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Motivation

History is replete with instances where religious leaders shaped the
trajectories of societies

Pope Urban II
Imam Al-Ghazali

At least since the Enlightenment, scholars have believed that religious
leaders influence institutions (Spinoza, 1670; Smith, 1776; Marx,
1844).

Scholars have now begun to disentangle how religious authorities may
impact institutions (North et al, 2009; Kuran, 2011; Chaney, 2013;
Platteau, 2017; Rubin, 2017; Barro and McCreary, 2019)

Yet despite these efforts, we lack systematic empirical evidence on
how religious leaders influence institutions, in particular how religious
leaders impact Rule of Law?
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Research Questions

In particular, we ask how historical religious institutions impact Rule
of Law?

Mechanism: how the impact of these historical religious institutions is
explained by the rise of religious leaders to political power
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The Shrine
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The Religious Leader
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The Politician
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The Foreign Minister
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The Argument

Throughout Pakistan’s political history local politics was dominated
by large landowning “feudal” politicians

However, in 1999, Pakistan transitioned to a military dictatorship

This disrupted the balance of power of traditional elites

The military regime, through a local government reform, weakened
the relatively secular traditional elite and ushered the rise of a new
breed of politicians: the dynastic shrine leaders

These religious leaders, known as the sajjada nasheen or the “wearers
of the holy turban” derived their legitimacy from religion

These religious leaders enjoyed higher legitimacy and hence faced
smaller electoral costs of deteriorating Rule of Law than secular
politicians
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Preview of the Theory

All else equal, voters in shrine districts prefer to vote for politicians
with religious credentials (legitimacy)

These religious politicians pay a smaller electoral price for exerting
influence on the Judiciary

Secular and religious politicians choose whether or not to run for
office

Judges respond to political influence by ruling in favor of the
government more often

We solve the equilibrium and derive the endogenous structure of political
competition.
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Preview of the Empirical Results

We find that districts with high historical shrine density have more
pro-government rulings and lower quality judicial decisions

This is explained by the rise of shrine leaders to political power

Identification:

Timing of the military coup in 1999 as an exogenous shock that brings
shrine leaders to political office
We compare Rule of Law outcomes before and after the 1999 military
coup across Pakistani districts with higher versus lower historical shrine
density.

Religious leaders expropriate additional land worth 0.06 percent of
GDP or USD 180 million every year
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Contributions

The key contributions of this paper are:

1 Deep roots of Rule of Law

2 Role of historical religious institutions in shaping legal institutions

3 Rise of religious leaders to political power

4 Focus on a large developing country
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Roadmap
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Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 13 / 61



1 Data

2 Empirical Methodology

3 Identification

4 Results

5 Mechanisms

6 Conclusion

Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 14 / 61



Data Empirical Methodology Identification Results Mechanisms Conclusion

The Data

Judgment Texts

British Colonial Gazettes

Auqaf Department, Ministry of Religious Affairs

Election Data (Shrine leaders’ honorific titles)

Census records
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A Typical Data Point
Land Expropriation Case
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British Colonial Gazettes
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Sample Description

We randomly sample 7500 cases from 1986-2016

This is about 0.2% of population of cases decided in this period

About 500 judges deciding these cases

16 district high courts (covers all of Pakistan)

Descriptive Statistics: 59
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Map of shrine density across Jurisdictions
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How to measure Rule of Law?

The State vs the Citizen

The key outcome variable is State Wins which takes the value of 1 if
government obtains a victory and 0 if the citizen obtains a victory

The State here is the local, provincial and federal government
These are instances where elected politicians have highest stakes to
influence Courts

According to the conceptualization of the State as an executive organ
in Montesquieu (1748)

State Wins is measured in two ways:

We ask a law firm to code state victories as 1 and state losses as 0
Cross check result with “Petition against the State dimissed” and
“Petition against the State accepted” markers
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Rule of Law - Variables

State Wins

Case Delay

Decisions on Evidence
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Empirical Specification

Ycjdt = θ + κMilitary Coup 1999t x Shrine Density at 1911d

+Wcjdt ψ + βd + γt + δc + εcjdt
(1)

Subscripts c, j, d and t indexes cases, judges, district and years,
respectively

Y represents State Wins at the case level

βd , γt and δc are district, year and case-type fixed effects,
respectively

W are case, judge and district controls

κ is the DiD estimator for the impact of shrine density on State Wins
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Identification Assumptions

Identification:
⇒ Timing of the military coup
⇒ Military coup was unexpected and unrelated to the dynamics of specific

district courts

Main identifying assumptions:
⇒ There are no systematic differences in the trends of State Wins among

high and low shrine density districts before and after the coup
⇒ There are no time-variant unobservable factors that coincide temporally

with the military coup and differentially affect rule of law.
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Evidence in favor of the Identification Assumption - I
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Evidence in favor of the Identification Assumption - I

Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 27 / 61



Data Empirical Methodology Identification Results Mechanisms Conclusion

Evidence in favor of the Identification Assumption - II
Confounding interactions with the coup
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Evidence in favor of the Identification Assumption - II
Confounding interactions with the coup
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Results

1 s.d. increase in shrine density increases State Wins by about 5
percentage points following the coup (10% increase over the mean
dependent variable)
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Judicial Quality Falls - Rule of Law Deteriorates

Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 32 / 61



1 Data

2 Empirical Methodology

3 Identification

4 Results

5 Mechanisms

6 Conclusion

Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 33 / 61



Data Empirical Methodology Identification Results Mechanisms Conclusion

Mechanisms

1 Is the effect of shrine density explained by the rise of religious leaders
to political power?

2 How do religious leaders impact Courts?

3 What are the types of cases driving the results?

4 Why can religious leaders impact the Courts?
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Religious Leaders and the Military Coup
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Religious Leaders and Government Victories

Effect entirely explained by shrine leaders rising to political power
1 s.d. increase in shrine density increases State Wins by about 1 p.p.
when 4 more shrine leaders win elections
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Cases squarely involving the Shrine Elites

1 s.d. increase in shrine density increases Shrine Elite Wins by about
1 p.p. when 2 more shrine leaders win elections
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Cases involving the Shrine Elites and Shrine Elite have
Executive Power

1) involve shrine elite as a litigant 2) shrine elite holds political office

1 s.d. increase in shrine density
x State Wins in cases involving the

shrine elite by about 2.25 p.p. when 1 more shrine leader wins election
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How do shrine leaders influence the courts?

We build on historical accounts in Siddique (2013)

He suggests that religious political leaders in Pakistan influence the
courts through an “actual or threat of a transfer” i.e. reassignment of
judges to alternate districts

Why? Because they face smaller electoral costs of transferring judges

This is consistent with evidence on bureaucrats where politicians are
able to control the behavior of bureaucrats by reassigning them to
posts of varying importance (Iyer and Mani, 2012; Khan, Khwaja and
Olken, 2019).
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Transfers of Judges

1 s.d. increase in shrine density increases judge transfers by 1/10th
when 10 more shrine leaders win political office.

This is equivalent to a 2.33% increase over the sample mean.
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Religious Leaders and Judicial Decisions - Alternate
Specification
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State and its Constituent Parts
Type of Government Driving the Results
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Type of Cases Driving the Results
Politically Salient Cases
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What is a Land Case?
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What is a Human Rights Case?
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Placebo - Political Salience Channel
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Why can religious leaders influence Courts?

Historians have two broad views on why religious leaders can influence
institutions and politics:

Religious leaders coerce through their wealth and large landholdings
(Coulson, 1964; Gilmartin, 1988; Aziz, 2001)
Religious leaders’ high legitimacy allow them to get away with more
than a secular leader can (Rubin, 2017; Platteau, 2017)

Sultan Mehmood, Avner Seror (AMSE) Religious Leaders and Rule of Law January, 2022 47 / 61



Data Empirical Methodology Identification Results Mechanisms Conclusion

Placebo - Cotton Barons
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Conclusion

Districts with higher historical shrine density have higher State Wins,
longer Case Delay and lesser decisions on evidence

These results are entirely explained by the rise of shrine leaders to
political power

No effect in districts where shrine leaders did not win election
No effect in cases that are not politically salient
Largest effect in cases that squarely involve the religious leaders

Economic value of additional land expropriated by religious leaders is
about 0.06 percent of GDP or USD 180 million every year
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Conclusion

“They came with religion but no land, and left with land but no religion”
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Thank you

Thank you for your attention!

Twitter: @mrsultan713 & @SerorAvner
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Strategic Filing of Cases?
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Placebo - No Local Government Formed - I

Following 9/11 Attacks and consequent US invasion of Afghanistan,
local government reform could not be implemented in districts along
the Afghan border

No elections held in some districts

We conduct a placebo test examining what happens in districts where
religious leaders could not have possibly rise to power
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Placebo - No Local Government Formed - II
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Appendix

Economic Value of Land Expropriated due to Shrines

Hard to evaluate the value of the expropriation of political rights

But, we can estimate potential economic value of the additional land
expropriations due to shrines

20% of our randomly sampled 7500 cases State Won the land
expropriation case = 0.2% of the total population = land
expropriation in 750,000 cases

Judgement texts has value of 57 properties expropriated: Average
value USD 51,280

Total Value of land expropriations = 750, 000 x 51,280 = USD 384
million

0.06 % of GDP

It is a bit more than the whole health care budget the federal
government earmarked in 2016
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Robustness
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Descriptive Statistics

18
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What is a Land Case?
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What is a Human Rights Case?
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