advantages to our dependent variable -- per capita GDP 
growth 1960-2003. Using log GDP levels as the dependent variable inserts more noise 
into the regression than using growth data controlling for initial GDP. In addition, the 
determinants of growth since 1960 are of particular interest, because they may shed more 
light on policies relevant to modern economies. Given their focus, Acemoglu and 
Johnson naturally do not address differences between colonial and legal origin. 
 Our conclusions are also consistent with the Grier (1999) and Bertocchi & 
Canova (2001), who find that former British colonies have better economic performance 
than former French colonies, and that education can account for a large part of that 
difference. We go beyond those papers by examining the relative influence of legal and 
colonial origin and by investigating the effect of geography in the colonization process. 
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 Our conclusions are also consistent with Barro and Sala-Martin’s work on 
determinants of long-term growth. (Barro & Sala-i-Martin 2004). They find that the 
coefficients on legal origin are not consistently significant when other independent 
variables are included in the regressions. Nevertheless, it should be noted that their 
regressions also include a Rule of Law variable. (p. 540). Because Rule of law is the most 
plausible channel through which legal origin would affect growth, their analysis does not 
give a fair answer to the question of whether legal origin matters.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 Common law countries grew about half a percent faster than French legal origin 
countries over the period 1960-2003. This difference is only sometimes statistically 
significant, and it is not robust to three separate sets of controls.  
 First, when colonial origin is included in regressions along with legal origin, the 
coefficient on the common law legal origin is not only insignificant, it turns negative. In 
addition, former Belgian, Dutch, Ottoman, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish colonies 
perform significantly better than former French colonies, even though all had legal 
systems based on French civil law. These regressions suggest that colonial origin matters 
more than legal origin. 
 Second, when education and life expectancy in 1960 (the start of our period) are 
included as control variables, common law countries are statistically indistinguishable 
from French civil law countries, and colonial origin no longer matters. These regressions 
suggest that human capital is the channel through which legal and colonial origin affected 
economic growth. While it is possible that common law legal origin increased the 
incentive to acquire human capital, it seems more likely that human capital was affected 
directly by educational and public health policy. This interpretation is bolstered by the 
fact that we measure education by looking at enrollment in primary school, where state 
funding is dominant. 
 Third, we also try to control for geographic factors, because Britain, France and 
other colonial powers did not choose their colonies randomly. Because England was the 
dominant power from at least the early nineteenth century, it tended to colonize the 
places most conducive to economic growth. The results of regressions controlling for 
geographic factors are inconclusive, as is analysis based on a paired sample of countries. 
We think the issue of geography remains open. 
 It is important to note that these three sets of analyses are independent. Each is a 
distinct reason to doubt the causal relationship between legal origin and economic 
growth. 
 These finding are somewhat surprising, given the large body of research 
suggesting that common law is associated with robust capital markets, strong property 
rights, light regulation of the employment relationship, and other institutions and policies 
usually associated with economic growth. This paradox has several possible explanations. 
First, common law countries may have superior economic growth, but the data may be 
too noisy or incomplete to detect it. That view is consistent with the fact the coefficient 
on the common law dummy variable is usually positive, although lacking in statistical 
significance, except in regressions which also include colonial origin. Second, as noted in 
the introduction, colonial origin may be a better variable than legal origin for the “style of 
social control” that LLSV now claim that legal origin measures. Colonial origin is a more 
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robust predictor of economic growth than legal origin, although the fact that even 
colonial origin becomes insignificant when human capital is controlled for suggests that 
law may not be an important component of the “style of social control.”  Third, common 
law countries may have negative features which offset the advantages identified by LLSV 
and others. Spamann 2008 shows that common law countries have higher incarceration 
rates and more crime. Similarly, Cutler, Glaeser & Shapiro 2003 find that common law 
countries have higher rates of obesity. These and other yet undiscovered negative 
characteristics of common law countries may counteract the positive characteristics more 
prominent in the current literature.  
 Although we believe our analysis shows that legal origin cannot explain economic 
growth, this paper should not be misinterpreted as arguing that law doesn’t matter. LLSV 
have performed an extremely valuable service by highlighting the importance of law. 
Nevertheless, we believe that law is better measured in more fine-grained ways than legal 
origin. Event studies and other methodologies that exploit variation over time are 
promising strategies, because causation is relatively clear. (LLS 2008 p. 298-99; Klerman 
& Mahoney 2005; Weinstein 2003).  In addition, such studies have advantages from a 
policy perspective. After all, nations can change their laws, but not their legal origin. 
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Appendix. Raw Data. 
 
Country Growth Legal  Legal  Colonial Log GDP Education Life Log Exog.  
  Origin Origin Origin Per Capita 1960 Expect. Settler L.O / 
  (LLSV)  1960  1960 Mortality Colony 
         in 1960 
 
Algeria 1.000326 French French French 8.268208 .46 47.3 4.35927 Yes/Yes 
Argentina .5998341 French French Oth.F.C. 8.969472 .98 65.2 4.232656 No/No 
Australia 2.20888 Common Common British 9.285542 1 70.7 2.145931 Yes/No 
Austria 2.737532 German German Not Col 9.047234 1 68.8 . No/No 
Barbados 1.892476 Common Common British 8.848142 1 . . Yes/Yes 
Belgium 2.659238 French French French 8.993594 1 69.7 . No/No 
Benin .7897708 French French French 6.864861 .27 38.9 . Yes/Yes 
Bolivia .5177765 French French Oth.F.C. 7.785696 .64 42.8 4.26268 No/No 
Brazil 2.308396 French French Oth.F.C. 7.889836 .95 54.9 4.26268 No/No 
Burkina Faso .7558799 French French French 6.65343 .08 36.3 5.634789 Yes/Yes 
Burundi .326723 French French Oth.F.C. 6.497685 .18 41.8 . Yes/Yes 
Cameroon .7884763 French French French 7.566659 .65 43.4 5.634789 Yes/Yes 
Canada 2.251115 Common Common British 9.266416 1 71.1 2.778819 Yes/No 
Cape Verde 3.061135 French French Oth.F.C. 7.224558 . . . Yes/Yes 
Chad .5636366 French French French 7.026276 .17 34.9 . Yes/Yes 
Chile 2.05316 French French Oth.F.C. 8.521508 1 57.3 4.232656 No/No 
China 5.612779 German German Not Col 6.097771 . 36.3 . No/No 
Colombia 1.804065 French French Oth.F.C. 7.939443 .77 53.2 4.26268 No/No 
Comorro Is. .1231058 French French French 7.206348 . . . Yes/Yes 
Congo .9270469 French French French 6.860589 .78 47.3 5.480639 Yes/Yes 
Costa Rica 1.510764 French French Oth.F.C. 8.408324 .96 61.9 4.35799 No/No 
Cote d’Ivoire 1.028056 French French French 7.168248 . 39.5 6.504288 Yes/Yes 
Denmark 2.096744 Scand Scand Not Col 9.337303 1 72.2 . No/No 
Dominican R. 2.738468 French French Oth.F.C. 7.66162 .98 52.2 4.867535 Yes/No 
Ecuador 1.432157 French French Oth.F.C. 7.757428 .83 53.4 4.26268 No/No 
Egypt 2.762509 French French Oth.F.C. 7.279979 .66 46.4 4.216562 Yes/No 
El Salvador 1.085667 French French Oth.F.C. 7.99939 .8 50.8 4.35799 No/No 
Equ. Guinea 5.805711 French French Oth.F.C. 6.862335 . . . Yes/Yes 
Ethiopia 1.264619 French French Not Col 5.988997 .07 42.2 3.258096 No/No 
Finland 2.630753 Scand Scand Other 8.945624 .97 68.5 . Yes/No 
France 2.541107 French French Not Col 9.060147 1 70.4 . No/No 
Gabon .8633877 French French French 8.794252 1 40.9 5.634789 Yes/Yes 
Gambia, The .4863617 Common Common British 6.633927 .12 32.3 7.293018 Yes/Yes 
Ghana 3.147559 Common Common British 5.919186 .38 45.2 6.504288 Yes/No 
Greece 3.103627 French French Oth.F.C. 8.332361 1 68.8 . Yes/No 
Guatemala .9834109 French French Oth.F.C. 7.821155 .45 45.9 4.26268 No/No 
Guinea .1396253 French French French 8.028294 . . 6.180017 Yes/No 
Guinea Bissau .4493285 French French Oth.F.C. 6.174554 .25 34.8 . Yes/Yes 
Honduras .6684512 French French Oth.F.C. 7.449604 .67 46.8 4.35799 No/No 
Hong Kong 4.969326 Common Common British 8.090781 .87 66 2.701361 Yes/No 
Iceland 2.700081 Scand Scand Other 9.018248 1 . . Yes/No 
India 2.86985 Common Common British 6.768915 .61 42.5 3.884241 Yes/No 
Indonesia 3.07474 French French Oth.F.C. 7.001718 .71 41.5 5.135798 Yes/No 
Iran, Islamic 1.561458 French French Not Col 8.092335 .42 46 . No/No 
Ireland 3.856619 Common Common British 8.590396 1 69.7 . Yes/No 
Israel 2.686216 Mixed Common Oth.F.C. 8.783559 .98 71.7 . Yes/No 
Italy 2.724753 French French French 8.868281 1 69.4 . Yes/No 
Jamaica .6993872 Common Common British 8.129676 .92 63 4.867535 Yes/Yes 
Japan 3.829326 German German Not Col 8.440717 1 67.7 . No/No 
Jordan .261418 Mixed French Oth.F.C. 8.339789 .77 47.2 . Yes/No 
Kenya .1155168 Common Common British 7.055081 .47 45 4.976734 Yes/Yes 
Korea, South 5.658489 German German Other 7.342228 .94 54.2 . Yes/No 
Lesotho 2.81743 Mixed Common British 6.391694 .83 47.7 . Yes/Yes 
Luxembourg 3.118182 French French Oth.F.C. 9.464077 1 . . Yes/No 
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Country Growth Legal  Legal  Colonial Log GDP Education Life Log Exog. 
  Origin Origin Origin Per Capita 1960 Expect. Settler L.O. / 
   (LLSV)  1960  1960 Mortality Colony 
         in 1960 
 
Madagascar 1.18022 French French French 7.138873 .52 41 6.284209 Yes/Yes
Malawi 1.211666 Common Common British 6.125966 .67 37.9 . Yes/Yes 
Malaysia 4.399564 Common Common British 7.511686 .96 54.3 2.873565 Yes/No 
Mali .9511153 French French French 6.667456 .1 35.9 7.986165 Yes/Yes 
Mauritius 3.578258 Mixed French British 8.170269 .98 59.4 . Yes/Yes 
Mexico 1.778428 French French Oth.F.C. 8.214808 .8 57.3 4.26268 No/No 
Morocco 2.62462 French French French 7.180316 .47 46.9 4.35927 Yes/No 
Mozambique 1.296008 French French Oth.F.C. 6.722708 .48 35.2 . Yes/Yes 
Nepal 1.317733 Common Common Not Col 6.706426 .1 38.5 . No/No 
Netherlands 2.125748 French French French 9.257675 1 73.3 . Yes/No 
New Zealand 1.410405 Common Common British 9.401257 1 71 2.145931 Yes/No 
Nicaragua .6412947 French French Oth.F.C. 8.41035 .66 47.3 5.095589 No/No 
Niger .781168 French French French 7.063121 .05 35.4 5.991465 Yes/Yes 
Nigeria .2556215 Common Common British 6.999439 .36 39.7 7.602901 Yes/Yes 
Norway 2.996907 Scand Scand Not Col 9.145823 1 73.4 . No/No 
Pakistan 2.726214 Common Common British 6.687899 .3 43.3 3.610648 Yes/No 
Panama 2.756099 French French Oth.F.C. 7.831997 .96 60.9 5.095589 No/No 
Paraguay 1.458198 French French Oth.F.C. 7.832213 .98 63.9 4.35799 No/No 
Peru .8274383 French French Oth.F.C. 8.022376 .83 48 4.26268 No/No 
Philippines 1.30846 Mixed French Other 7.619394 .95 53.1 . Yes/No 
Portugal 3.605946 French French Not Col 8.209821 1 63.7 . No/No 
Romania 3.64517 French French Oth.F.C. 7.14164 . . . Yes/No 
Rwanda .5528606 French French Oth.F.C. 6.930253 .49 46.5 . Yes/Yes 
Senegal .570175 French French French 7.494106 .27 39.6 5.103883 Yes/Yes 
Singapore 4.321626 Common Common British 8.345457 1 63.7 2.873565 Yes/Yes 
South Africa 1.377601 Mixed Common British 8.49411 .89 49.2 2.74084 Yes/No 
Spain 3.313683 French French Not Col 8.510213 1 68.9 . No/No 
Sri Lanka 3.714177 Mixed Common British 6.763248 .95 62.3 4.245634 Yes/No 
Sweden 2.022273 Scand Scand Not Col 9.30156 .96 73.2 . No/No 
Switzerland 1.477274 German German Not Col 9.632612 1 71.3 . No/No 
Syria 2.067085 French French Oth.F.C. 6.719981 .65 50 . Yes/No 
Taiwan 6.024637 German German Other 7.307159 .96 65.4 . Yes/No 
Tanzania 1.407735 Common Common British 6.210243 .25 40.6 4.976734 Yes/Yes 
Thailand 4.42348 Mixed Common Not Col 6.990106 .83 52.7 . No/No 
Togo .1420016 French French French 6.731219 .44 39.5 6.504288 Yes/Yes 
Trin. & Tob. 2.555883 Common Common British 8.720547 .88 63.9 4.442651 Yes/Yes 
Turkey 2.11981 French French Not Col 7.725059 .75 50.5 . No/No 
Uganda .5639727 Common Common British 6.77297 .49 43.2 5.634789 Yes/Yes 
UK 2.145332 Common Common Not Col 9.24505 .92 70.8 . No/No 
USA 2.289668 Common Common British 9.47498 1  69.8 2.70805 Yes/No 
Uruguay .8863741 French French Oth.F.C. 8.707732 1  67.3 4.26268 No/No 
Venezuela .107908 French French Oth.F.C. 8.694157 1  59.8 4.35799 No/No 
Zambia .3334855 Common Common British 6.708732 .42 41.8 . Yes/Yes 
Zimbabwe .1591849 Mixed Common British 7.730427 .96 45.5 . Yes/Yes 
Notes: 
 “Legal Origin (LLSV)” is legal origin according to LLS (2008) 
 “Life Expect. 1960” is Life Expectancy in 1960 
 The column labeled “Exog. L.O. / Colony in 1960” indicates whether a country is  
included in the dataset of non-European former colonies for which legal origin was exogenous 
and whether it was still a colony in 1960. For example, “Yes/No” means its legal origin was 
exogenous, but it was independent before 1960. 
 “Oth. F.C.” in the Colonial Origin column means Former Colony of Other French Civil 
Law Country (e.g. Former Portuguese or Spanish colony).  
 “Not Col” in the Colonial Origin column means the country was never colonized. 
 


