Legal origins matter—but not all origins are European. 
In his long career with Colonial Service, Keith Vernon Arrowsmith represented the British Crown in the eastern and northern provinces of colonial Nigeria before he transferred to Uganda where he was put in charge of organizing the country’s first national elections in 1962. He finished his career in Hong Kong as Assistant Defense Secretary partly because his wife “didn’t want any more time overseas” (Arrowsmith 2017). Mr. Arrowsmith’s career may be regarded typical for a British colonial officer in the second half of the 20th century. He was actively involved in the institutional preparation for independence of two British colonies. What he may or may not have been aware of is that he was also an agent transferring tangible and intangible legal knowledge, norms and values across continents. 

An influential body of literature in economics has invoked the legal origins of countries as determinants of economic outcomes (Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, and Shleifer 2008; Glaeser and Shleifer 2002; Beck, Demirgüç-Kunt, and Levine 2003). This literature focuses on the distinction between legal systems based on English common law on the one hand versus French, German or Scandinavian civil law on the other. Such differences in legal origins appear correlated with a number of differences in legal rules and economic performance. This finding has been interpreted as evidence that a country’s legal history, in particular the historic distinction between civil law and common law systems, represents an important structural characteristic of economies, with pervasive economic consequences. 

The legal origins literature fits in the wider development of institutional economics. The latter emphasizes the embeddedness of legal and institutional practices in societal cognitions, norms and values prevalent in society (Williamson 2000; North 2005; Beugelsdijk and Maseland 2010). Formal laws and regulations need to be supported by complementary informal institutions in order to be effective (Aoki 2001; Platteau 2015). For this reason, La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, and Shleifer emphasize that legal origins are not just about “specific laws and codes” but also about “the more general styles or ideologies of the legal system” underlying these laws and supporting their persistence (Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, and Shleifer 2008). The idea of embeddedness has spawned a large comparative literature on the role of culture as a deep-rooted determinant of institutional development (see Beugelsdijk and Maseland (2010) or Alesina and Giuliano (2015) for critical overviews). 
For our purposes, embeddedness implies that institutional transfer is not straightforward, since European law arrived in societies with legal traditions of their own. Such local embeddedness renders local legal norms ‘sticky’ and resistant to externally introduced change (Boettke, Coyne, and Leeson 2015; Seidler 2014). This perspective suggests that the legal origins literature's focus on European law families explains only parts of the evolution of countries’ legal systems. The origins of a legal system are unlikely to be solely French, British, or Scandinavian—they are the product of the complex interplay between European influences, local institutional elements, and impacts from other directions. 
This paper extends the legal origins literature’s argument by focusing on variation within a single European law family, the English common law, as a result of a varying exposure to external influences from beyond Europe. Specifically, we focus on the legal transmission occurring in the final decades of the British Colonial Empire, when the colonies[footnoteRef:1] underwent institutional reforms in preparation for independence. [1:  See Table A1 for a list of former British territories (colonies and protectorates). ] 

Our paper builds on work by (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila 2014; Berkowitz, Pistor, and Richard 2003) who emphasize the importance of the process of transmission of legal principles in recipient countries, and on the literature on institutional transplants in general (Boettke, Coyne, and Leeson 2015; Seidler 2014). While the largest part of the existing literature focuses on European influences as the drivers of history on the one hand and local traditions as the sources of resistance against change on the other, we go one step further. In line with literature that stresses the crucial importance of connections between peripheral societies (Stone 2017; Stone, Porto de Oliveira, and Pal 2020; Oliveira and Pal 2018) we assume that non-European societies are capable of more than either adopting or resisting European influences. We are interested in the extent to which British colonies were not only exposed to the common law tradition emanating from London, but also learned and copied from each other. The paper exploits variation in the extent of knowledge flows between pairs of colonies to study the extent to which greater exposure to one another during the late colonial period set colonies on more converging legal trajectories after independence. In turn, this similarity in legal system translates into a lower economic distance between more closely linked colonies. Our analysis thus confirms the basic idea behind the legal origins literature - that legal heritage matters for the legal system and its economic outcomes - but extends this argument beyond the scope of solely European legal legacies. 
We exploit newly collected and digitized biographical data of all 14,206 colonial officers in senior ranks that were listed at least once in the so-called Colonial Office Lists – an annual almanac of colonies and senior colonial staff published between 1939 and 1966 (Seidler 2017, 2016)[footnoteRef:2]. These data allow us to track the individual career paths and movements of colonial officers across colonies. Since these bureaucrats were the people responsible for the transfer of legal systems, influences from one colony to another are likely to go through them.  [2:  See (Seidler 2017, 2016) for a complete description of the data. In preparation for this article, 74 erroneous biographical entries were cleansed from the 14,280 biographical entries originally retrieved from the Colonial Office Lists.] 

For each pair of colonies, we calculate the number of officers with at least one year of work in both colonies at some points in their careers. We take this number as a proxy for the amount of expertise and intangible legal knowledge shared between pairs of colonies. The Comparative Constitutions Project (CCP) is the source of the data from which we construct our outcome measure. The CCP provides expert-coded comparative measures on over 2000 elements of constitutions (Elkins 2022). We use these data to calculate ‘constitutional distances’ between pairs of countries — i.e. the number of constitutional elements that are different between them — and track these distances over time. We repeat this exercise for sub-categories of variables, addressing more specific aspects of the legal system such as judicial independence. 
Figure 1: Having shared colonial officers reduces constitutional distances in pairs of British ex-colonies from the 1990s onwards.
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Notes: This graph depicts the evolution of effects of shared officers on the constitutional distance between pairs of former British colonies. Results are based on annually repeated regressions of constitutional distance (measured as the number of elements of constitutions per colony pair classified as different in the Comparative Constitutions Project) on the number of officers that spent at least one year in each colony of the pair. Dots indicate coefficients, bars indicate 95% CI. The graph shows an emerging negative effect of shared officers on constitutional distance. 
Our results (Figure 1) show that pairs of colonies sharing more officer end up being more similar in their legal systems, evidenced by significantly less dissimilar constitutions. We conclude that legal origins matter, but they are not always European. 
In addition, the effect only emerges in the 1990s, a few decades after independence. Sharing officers during the colonial period did not immediately result in more similar formal legal systems in colonies in which they worked. Rather, the time lag indicates that the reduction in constitutional distances apparently stems from the transfer of intangible knowledge, norms and values before independence, resulting in a slowly converging evolutionary trajectory of  countries’ formal legal systems post-independence (Lall 2000).
We make several contributions. First, our analysis of variation within the English common law family extends the core argument of the legal origin literature about the importance of legal heritage beyond influences from European law families alone. It also enriches institutional transfer literature by going beyond the dichotomous dynamics of European influences and indigenous resistance to change. Doing so, our analysis goes some way in addressing any potential critique that the legal origins or comparative law literatures would be Eurocentric (Munshi 2017; Menski 2006). Second, our analysis addresses another concern with the legal origins literature, which is that the distribution of legal origins over countries is near perfectly correlated with colonizer identity, making it econometrically difficult to isolate any effects of legal origins from effects of other colonizer-related characteristics (Klerman et al. 2011; Rostowski and Stacescu 2006). Focusing on variation within one law family effectively addresses this issue. Third, we add to institutional theory by shedding light on the mechanisms driving the persistence of legal differences between countries. Our findings strongly suggest that the mechanism behind path-dependence in the development of legal systems is the cultural transmission channel (Spolaore and Wacziarg 2013; Maseland 2021). Formal texts are subject to change, but they change in accordance with the intangible knowledge and values underlying legal systems. Finally, our analysis highlights the importance of South-South influences in institutional development, a topic that is relatively understudied. In this perspective the paper contributes to a growing literature studying the role of agency of individuals involved in knowledge sharing, particularly in the context of South-South learning (Stone, Porto de Oliveira, and Pal 2020; Porto de Oliveira 2020; Oliveira and Pal 2018; Wicaksono 2018).

2. Research Context: Constitutional transfer in the Late British Empire
The legal origins literature assumes that “legal traditions were typically introduced into various countries through conquest and colonization and, as such, were largely exogenous” (Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, and Shleifer 2008). However, in the history of British colonial empire (Kirk-Greene 1980) conquest and colonization alone did not automatically install a legal system in a colonized country. We can safely assume that this was also the case in French and Belgian colonies (Richens 2009). Just being claimed by Britain did not automatically immerse a colony in British legal traditions. An active colonial policy of dissemination of laws and the underlying legal and ideological principles required the costly creation and training of a professional colonial bureaucracy which was not intended in the British empire until the 1930s and really came into being only after World War II (Seidler 2016; Furse 1962; Kirk-Greene 2000; Lee 1967).  
After World War II, 54 territories (more precisely protectorates and colonies – ‘colonies’ from now on) were administered by the Colonial Office in London.  Of these, 45 gained independence in the 20th century while nine are still British today.[footnoteRef:3] The independence of the first colonies were often sped up by political realities (Sudan) or societal unrest and sometimes violence (for example Kenya, Ghana or Malawi) which left the British very little time for institutional, legal and constitutional reforms. In London these events triggered active preparations for a uniform process that would lead colonies to independence. The pre-war vision of a dependent empire based on imperial trade and business interests was replaced by new concepts of ‘development’ and ‘good government’. The Colonial Welfare and Development Act of 1940 established the principle that the British taxpayers had a duty to contribute to the development of the colonial peoples. The new development philosophy gave colonial officers an active role in preparing the colonial subjects for participation in the political and industrial development. The various development and welfare schemes intended to build a colonial society ruled by an elite administrative body and a political class capable of running the machinery of the state. Policy papers in the 1950s expressed that independence would be granted whenever the local elite would reach the same high (British) standards of governance. They soon realized that their timetable was increasingly shaped by the political realities in the colonies (Seidler 2016; Lee 1967). [3:  The so-called Dominions, territories with a substantial degree of self-rule and often a large community of European settlers (today’s Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Newfoundland, South Africa, and the Irish Free State) had their own Office in London and are not part of this study. The same is true of colonial India (including today’s Myanmar and Pakistan), today’s Sudan, Egypt and Zimbabwe. The biographical records of former officers from these territories enter our dataset, if officers transferred into territories administered by the Colonial Office at some stage in their careers.] 

Institutional reforms typically gained speed in the last five to ten years before independence as political realities on the ground forced the timetable of the British, who above all were interested in a ‘orderly’ handover. This included constitutions that were drafted, put in place and often scrapped again in considerable haste (Lee 1967). This paper does not assume that identical constitutional blueprints were forced down on colonies aspiring independence. We assume however, that the process of adapting the constitutional blueprints to the societal, political, ethnical context of the target countries was incomplete at the moment of independence. It may also have been in the political interest of local political elites to largely accept British wishes and gradually shape their constitutions in years after independence.

A number of characteristics of the preparation process stand out that are important for our analysis. First, the responsibilities of British Colonial Officers stood in contrast to their numerical presence. When Northern Nigeria joined the British empire as a protectorate in 1900, nine British officers administered a territory of the size of France. Their number rose to 40 in 1903 and doubled again until 1906. By 1947, British colonial Africa was ruled by only 9,210 British officers (Kirk-Greene 1980). Benign administrative neglect was probably most visible in Bechuanaland (today’s Botswana) which was ruled by a handful of British staff from Mafeking the closest town in South Africa, outside Bechuanaland, which provided the necessary civil infrastructure (Picard 1984). Being thinly spread and often without communication with the colonial capital (let alone London), gave British colonial officers – in particular those from the elite Administrative Service – vast decentralized authority and decision powers (Myerson 2023). Some of them single-handedly changed the judiciary system of whole countries when being charged with legal reforms (Seidler 2016). Rather than the work of a uniform and institutionalized bureaucracy, colonial governance was often the work of individuals. The tradition of decentralized authority and decision making makes these officers powerful agents when institutional reforms finally went underway after 1945. 
Second, while the British needed to be pragmatic in the question when constitutional reforms and independence took place, London did provide a highly uniform set of legal institutions for all colonies. The conjunction of independence conditional to the fulfilment of British standards spurred a reform process in practically everything from running a public service to housing construction (Burr 1987).  Figure 2 shows an example of a typical manual circulated to the colonies. This document contains legal blueprints and draft regulations for the establishment of public service commissions in the colonies, politically independent bodies overseeing appointments and careers of public servants. The tradition of decentralized authority and decision-taking mentioned above gave senior colonial officers some powers in adapting these blueprints to local realities. This makes characteristics of the career paths of individual officers, the research interest in this paper, an important source of variation in explaining variation in the adoption of British law.

[bookmark: _Ref131104423]Figure 2: Blueprint for Public Service Commissions in the colonies with specimen regulations.
Source: (Office 1962)
[image: ]

Third, the distribution of colonial officers over the Empire after WWII was largely supply driven and unrelated to underlying characteristics of colonies. In this period demand in colonies for any type of officers was high, causing a general shortage of candidates. Figure 3 shows the evolution of recruitment numbers. It reveals that the number of new colonial bureaucrats increased dramatically after 1945 from a few hundred per year to above one thousand. Between June 1945 and end of December 1953 a total of 11,357 new officers entered into service (Kirk-Greene 1999). This batch of young officers is strongly represented in the dataset. At the same time, recruitment, training and career paths were professionalized and standardized. In the 1930s, clear cut career paths (‘unified services’) for all professions from foresters to nurses had standardized paygrades and job responsibilities across colonies which later facilitated the transfer of officers across colonies. In 1956, senior ranks (roughly those with a minimum of budget and personnel authority) were opened to local, non-European, staff (Office 1954).

Figure 3: Recruitment Numbers per Year of Colonial Officers 1919 – 1961. 
Sources: Constructed from (Morgan 1964; Williams 1964) published in (Seidler 2017)
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The Colonial Office in London primarily operated as a large recruitment center throughout the 20th century. Employment contracts were established between the colony (represented by the governor) and the new recruits upon arrival in the colony. Territorial employment contracts meant that the majority of officers spent their whole career in a single colony. Transfers between colonies became more frequent once career tracks had become unified across colonies. Often such transfers were initiated ad hoc, on the request of the individual officer or because colonies cooperated with each other inter-regionally. 
Crucially for our purposes, the vast majority of colonial officers served as soldiers during World War II, deepening the need for personnel until 1945 and promoting a certain more degree of freedom in policy experimentation in the colonies. Uganda experimented with more inclusive schools and established a model that was quickly (and silently) copied in other colonial territories (Lee 1967; Evans 1952). At the same time, post-WWII the Empire faced a huge logistical challenge in getting soldiers deployed all over the world back home (Allport 2017). About half a million of British soldiers waited in British colonies (Office 1947). In response to this dual crisis, the British government introduced a policy in which troops stationed outside Europe were encouraged to apply for the colonial career on the spot. Brochures informed these soldiers waiting for their transport home about career options in the colonial service (Office 1945, 1946, 1947). In total a quarter of a million of these brochures were distributed. Regional recruitment centers temporarily opened in South Asia, Northern Africa, the Caribbean and selected larger colonies and a special airplane service transported selected candidates primarily from the European theater to interviews and trainings in the UK (Furse 1962). These special measures were left in place until the end of 1947 (Office 1947). In these circumstances, the distribution of new officers over the colonies was primarily supply-driven, and an indirect result of military allocative decisions in wartime (Adebayo 1981).
Because of these characteristics of the process of preparation for independence, we deem it plausible that variation in the transmission of legal principles between colonies is predominantly the product of individual characteristics and experiences of the colonial officers involved, rather than of structural policy decisions related to colony characteristics. 
An important dimension of officer characteristics is their expatriate career. Many officers transferred from one colony to another at least once in their career. Doing so, they brought along knowledge developed in the local context to the new environment. Insights about necessary adaptations to the blueprints that had emerged in one context were thus transferred to the next. Links between officers are thus a proxy for the degree of knowledge flows between colonial administrations. Given the uniform formal content of transferred institutions throughout the Empire, this knowledge and experience made itself felt mostly through its impact on informal norms, ideas and cognitions underlying the legal system. More than the initial institutional set-up, which was strongly shaped by the uniform blueprints, these knowledge flows are therefore likely to have influenced the subsequent evolution of the institutional system. For these reasons, we argue that tracking the effects of officer connections on legal outcomes allows us to assess the role of colony-colony links in the evolution of legal systems. The local evolution of uniform blueprints is likely to be influenced by the experiences of officers in other colonies were they worked. 

3. Empirical Strategy and Data Description
We seek to assess the impact of officer experience in other colonies, as a proxy for knowledge flows from those colonies, on the development of legal institutions in the focal colony. If our reasoning is correct, colonies sharing more officers between them have learned more from each other and are likely to end up with more similar legal systems. Since we have argued that the effect mostly runs through the informal norms, ideas and cognitions underlying legal systems, we expect these impacts to be increasingly visible over time.
We test this by regressing legal distance between pairs of former colonies on the number of colonial officers transferred between them in the period after WW2 to independence (1960). We define legal distance as the dissimilarity between rule of law of two former British colonies (Fainshmidt, White, and Cangioni 2014; Crettez, Deffains, and Musy 2013). We conduct cross-sectional analyses of the occurrence of similarities or dissimilarities in the corresponding clauses of national constitutions for each year between 1970 until 2019. This strategy allows us to assess the development of the impact of the legal transmission process over time (Maseland 2021, 2018). If the impact of colony-to-colony ties runs mostly through their influence on knowledge, norms and ideas, it will affect the evolution and persistence of legal institutions more than the legal system directly after independence. We expect therefore that the effect size of colony-to-colony ties on legal distance increases over time. 
Independent Variables. Data on the number of shared officers come from the British Colonial Archives. We have collected and digitized the biographical entries of all mid-level and senior officers in the British Colonial Service since WWII. Such entries contain information on age, education, and current and former positions and deployments of colonial officers. Figure 4 presents an example of a biographical entry as it can be found in the Colonial Archives. 

Figure 4. Scan of the Bibliographical Entry of Smith, J.H. 
Source: Colonial (Office 1966).
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Our dataset covers 52 countries formerly governed by the British Colonial Office, concentrated in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean[footnoteRef:4]. Note that India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar were administered separately by the India Office, and are not part of our dataset. With the exception of Yemen (Aden), Arab countries were never formally colonized or administered by the Colonial Office and hence not part of our dataset either.    [4:  Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Botswana, British Cameroon, British Virgin Islands, Brunei, Cyprus, Dominica, Fiji, Gambia, Ghana, Grenada, Guyana, Hong Kong, Israel, Jamaica, Kenya, Kiribati, Lesotho, Malawi, Malaysia, Maldives, Malta, Mauritius, Nigeria, Niue, Palestine, Samoa, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Somaliland, South Africa, Sri Lanka, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Swaziland, Sudan, Tanzania, Tokelau, Tonga, Trinidad and Tobago, Tuvalu, Uganda, Vanuatu, Yemen, Zambia. ] 

We construct a matrix of all possible colony pairs, resulting in a dataset of 1325 observations per year. For each colony pair, we calculate the number of officers that worked in both of them for over 12 months at some points in their careers. Overlap ranges from 0 to 445. In order to reduce skewness, we use logarithms. Also, we adopt an alternative model including a dummy variable for any overlap or not, to see whether results are driven by the relatively high amount of zero’s in our overlap data, which might generate a separate process.  
Dependent variable. To capture the similarity in legal systems, we use data from the Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins 2022). This dataset contains expert-coded comparative measures of over 2000 elements in the constitutions of 224 countries or territories. For each content-related element, we create a dummy for the presence of difference between any combination of two constitutions. For instance, if the executive enjoys the constitutional power to initiate legislation in Nigeria but not in Barbados, the dummy takes the value of 1. If both former British colonies organize the issue in the same way, its value is 0. We calculate the total number of such differences per country pair. The resulting number captures the amount of constitutional legal distance between the two countries. 
Robustness checks. As an alternative measure of constitutional distance, we follow the same procedure as above while restricting ourselves to a limited number of items that are included in several constitutional indices. Specifically, we study:  distances in Constitutional Scope (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2009); Executive Power (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2012); Legislative Power (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2009); Judicial Independence (Melton and Ginsburg 2014); and Rights (Elkins 2022). These four indices have the advantage that their distance scores are more interpretable and intuitively relevant to legal and economic outcomes. 
We also do a robustness check using indicators about the legal system from the World Bank Doing Business Indicators dataset (Bank 2021). Though this data is more commonly used in the legal origins literature (Oto-Peralías and Romero-Ávila 2014) and arguably covers legal aspects more relevant to financial and economic outcomes, this specification is not our preferred one. The reasons are that serious methodological concerns have been raised about this dataset recently, and that data is only available since 2004, which limits our ability to track the evolution of the influence of legal origins over time.  
Controls. We control for a number of variables that might drive both the transfer of officers to other colonies and the legal distance between them. 
We include a set of variables capturing the ‘economic distance’ - that is similarities and dissimilarities in the natural resource endowments and economic structure. The idea is that similarity in natural resource-dependence may have induced more transfers of officers between colonies because they held more relevant expertise. At the same time, the constitutions of two countries may independently evolve in response to similar economic structures, suggesting that economically more similar countries will end up with more similar legal systems. To address this, we include data developed by  (Monge-Naranjo, Sánchez, and Santaeulalia-Llopis 2019) on rents from specific natural resources in 1970, the start of our analysis. We calculate the absolute difference in rents for each resource to build our measure of economic distance.  
We also are concerned that both, officer transfers and legal similarity may be driven by geographical proximity. While this would not necessarily invalidate our underlying argument—which is that colonies interacting and learning more from each other end up with more similar legal structures—we add controls for geographical distance to identify the officer overlap effect more precisely. Data come from the Cepii database (Mayer and Zignago 2011). We also add controls for linguistic proximity and common religion, to capture underlying cultural similarity and historical interactions (Melitz and Toubal 2014). Again, such effects would not run counter to our basic arguments that colonies learn from and influence each other, but it does prevent us from estimating the effect of officer ties specifically.  

4. Results
We seek to assess the role of the influence from other colonies in the evolution of countries’ legal systems after independence. In order to do that, we first explore the effect of colonial officer ties (overlap in colonial officers) during colonial times on the legal development paths post-independence. If countries with more intensive colonial officer connections enjoy convergent legal systems, this is indicative of learning and knowledge transfers between former colonies. Legal origins, in that case, are not just European. 
Cross-sectional analysis
We start by a simple cross-sectional analysis, with the year 2015 as our focal year. Although this choice of year is essentially arbitrary, our selection is motivated by the argument that sufficient time needs to have passed since the last of the colonies in our sample separated from Britain (Hong Kong, 1997).  
Table 1 presents the results. Column 1 shows a basic model with only geographical distance as control. We observe a significantly negative effect of officer overlap on legal distance. While there is a sizable variation in the degree of overlap between colony-pairs, a substantial number of colonies have no shared officer history at all. This raises the question whether it is the amount of overlap or the existence of overlap that is primarily driving our results. In order to separate these processes, we add an overlap dummy to our baseline model (Column 2). We find that the presence of any overlap vs. none does not drive our results. While the effect of the degree of overlap diminishes somewhat, it is qualitatively unaffected.
Columns 3-6 gradually add more control variables. Model 3 includes natural resource rents, which we worry may be shaping the legal and economic structure of countries as well as generate demand for officers with similar experience. In Model 4, we include our variables capturing cultural proximity (commonality in religion and linguistic distance), which may drive both officer deployment during colonial times and institutional evolution post-independence. Model 5 does the same, replacing linguistic distance by an alternative measure capturing commonality of native language. Model 6 finally combines cultural and economic distance variables in one model. 
Table 1. The effect of shared officers on constitutional distance
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)

	VARIABLES
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ln Officer overlap
	-34.08
	-26.77
	-30.17
	-47.53
	-41.55
	-48.97

	
	(3.393)
	(9.408)
	(5.222)
	(4.205)
	(3.951)
	(6.765)

	Overlap dummy
	
	51.14
	
	
	
	

	
	
	(64.84)
	
	
	
	

	Geographic
	-0.00384
	-0.00344
	-0.00285
	-0.000755
	-0.00576
	-0.000747

	 distance
	(0.00211)
	(0.00225)
	(0.00313)
	(0.00218)
	(0.00225)
	(0.00316)

	Economic 
	
	
	-5.30e-08
	
	
	-7.11e-08

	 distance
	
	
	(8.83e-08)
	
	
	(1.00e-07)

	Common religion
	
	
	
	-143.5
	-221.6
	-109.1

	
	
	
	
	(110.3)
	(89.71)
	(168.7)

	Linguistic
	
	
	
	-20.43
	
	-29.13

	 distance
	
	
	
	(12.68)
	
	(13.72)

	Common native
	
	
	
	
	-60.65
	

	 language
	
	
	
	
	(56.83)
	

	Constant
	943.5
	924.3
	947.8
	973.4
	999.3
	983.1

	
	(21.82)
	(34.35)
	(33.99)
	(27.54)
	(29.22)
	(42.85)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Observations
	1,132
	1,132
	560
	615
	821
	296

	R-squared
	0.087
	0.088
	0.065
	0.218
	0.154
	0.217



Throughout all models, the effect of officer overlap is consistently highly significant and negative. Colonies that have shared more officers between them find themselves with more similar constitutions decades after independence. These effects are also substantial. Moving from one shared officer between two colonies to the mean value of 8.9 reduces the number of differences in constitutions by between 71 to 98 aspects depending on specification. Although the explained variance by overlap alone is relatively modest, for individuals to have such a noticeable impact on the course of historical development of countries is remarkable.  
Zooming on more specific legal outcome variables produces the same results (Table 2). Overlap is significantly correlated with the number of dissimilarities in the two legal systems of the country pairs for each of the outcome variables. The effect for judicial independence is relatively weak, though.




 
Table 2. The effect of shared officers on Distance in Scope, Rights, Executive and Judicial Independence 
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)

	VARIABLES
	Scope
	Rights
	Executive
	Judicial independence

	
	
	
	
	

	lnOfficer Overlap
	-2.519
	-3.565
	-0.733
	-0.0232

	
	(0.178)
	(0.292)
	(0.0524)
	(0.0128)

	Geographic
	-0.000398
	-0.000315
	-5.47e-05
	7.92e-06

	 Distance
	(0.000111)
	(0.000183)
	(3.32e-05)
	(8.48e-06)

	Constant
	27.63
	53.61
	9.004
	2.781

	
	(1.131)
	(1.900)
	(0.345)
	(0.0932)

	
	
	
	
	

	Observations
	1,132
	1,132
	1,132
	1,132

	R-squared
	0.154
	0.119
	0.151
	0.004



Evolution
Having established the relation between officer overlap and legal distance, we now turn to the question how the impact of shared colonial officers develops over time. If officers leave an imprint primarily through directly adapting the formal institutions they transferred, we expect this impact to be felt right from the start of independence. If, however, the impact of officers runs primarily through the transfer of tacit norms and cognitions underling legal principles, we expect this to affect the course of evolution of the legal system more than the initial institutions.   
To assess this, we track the impact of officer overlap over time by means of annually repeated cross-sectional regressions (Maseland 2021, 2017). Figure 5 presents the results. 
Results indicate that the effect observed in 2015 is the product of an evolutionary process. Immediately after independence there is no noticeable difference in constitutions that is related to shared colonial officers. However, by the late 1980s, such an effect starts to become discernible. Effect sizes continue to increase and are most market towards the end of the period under scrutiny. This finding suggests that persistence is driven by underlying norms and cognitions that shape the trajectory of legal development. Officers have left an imprint on such underlying notions of justice and good government. These informally held principles persist over time, affecting the development of formal legal texts. 
We obtain the same result through an alternative approach, in which we interact the officer overlap variable with time elapsed since independence (Table 3). Results indicate no effect of colonial officer overlap at independence, but a growing impact of pre-independence colonial officers on the relative convergence of legal systems thereafter. This effect is consistent throughout all specifications.   


Figure 5. Evolution of the effect of Shared Officers on Constitutional Distance, various measures
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Notes: This figure presents the coefficients and the 95% confidence intervals of annually repeated regressions of shared officers between colonies on legal distance (cf. Table 1, Model 6). It shows that effects are non-existent at the start of the period. They become significantly negative only after around 1980/1990, depending on specification. This pattern is in line with the perspective that it is not the direct transmission of the formal legal text on which officers have had an effect, but the transmission of underlying norms and cognitions shaping the subsequent evolution of formal texts. 

Table 3 The Evolution of Impact of overlap in officers on legal distance
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)

	VARIABLES
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3

	
	
	
	

	ln Officer overlap
	-1.966
	2.258
	3.143

	
	(1.420)
	(1.981)
	(2.768)

	Country age
	5.075
	5.208
	5.734

	
	(0.132)
	(0.184)
	(0.233)

	Officer overlap*age
	-0.597
	-0.694
	-0.978

	
	(0.0402)
	(0.0558)
	(0.0730)

	Geographic
	-0.00111
	-0.00129
	-0.000266

	 distance
	(0.000395)
	(0.000563)
	(0.000687)

	Economic 
	
	-4.13e-08
	4.51e-09

	 distance
	
	(1.85e-08)
	(2.17e-08)

	Common religion
	
	
	-44.43

	
	
	
	(28.42)

	Linguistic
	
	
	-9.460

	 distance
	
	
	(3.901)

	Constant
	724.9
	727.1
	713.3

	
	(5.988)
	(8.375)
	(11.95)

	
	
	
	

	Observations
	53,363
	27,234
	15,340

	R-squared
	0.051
	0.054
	0.081






Robustness   
So far, our results suggest that knowledge flows through the movement of colonial officers has brought countries closer together, resulting in a relative convergence of legal systems. That is, the differences in legal system between colonies are smaller for colonies with more officer overlap, and this effect increases over time. A main concern with the analysis, however, is that similarities between colonies prior to independence may have driven the transfer of officers between them and at the same time may have affected institutional development. 
While we have good reasons to believe that officer allocation over colonies in the final years of the British Empire was largely exogenous, we cannot completely rule out that some underlying structural characteristic shared by colonies is driving our result. For this reason, we have controlled for differences in economic structure as the most plausible candidate for such a characteristic in our main model. Our data allows us to go a step further, however. Since we have information about the entire career trajectory of officers, we know in what order officers have been deployed in various colonies. 
Our strategy is to exploit this information to trace second order-effects of officer links. If our reasoning is correct, officers moving from Barbados to Botswana bring with them Barbadian experience that go on to affect legal norms and cognitions in Botswana. Officers moving from Barbados to Malaysia bring similar experience with them. Since Botswana and Malaysia are thus subject to similar influences, they are poised to grow more alike.  
Such second order effects allow us to distinguish between an impact of officer deployment and possible effects of shared underlying characteristics between colonies. In our example, two officers moving from Barbados to Botswana and from Barbados to Malaysia will both carry Barbadian knowledge. Relative convergence of the legal systems of Botswana and Malaysia may be driven by such knowledge transfers, but may also be driven by underlying similarities between Barbados, Botswana, and Malaysia that determined the deployment of officers in them in the first place. However, if the pattern is reversed and officers move from Botswana and Malaysia to Barbados, there is no similarity in knowledge transfers between Botswana and Malaysia. In that case, any relative convergence between these two can only be due to pre-existing similarities affecting officer allocation. It follows that if our premise about knowledge transfers and colony-to-colony influences is correct, we should find evidence of relative convergence in the first case but not in the second. Such a finding would effectively eliminate any remaining concerns about endogeneity of officer allocation. 
We test this by zooming in on the first two colony deployments of officers. Specifically, our strategy consists of three steps. First, for all second (recipient) colonies, we construct a profile of first (donor) colony influences. If Uganda receives 2 officers from Sudan and 5 from Mauritius, the influence of Mauritius on Uganda is 5 while Sudan’s influence is 2. Next, we calculate the dissimilarity in inward influence profiles for each pair of recipient colonies, by taking the absolute difference in officer overlap from each donor colony and adding these up. Thus, suppose that in our example Mauritius sends 8 officers to Kenya and Sudan 1, then the distance between Kenya and Uganda is |5-8|+|2-1|=4. The result is a distance-measure that captures the dissimilarity in influences between each pair of recipient colonies. In the second step, we do the same, but now calculate the dissimilarity in outward influence profiles for each pair of donor colonies. Thus, if Mauritius sends 5 officers to Uganda and 8 to Kenya, while Sudan sends 2 to Uganda and 1 to Kenya, then the outward influence distance between the donors Mauritius and Sudan is |5-2|+|8-1|=10. 
We add both these distance terms to our regressions, one by one and jointly. If our reasoning is correct, the more two colonies have been subject to the same inward influences, the more their legal systems should develop alike. Hence, we expect inward second order distance to be positively related to legal distance. Likeness in outward influence profiles, in contrast, is only correlated with legal evolution if the relation is caused by endogeneity of officer allocation due similarity in underlying colony characteristics. If knowledge flows drive our results, outward second order distance should not be related to legal distance. 
Table 4 presents the results of this analysis. Column 1 presents our baseline model including the effects of inward second order distance (i.e. scenario 1 above). Column 2 presents results for outward second order distance (scenario 2). While inward second order distance has a significant positive effect, outward second order distance is not significantly related to legal distance by any conventional standards. In Column 3, we present results of a horse race between the two variables. Again, we find that inward second order distance has a substantial significant effect, while outward second order distance has none. We conclude that it is knowledge flows through officers rather than similarity in underlying characteristics that drives our results. 





Table 4 Knowledge transmission vs. endogenous officer allocation: Second-order effects 
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)

	VARIABLES
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3

	Officer distance Inward
	0.329
	
	0.310

	
	(0.124)
	
	(0.128)

	Officer distance Outward
	
	0.0493
	0.0225

	
	
	(0.0552)
	(0.0430)

	Officer overlap (ln)
	-39.05
	-35.09
	-39.22

	
	(4.061)
	(3.608)
	(4.089)

	Geographic distance
	-0.00395
	-0.00361
	-0.00385

	
	(0.00211)
	(0.00213)
	(0.00213)

	Constant
	920.4
	937.4
	918.9

	
	(22.60)
	(22.68)
	(22.89)

	
	
	
	

	Observations
	1,132
	1,132
	1,132

	R-squared
	0.091
	0.088
	0.091


Note: This table presents the results of second order effects in two directions. Inward distance reflects dissimilarity between recipient colonies in origin of incoming officers, while outward distance reflects dissimilarity in outgoing officer destination between donor colonies. Inward distance reflects both similarity in knowledge transfers and any potential effect of shared structural characteristics between colonies driving officer allocation. Outward distance does not reflect any similarity in knowledge transfers and only captures any potential effect of shared structural characteristics between colonies. Since only inward distance enters as related to legal distance, we conclude that knowledge flows are driving our results.  


The economic impact of legal origins
So far, we have established a robust effect of colony-to-colony ties on the evolution of legal systems. Countries that shared more officers in the decades leading up to independence find themselves on relatively convergent tracks; distance in legal systems is increasingly smaller for colonies sharing more officers than for colonies with less overlap. 
We are not just interested in the legal system itself, however, but also in the impact of this legal origin effect on economic outcomes. To address that, we estimate a series of two-stage regressions in which we explain differences in economic performance, measured as the difference in GDP/capita levels between two countries, by the degree of dissimilarity in their legal systems.  We use officer overlap and second order inward officer distance as instruments for legal distance. We run regressions for various years between 1995 and 2019. 
Table 5 presents the results. We find that legal distance, instrumented by our officer variables, is positively related to differences in GDP throughout the entire period, though the effect is somewhat smaller at the beginning and towards the end of the period we consider. We conclude that legal origins matter, not just for the legal evolution of countries, but also for the resulting economic prospects. 


Table 5 Impact of officer transfers on legal distance and economic distance (2SLS)
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)

	
	1995
	2000
	2005
	2010
	2015
	2019

	Second Stage
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Legal 
	2.22e-3
	5.21e-4
	7.20e-4
	8.48e-4
	4.84e-4
	4.79e-4

	 Distance
	(8.57e-4)
	(2.76e-4)
	(2.56e-4)
	(3.19e-4)
	(2.26e-4)
	(2.33 e-4)

	Geographic 
	1.63e-05
	1.83e-05
	2.60e-05
	1.97e-05
	2.20e-05
	2.25e-05

	 Distance
	(8.81e-06)
	(6.22e-06)
	(6.01e-06)
	(6.26e-06)
	(5.65e-06)
	(5.87e-06)

	Constant
	-0.802
	0.893
	0.582
	0.397
	0.707
	0.757

	
	(0.798)
	(0.261)
	(0.239)
	(0.293)
	(0.219)
	(0.227)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Observations
	903
	903
	903
	903
	903
	903

	R-squared
	-0.960
	0.036
	0.030
	-0.043
	0.027
	0.021

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	First Stage
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Officer 
	-21.65
	-38.20
	-38.75
	-31.93
	-42.59
	-42.94

	 overlap
	(5.839)
	(4.643)
	(4.652)
	(5.005)
	(4.577)
	(4.551)

	2nd order
 officer 
	0.411
	0.125
	0.126
	0.220
	0.249
	0.257

	 distance
 inward
	(0.207)
	(0.131)
	(0.132)
	(0.156)
	(0.137)
	(0.136)

	Geographic 
	-0.00152
	-7.62e-4
	-9.20 e-4
	0.00352
	1.44e-4
	-3.74e-4

	 distance
	(0.00304)
	(0.00259)
	(0.00259)
	(0.00286)
	(0.00255)
	(0.00254)

	Constant
	926.9
	895.9
	896.7
	893.4
	916.2
	922.1

	
	(30.52)
	(24.14)
	(24.15)
	(25.54)
	(23.86)
	(23.75)

	F-statistic
	6.87
	43.75
	44.96
	24.09
	51.64
	52.80

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



5. Conclusion
This paper has analyzed the ongoing impact of legal origin on the constitutional development and economic development of former British colonies, focusing on non-European origins of legal institutions. Most of the comparative law literature traces legal systems back to British, French or other European traditions. Against that, the institutional transfer literature has brought in that recipient countries have cultures of their own which gives cause to ‘stickiness’ and resistance to change. 
Our paper goes beyond this dichotomy of European-induced change and local indigenous resistance to change, by tracking the influence of ‘South-South’-interactions on legal development. Doing so, we show that interaction between colonies in the preparation for independence—proxied by the number of officers stationed in both colonies over their careers—has resulted in constitutions that grow comparatively more alike over the years. The fact that more interaction does not show up in constitutional similarity immediately after independence indicates that the channel of influence runs via underlying, intangible norms and cognitions. Officers moving from one colony to the other do not copy legal texts, but they do bring along ideas, norms and values that shape the subsequent evolution of constitutions. 
By delving further into second-order effects and tracking the sequence of stationing, we are able to infer causality. We show that countries that are subject to the same joint influence do grow alike, while countries that jointly influence a third colony do not do so. This suggests that it is not underlying similarity in characteristics between colonies that simultaneously makes them more likely to share officers and develop similar legal systems, but the actual transfer of knowledge and ideas via officers that reduces constitutional distance. 
All in all, our results strongly suggest that interaction between colonies matters. The origins of countries’ legal system are more complex and dynamic than European influences, even when combined with local sources of resistance based on indigenous culture, alone. Even though the analysis in this paper is still largely built in the context of colonial Empire, this insight points to a more general message.  Our paper highlights the need to theorize former colonies and developing countries not just as (reluctant) recipients of change coming from elsewhere, but as societies that develop their own place in global history. Societies make their own institutional history and contribute to others’, as they learn from, copy, and inspire each other. In the end, not all legal origins are European. 



Table A1
List of former British territories
	Region
	Colonial territory in 1947
	Independence
	Successor state 
	Country code

	East and Central Africa
	Basutoland
	1966
	Lesotho
	LSO

	
	Bechuanaland
	1966
	Botswana
	BWA

	
	British Somaliland
	1960
	Somaliland
	SOM

	
	Kenya
	1963
	Kenya
	KEN

	
	Northern Rhodesia
	1964
	Zambia
	ZMB

	
	Nyasaland
	1964
	Malawi
	MWI

	
	Sudan
	1956
	Sudan, South Sudan
	SDN, SSD

	
	Swaziland
	1968
	Swaziland
	SWZ

	
	Tanganyika
	1961
	Tanzania
	TZA

	
	Uganda
	1962
	Uganda
	UGA

	
	Zanzibar
	1963
	Tanzania 
	TZA

	West Africa
	Gold Coast
	1957
	Ghana
	GHA

	
	Nigeria
	1960
	Nigeria
	NGA

	
	Sierra Leone
	1961
	Sierra Leone
	SLE

	
	The Gambia
	1965
	Gambia
	GMB

	Eastern Dependencies
	Brunei
	1983
	Brunei
	BRN

	
	Ceylon
	1948
	Sri Lanka
	LKA

	
	Federation of Malaya 
	1957
	Malaysia
	MYS

	
	Hong Kong
	1997
	Hong Kong (China)
	HKG

	
	North Borneo 
	1963
	Malaysia
	MYS

	
	Sarawak
	1963
	Malaysia
	MYS

	
	Singapore
	1965 (from Malaysia)
	Singapore
	SGP

	Mediterranean & Middle East
	Aden
	1967
	Yemen
	YEM

	
	Cyprus
	1960
	Cyprus
	CYP

	
	Gibraltar
	-
	Gibraltar
	GIB

	
	Malta
	1964
	Malta
	MLT

	
	Palestine
	1948
	Israel, Palestine
	ISR, PSE

	West Indies
	Anguilla
	- 
	Anguilla
	AIA

	
	Antigua 
	1981
	Antigua and Barbuda
	ATG

	
	Bahamas
	1973
	Bahamas
	BHS

	
	Barbados
	1966
	Barbados
	BRB

	
	Bermuda
	-
	Bermuda
	BMU

	
	British Guiana
	1966
	Guyana
	GUY

	
	British Honduras 
	1981
	Belize
	BLZ

	
	British Virgin Islands
	- 
	British Virgin Islands
	VGB

	
	Cayman Islands
	- 
	Cayman Islands
	CYM

	
	Dominica
	1978
	Dominica
	DMA

	
	Grenada
	1974
	Grenada
	GRD

	
	Jamaica
	1962
	Jamaica
	JAM

	
	Montserrat
	- 
	Montserrat
	MSR

	
	St Christopher and Nevis
	1983
	St Kitts and Nevis
	KNA

	
	St Lucia
	1979
	St Lucia
	LCA

	
	St Vincent and the Grenadines
	1979
	St Vincent and the Grenadines
	VCT

	
	Trinidad and Tobago
	1962
	Trinidad and Tobago
	TTO

	
	Turks and Caicos Islands
	- 
	Turks and Caicos Islands
	TCA

	Western Dependencies
	British Solomon Islands
	1978
	Solomon Islands
	SLB

	
	Fiji
	1969
	Fiji
	FJI

	
	Gilbert and Ellice Islands
	1978
	Tuvalu
	TUV

	
	Gilbert and Ellice Islands
	1979
	Kiribati
	KIR

	
	New Hebrides
	1980
	Vanuatu
	VUT

	
	Pitcairn Islands
	-
	Pitcairn Islands
	PCN

	
	Tonga
	1969
	Tonga
	TON

	Atlantic and Indian Oceans
	Falkland Islands
	-
	Falkland Islands
	FLK

	
	Maldives
	1965
	Maldives
	MDV

	
	Mauritius
	1968
	Mauritius
	MUS

	
	Seychelles
	1976
	Seychelles
	SYC

	
	St Helena and Ascension
	- 
	St Helena, Ascension and Tristan da Cunha
	SHN
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acivitis and must be the primary ingtrument for frther dovelopment.
In Britain the position of the Civil Service, while regulated in part by
egisiation, largely rests,like the constitution as a whole, on precedent and

convention. In the Colonial overseas no such convention exists
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up to the stage of ts assuming exccutive powers. It contains draft regula-
tions suitable for the discharge of those Wil t i not posible
within the scope of the handbook to deal with every problem and
Shaon i Rope e et ot conoebes vl b found
relevant to the needs of most overseas territories.
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