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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF PREDATION

Still in early stages of development, conflict theory presents a growing
interest in understanding the economic costs and benefits of conflicts. In
this book, Mehrdad Vahabi analyses one type of conflict in particular: man-
hunting, or predation, in which a dominant power hunts down its prey
and the goal of the prey is to escape and thus survive. This contrasts with
traditional warfare, in which two (or more) powers enter into a conflict
and the goal is to fight to win domination. The economics of escape casts
light on costs and benefits of predatory activities, and explores the impact
of violence as an impediment to developing countries with respect to assets
structure. This book is unprecedented in its research and thought and
develops a new theory of predation in economics that makes a significant
contribution to the field.

Mehrdad Vahabi is Associate Professor at the University of Paris 8 and Associate
Member of Centre d’Economie de la Sorbonne (CES). His interests include
political economy, economics of development, economics of conflict, institu-
tional economics and comparative economics. He is the author of The Political
Economy of Destructive Power (2004) and has published in many peer journals
including Public Choice, Cambridge Journal of Economics, American Journal of
Economics and Sociology, Bulletin of Economic Research, Comparative Studies
of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, Canadian Journal of Development
Studies, Louvain Economic Review and Revue d’Economie Politique.
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Standard economics has long assumed a society of free, contracting individuals with
equal legal rights. Power and authority are understood in contractual terms. In his
most powerful statement to date, Mehrdad Vahabi challenges all that. Violence and
subjugation are brought back into the picture. We are forced to rethink everything.
Geoffrey M. Hodgson, Hertfordshire Business School, University of
Hertfordshire

Mehrdad Vahabi is an exceptional thinker. His truly interdisciplinary book draws
on a deep knowledge from diverse disciplines. It promises profound insights on
predation, which is one of the most fundamental aspects of human interaction.
Kai A. Konrad, Managing Director at the Max Planck Institute for
Tax Law and Public Finance

The dark aspects oflife (conflict, violence, predation, manhunt, enslavement, aggres-
sion) are studied by various disciplines and research programs, history, psychol-
ogy, mathematical game theory, criminology, political philosophy and economics
among them. Mehrdad Vahabi’s book is unique, as he, a genuine interdisciplinary
thinker, overviews the so far separated analyses and enriches them with important
new ideas.
Janos Kornai, Professor of Economics Emeritus, Harvard University
and Corvinus University of Budapest

A fascinating and provocative analysis of predators and their prey. Mehrdad
Vahabi’s book will stimulate the minds of all who have been intrigued by the polit-
ical economy of coercion.
Peter T. Leeson, Duncan Black Professor of Economics and Law,
George Mason University

In this compelling book, Mehrdad Vahabi delivers an in-depth analysis of the logic
of conflicts and predation. In doing so he is proposing a new and much needed eco-
nomic perspective on violence as a core component of human societies.

Claude Ménard, University of Paris (Panthéon-Sorbonne)

A work of great originality and ambition. Mehrdad Vahabi’s concept of predation
is an illuminating lens through which to see different forms of rule. The idea of
domestication as a ‘prolonged’” form of predation, compatible with the survival
(indeed, possibly thriving) of the object (plant, mammal, homo-sapiens) of that
predation is, I think, very good to think with.
James C. Scott, Sterling Professor of Political Science and
Anthropology, Yale University

In this book Mehrdad Vahabi examines one-sided conflicts in many different set-
tings. In many such situations, despite the seeming helplessness of the prey, he
shows many possibilities for escape that are surprising (and gives hope for the con-
dition of the less powerful). Vahabi draws upon - and usefully integrates — vast and
diverse literatures, ranging from economics and the other social sciences to the
history of thought and biology.

Stergios Skaperdas, University of California, Irvine
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Prologue

The cover image of this book entitled A Ride for Liberty — The Fugitive Slaves
is the work of Eastman Johnson (1824-1906). On 2 March 1862, a year
after the outburst of the Civil War in the United States, when accompa-
nying Union general George McClellan from Washington, DC to Manassas,
Virginia, Johnson painted three versions of this representation, but only
two are known - this one in the Brooklyn Museum and the other in the
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts (Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 2013, p. 2).
The inscription on the back of the painting records that the painter was
himself an ‘eyewitness’ of the battleground.'

Johnson, an American artist from Maine, is known for his ‘genre paint-
ings’ or scenes of everyday life (Brownlee, 2011, pp. 318-319), some of
them dealing with controversial and sensitive issues of his time such as
slavery, abolition, emancipation and Reconstruction. Although A Ride for
Liberty is one of the most renowned works of the artist, ‘it was never exhib-
ited during Johnson’s lifetime, perhaps due to the charged subject matter’
(Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 2013). The image casts light on a historical
problem that is still highly relevant in the way a pivotal chapter of US his-
tory is grasped: who liberated Afro-American slaves: Lincoln or the slaves
themselves? (Guelzo, 2007).

In contrast to most contemporary illustrations of Afro-American
slaves, including some of Johnson’s earlier paintings, depicting them as
shiftless, childlike, bestial and resigned to their servitude, this repre-
sentation shows an enslaved family (father, mother, young boy and an
infant) boldly ‘crossing battlefields from the Confederate South to the

' ‘A veritible [veritable] incident in the civil war seen by myself at Centerville on this morn-

ing of McClellan’s advance towards Manassas March 2, 1862/ Eastman Johnson’ The word
‘veritable, meaning ‘true; is spelled in the inscription as ‘veritible.

xvii
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xviii Prologue

Union North in order to escape the horrors of their bondage’ (Mestan
and Zygmont, 2013).

A slave family was of course a rarity at the time, since chattel slavery was
based on the forced individualisation of the slave, making the slave kin-
less so that s/he could be transformed into a commodity and sold on the
market: the man was separated from his family and the woman from her
children. The Fugitive Slaves could again become a family through their
daring flight. That explains why the father, forceful and capable of protect-
ing his family, was painted at the centre of the image whereas ‘before this
time blacks were normally shown at the edge of a painting, showing that
many people thought of them as living on the edge of society’ (Springfield
Art Association, 2004, p. 8) in need of a master’s protection. In the picture,
the father, the kid and the woman are looking in three different directions.
While the father looks forward to the promises of the future, the boy is fixed
downwards, enchanted by a horse’s galloping in the present, and the woman
keeping the infant in her arms is looking backwards to see whether they are
being tracked by the master’s slave-hunters. She is anxious about the man-
hunt and expresses both the fear and the pride of a prey fleeing from her
predator.

In the distance, on the left side of the image, one identifies light reflected
from the bayonets and sabers of a battle epitomising the Civil War. Two
major historical events are thus in the making concomitantly, intertwining
and interacting with each other. One is the Civil War, a classical warfare
similar to a duel of honour between two ‘symmetric’ contending parties (the
Confederate South and the Union North) confronting each other directly.
The other is an asymmetric conflict between manhunters and the enslaved
Afro-Americans who attempt to escape from slave-hunters. Fight and flight
are thus combined in a way that one enhances the other: the North’s fight
against the Southern slave-owners furnishes the conditions for slaves’ resis-
tance to their masters’ domination through flight.

A Ride for Liberty illustrates the experience of what were known as ‘con-
traband’ slaves during the war.

In May 1861, barely a month after the first battle, Union Benjamin Butler, a
Confederate colonel stationed near Fortress Monroe in Virginia, took in three
black men who had escaped from their master. In defiance of the Fugitive Slave Act,
which required all escaped slaves to be returned to their masters, Butler announced
that all enslaved people who arrived safely across Union lines were to be consid-
ered ‘contraband of war. He and other commanders quickly found themselves
overwhelmed by the number of escapees in their camps, many of whom would
work willingly building forts, digging trenches and providing intelligence on the
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position of Confederate forces in exchange for sustenance, protection and the hope
of a Union victory. What started as a trickle of fugitives grew to a steady flow as
word spread and Union forces advanced. With these acts of personal resistance,
black people contributed to their own emancipation and to the eventual uprooting
of slavery in the United States (Smithsonian American Art Museum, 21 February
2013.).

Unlike Butler, McClellan was among Union commanders who surren-
dered fugitives to their owners. Johnson’s Fugitive Slaves portrayed a resis-
tance narrative in Centerville, a territory under McClellan’s control. Hence
we do not know whether they were captured and returned back to their
owners or not. Uncertainty about their destiny is another dimension that
should be added to their daring flight.

The story narrated by Johnson is a very old and at the same time a very
recent one. Exodus, a chapter in the Torah, the Old Testament, recounts the
flight of Jews from Egypt. In that chapter, Moses™ ‘pastoral power’ is con-
trasted to Pharaoh’s ‘manhunting power’. Interestingly, another of Johnson’s
paintings, a year after A Ride for Liberty, entitled The Lord Is My Shepherd
(1863),? represents a free black man reading Exodus. The manhunt of
blackskins and Jews are two salient illustrations of manhunting. Hunting
of women by men;’ colonisation and the hunt of Indians, Palestinians, the
poor and illegal immigrants/refugees; imperialism; tyranny; piracy; organ-
ised crime (the Mafia and a score of gangs) and state and non-state terrorist
raids are other examples. The post-Cold War period furnishes a multitude
of manhunts, starting right after 9/11 and followed by the new American
defence policy in terms of ‘strategic manhunts’ and drone strikes in Iraq,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia and so on.

Manhunting (known in philosophical literature as ‘cynegetic warfare’)
might be contrasted to conventional (classical) warfare in the sense that one
party (predator) dominates the other party (prey) from the beginning. Ex
ante domination defines the relationship between the contending parties in
manhunting. By domination, I mean a relationship in which the assaulted
party (the prey) must turn towards the aggressor (predator) for protection.
The outcome is that while the predator tracks down the prey, the prey must

2 It is not a simple coincidence that 1863 is also the year that Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation went into full effect.

A good example is the way Jewish women were treated not only by Germans during the
war but also by their Russian ‘liberators’ after the end of the Second World War (Déniel,
2015). More recent examples are the capture of women and selling them as slaves by Boko
Haram in Nigeria and DAESH in Iraqi Kurdistan and Syria.
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XX Prologue

escape to save her/his freedom. Hence the prey’s viable strategy is flight
rather than fight.

This book retells the story of manhunting from the prey’s point of view.
While I study the story of predation within a multidisciplinary approach,
my focus will be on the economics of escape. To an economist, the term
‘exodus’ brings to mind another familiar word which is now part of basic
culture and in the theoretical toolkit of every economist: ‘exit, a concept
formulated by a pioneering theorist named Albert Hirschman (1970).

To borrow from Hirschman, ‘escape’ or flight’ might be used as synony-
mous with ‘exit. Although I use these two terms interchangeably through-
out this book, there is a major difference between them. According to
Hirschman, ‘exit’ derives from buyers’ power to sanction inefficient sellers.
It is thus an economic mechanism for correcting market failures and ineffi-
ciencies based on buyers’ choice. Contrary to ‘exit], flight is not a choice; it is
a constrained ‘exit’ or an ‘inescapable escape’* Refugees, not emigrants, are
the outcome of flight. For example, nearly 2 million Syrian refugees had fled
Syria with the escalation of civil war and the possibility of American bomb-
ings to neighbouring countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq and
Iraqi Kurdistan by September 2013 (Time, 9 September 2013, pp. 32-33).
While Charles Tilly’s prediction (1985) about conventional war as the
source of state-building is confirmed in the case of many European states,
manhunting often results in emigration and state destruction. Indeed, the
specificity of the twenty-first century is the rapid increase of ‘stateless’ peo-
ple spread all over the world despite the extension of state space to the most
deserted swathes of the globe. The tragedy of total domination of state soci-
eties over stateless (acephalous) societies is the unprecedented rise of state-
less people.

Moreover, flight reflects another constraint: the impossibility or high
costs of confrontation (fight). In fact, prey’s choice to ‘fight’ often amounts
to suicide, although flight is not necessarily contradictory to fight. Prey may
combine flight’ and terrorist raids, or prepare a protracted warfare in later
stages of confrontation. In this sense, flight might be complementary to
fight. Conversely, prey may use ‘flight’ as a substitute to ‘fight. For instance,
it is known that Jews often chose Exodus as a substitute to fight. Regardless
of the way flight might be combined with fight, the dynamic of manhunting
is based on predators’ tracking of prey and the prey’s anti-predatory strat-
egy of escape.

* ‘Inescapable escape’ is the title of a two-volume edited book in Persian compiling thirty sto-
ries of Iranian refugees escaping from the Islamic Republic of Iran (see Javidi et al., 2008).
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The economics of escape will bring us to delve into the nature of assets
from the viewpoint of their mobility and appropriability. The mobility of an
asset is particularly important for the prey, since s/he can save it through
flight.> Conversely, the appropriability of an asset, the potential to confiscate
an asset, is the major concern of the predator. While assets are classified in
different ways in economics (e.g. ‘public’ versus ‘private, fixed’ versus ‘cir-
culating} ‘specific’ or idiosyncratic versus ‘generic’), this book introduces a
new way to deal with assets: fugitive versus captive. The economics of escape
scrutinises the difference between these two types of assets by developing
a theory of coercive appropriation, the analysis of which is indispensable
for understanding the state space in general and tyranny in particular.
Historically, the power of capital as the most movable asset was a major fac-
tor in restraining tyranny, but this flight power of capital could not lead to
democracy without the fighting power of workers, peasants and the urban
poor. The analysis of tyranny as a form of manhunting and the conditions
for transition to democracy is not only relevant from a historical viewpoint,
but is also relevant for the most urgent issue of development hindered by
violence in developing countries. The difference between fugitive versus
captive assets explains many aspects of underinvestment and economic
backwardness in such countries.

While I let the reader find out other aspects of this book, I will continue
my persuasive strategy in the next chapter to introduce the whole scope of
this book and the main questions that will be addressed throughout this
endeavour.

> In A Ride for Liberty, one can trace a few elements of economics of escape in terms of
mobile assets. The first element is the end of chattel slavery and reuniting the entire slave
family through flight. But upon closer investigation, one can also notice that the horse is
stolen from the master and can be classified as a mobile asset. The reason behind such
an assumption is aptly explained by Mestan and Zygmont (2013). During the middle of
the nineteenth century, horse traders believed there was a direct relationship between the
number of ‘white socks’ on a horse’s lower limbs and its stamina. Consequently, ‘a horse
having only one ... white sock would increase its potential value. When applying this
to Johnson’s painting, we can observe that the horse ... has only one white sock ... This
indicates the horse that has been stolen in this noble cause was both valuable and of good
breeding. The slave family, determined to escape, had dared to steal the master’s horse,
which was a mobile asset.
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