
 
Conflict and Institutions in Economic Development 

 
Mini course, PhD-level, 17-19 March 2010 

University of Copenhagen 
 

Ola Olsson 
University of Gothenburg 

(ola.olsson@economics.gu.se) 
 
 

 
 
General description 
 
The aim of this course is to introduce students to frontier research in selected areas of conflict 
and institutional economics.  
 
During the last decade, numerous studies have confirmed that sustained economic growth 
only appears to be possible when institutions that are conducive to investment are in place. It 
is generally believed that a cluster of institutions related to the strength of private property 
rights for a broad segment of society are central for understanding why investments and long-
term growth happen in some countries and not in others.  
 
In this course, we will take as given the notion that institutions matter for economic 
development and instead focus on how and why strong institutions emerge and what happens 
when they fail to do so. The analysis starts with the very long run perspective in the spirit of 
Jared Diamond and considers to what extent current levels of development can be traced back 
thousands of years to the onset of Neolithic agriculture and even further back in time. We then 
move on to recent research on a key historical process for economic and political 
developments in the world during the last half millennium; colonialism.   
 
It is very clear from recent research that weak property rights institutions are still a major 
problem in most developing countries and that is has been the normal situation throughout 
most of history even in today’s developed countries. The latter part of the course therefore 
focuses on the issue of how resources are distributed when standard market institutions are 
absent. Conflict and rent seeking theory is addressed, as well as important empirical and 
theoretical works on resources and conflict. Lastly, we discuss the economic and political 
importance of ethnic identification and how ethnicity has emerged as a mode of social 
organization.    
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