
Democracy, War, and Wealth 
Evidence from Two Centuries 
of Inheritance Taxation 
Kenneth Scheve and David Stasavage (2010) 

1 



Purpose of the paper  

• Inheritance taxes are crucial as a tool to influence the 
distribution of wealth and as an instrument  to fund the 
government  

• However, if inheritance taxes are often very old taxes, the 
implementation of high rates for the top of the distribution is 
much more recent 

• France: creation in 1789 but introduction of the idea of 
progressivity in 1901 

 

• Long run analysis to find the determinants of progressivity  

• Two channels: 

Democratization  

Warfare 
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Democracy 

• Farhi and Werning (2008): 

There should be more progressive taxation of capital in a 
democracy where all citizens can vote as opposed to in a 
system where the suffrage is restricted or where policies 
are otherwise set by a narrow group. 

 

• Acemoglu and Robinson (2000, 2006): 

Extension of voting rights leads to redistributive programs 
to prevent social unrest and revolution.  
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Warfare 

• Expediency effect: 

War as an exogenous expenditure for governments 

Greater uncertainty about the government survival = less 
consideration for reputation issues. 

 

• Mobilization effect: 

When the great mass of citizens are mobilized for war, they may 
demand that the wealthy bear a significant share of the financial 
burden. 

The size of the effect depends on: 

 The fraction of countries’ citizens engaged in the war effort 

 The means of recruitment (mass conscription) 
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Data  

• 19 countries from 1816 to 2000: the USA, the UK, France, 
Japan, Germany, Australia, Korea, Nordic countries… 

 

• Focus on the top marginal inheritance tax rate for direct 
descendants: 

Easiest way to collect data (kind of self-reported tax + less 
extensive bureaucratic capacity) 

Useful measure for progressivity 

Crucial to investigate the rate at which a society taxes its 
wealthiest citizens 

 

• Sources: government sources and/or legislation 
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Historical Trends 

7 



Historical Trends (2) 
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Historical Trends (3) 
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Historical Trends (4) 
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Econometric models 
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• T is the top inheritance tax rate for direct descendants  

• D is the extent of democracy (universal male suffrage, share of 
adults eligible to vote, Boix-Rosato indicator,  presence of 
upper house…) 

• W is the measure of participation in mass warfare (dummy 
equal to 1 if in a particular year, the country was engaged in 
an interstate war and at least 2 percent of the population was 
serving in the military) 

• Xit is a vector of control variables (partisan control of the 
government and GDP per capita) 

 

 



Econometric models (2) 
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• Same specification BUT: 

 lagged variables for top rates instead of country fixed effects 
to tackle the issue of potential time-varying unobservables 
which might bias B1 and B2 in the first specification. 

 

 



Results 
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Results (2) 
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Results (3) 
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Robustness checks 

 

• Alternative measures of democracy (secret ballot, direct 
elections…) 

• Alternative measures of war mobilization (>5% of the 
population enrolled, significant participation to WW) 

• Dummy for occupied countries (Japan by the US for ex.) 

 

 Conclusion: still strong correlation between war 
mobilization and top rates and absence of correlation 
between democracy and top rates 
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Criticisms  

• Omitted variable ? 

• For many countries, WWII is the only war that fulfills the 
conditions  Problem to generalize the results 

• Long run determinants different from short-run ones: 
fiscal competition, economic crisis… 

• Institutionnal features 

 

• Imperfect proxies:  

Universal male suffrage ≠ awareness of inequalities 

War: 21st century wars: very economic in terms of 
human resources 
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