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Daron Acemoglu  

Titulaire d’un doctorat en économie de la London School of Economics, Daron Acemoglu est 

aujourd’hui « Charles P. Kindleberger Professor of Applied Economics » au département d’économie 

du Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  Il est membre de l’Académie des Sciences Américaine et 

lauréat en 2005 de la John Bates Clark Medal, qui récompense tous les deux ans le meilleur économiste 

de moins de quarante ans aux Etats-Unis. Il est l’auteur de 4 livres et de plus de 150 articles scientifiques. 

Il figure parmi les 10 économistes les plus cités au monde. 

Champs de recherche 

Les recherches de Daron Acemoglu couvrent un large domaine des Sciences Economiques : économie 

politique, économie de la croissance et du développement, théorie du capital humain, économie de 

l’innovation et de l’apprentissage, économie du travail, économie des réseaux.  

Doctor Honoris Causa 

Daron Acemoglu is Professor at the Massachusetts Institute of technology (MIT). He was awarded the 

title of Doctor Honoris Causa at the University of Paris-Saclay October 6th, 2017.  

He presented October 7th a talk on the  

“ROBOBOTS AND JOBS – EVIDENCE FROM THE US JOB MARKET”, 

coauthored with Pascual Restrepo (Boston University). 

 

Below is the introduction made by André de Palma, at the University of Paris-Saclay.  

Your Excellence, Mr. President, Mr Vice-President, Dear colleagues and friends,  

 

It is a privilege to present Daron Acemoglu.  

Professor Acemoglu, Dear Daron,  

 

you teach economics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  

You were born 50 years ago in Istanbul, a global city, une ville-monde. You received the best teaching 

at Galatasaray High School, an old school established at the beginning of the Ottoman period. In 1867, 

Sultan Abdulaziz decided to develop it into the Lycée Impérial Ottoman de Galata Sérail. France was 

proud of having been invited to contribute to this program. You became a British economist, collecting 

a Ph.D. at the London School of Economics with your Essays in Microfoundations of Macroeconomics, 

specifically on Contracts and Economic Performance. After one year as a lecturer at LSE, you joined 

MIT.   

Your received the 2005 Clark Medal from the American Economic Association. This confirmed that 

you had “made a significant contribution to economic thought and knowledge” —and that your age was 

not yet forty years. You are member of the usual academies and learned societies. Recently, you topped 
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the list of the most influential economists of the RePEC network (Research Papers in Economics). 

Should I say you authored hundreds of papers? Other Nobel Prize laureates at MIT should feel jealous. 

You even published on the mathematics of congestion in transportation systems (Acemoglu, 

Makhdoumi, Malekian, Ozdaglar 2016).  

The list of your fields of interest is coherent, and impressive. It includes general ambitions (Political 

Economy, Economic Theory, Economic Growth), social preoccupations (Labor Economics, Income and 

Wage Inequality, Human Capital and Training, Technology) and specific domains (Network Economics, 

Economic Development). The link between all these fields has to be found, it appears, in your passion 

for assessing institutional conditions for prosperity and sustained growth.  

Let us first consider Labor Economics. In an old paper on wage inequalities (Acemoglu 1999), you 

observed that under labor market frictions, workers invest in human capital while not knowing the jobs 

they could get, and firms invest in physical capital or technology, while not knowing which workers 

they would find. Under such conditions, more investment by any agent may induce multiple equilibria. 

This seems to be confirmed by trends in wage inequality, leading to conclude that “the changing 

composition of jobs may be an important component of the changes in the structure of wages.” We also 

understand that better information on both sides could be welcome. Such dynamic description of 

interfering strategies allowed you to consider the complex relations of growth and inequality. I refer to 

a detailed presentation given by one of your former students, Robert Shimer (Shimer 2007), a 

knowledgeable scholar in labor markets.  

This led you to study the relation of inequality to human capital. As you say in as interview (Roell 2011), 

some economists would say that inequalities reflect productive capabilities of different workers; greater 

inequalities suggest their productivities have evolved. If one considers the average college graduate 

versus the average high school graduate, or the 90th versus the 10th percentile, it would follow that 

many causes —technology, , offshoring and outsourcing, globalization, changes in the supply of skills, 

et cetera— have played a major role over the last 40 years.  

But this is not enough, and you open new ways. You comment a book by Claudia Goldin and Larry Katz 

(2010), showing how in the first half of the 20th century US schools were “very progressive, leading to 

a very large increase in the supply of educated workers.” You mention more than one explanation for 

the recent rise of inequality (Roell 2012).  

First, “technology has become … more biased towards more skilled, higher earning workers”.  

Second, “… globalisation… such as trading with China is putting pressure on low wages.”.  

Third, and most important, “in the US, the cohorts that had the highest high-school graduation rates were 

graduating in the 1960s.” It is for the US a major challenge to bring young people back to high school.  

Let us now consider another inequality: “why the top 0.1% … have been earning such huge amounts”, 

which lead one to think about “social policies, progressive taxation and the politics of it.” (Roell 2012).  

You discussed favorably a recent work by Atkinson, Piketty and Saez, (2011) “Top Incomes in the Long 

Run of History”. The pattern is that “most countries experience a dramatic drop in top income shares in 

the first part of the 20th century… However, over the last 30 years, top income shares have increased 

substantially in English-speaking countries and in India and China, but not in continental European 

countries or in Japan.” (Roell 2012).  

In order to discuss these two scales of inequality, one needs a conceptual framework. What causes the 

wealth of nations? 

The committee of the Clark Medal noted that your work “is always motivated by real-world questions 

that arise when facts are difficult to reconcile with existing theory.” In your essays, you designed a mode 

of narration that aptly shows the reader your perspective. I wish historians and sociologists learned about 

economics one fraction of what you learned in geography and anthropology! If we are to design policies 

favourable to prosperity, we have to study comparative development in order to find which type of 

institutions induced economic growth. Economic history gives us a vast array of ‘natural’ experiences: 

some institutions ensure prosperity to their societies, while others fail. You investigated these questions 

both empirically, and theoretically, using models (often game-theory models) that are sufficiently 

general to address the complexity of real-world situations.  

You conclude that ‘inclusive’ economic institutions, meaning ones that support entrepreneurship and 

innovation, are needed for sustained growth. These basic institutions are property rights, protection 

against expropriation and State abuses, ensuring free competition and economic freedom. But these 

simple rules are not easy to establish, as they can be fully enforced —or not. This confronts the 
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economist to a political problem: for such economic institutions to come into being, a society needs in 

the first place inclusive political institutions, characterized by pluralism.  

This opposition of ‘extractive’ and ‘inclusive’ institutions was present in European colonization. Some 

systems served to ensure profits to the colonial elite: these are extracting systems, most visible in the 

colonial South America and in the slavery societies. But sometimes totally different systems were 

established, often by the colonists themselves, in order to ensure them civic rights equal to those 

prevailing in Europe (sometimes more advanced): these are inclusive systems, exemplified by the US.  

The fate of these two types of colonization was quite different: one (extractive colonization) led to large 

inequalities, weakness of law, unstable democracies and slow economic development; the other one 

(inclusive colonization) led to relative equality, strong and democratic states, fast technological and 

economic development. You show that these two styles of colonization did not diverge because of 

geographical or cultural contingencies, but because institutions were different, creating diverging 

economic and political landscapes. Indeed, no system is stable, as de jure institutions don’t always 

coincide with the de facto transactions. From this point of view, though clearly dysfunctional, a social 

institution —such as generalized corruption— can also be studied as a coherent system, capable of 

resilience against progressive evolutions. 

Let me sketch briefly three points.  

• Divergence. South of Tucson Arizona, the twin city of “Nogales” is divided by the US/Mexico border. 

Schooling, health care system, life expectancy, security, roads, telephone, sewage… everything is 

different across this line. The description of the divergence among these two areas opens the first chapter 

of your essay Why nations fail (Acemoglu and Robinson 2002). It shows that geographical or genetic 

explanations are not allowed: “To understand this divergence we must begin right at the foundation of 

the colonies in North and Latin America.” 

• Reversal of fortune. Ours is not only a planetary history of divergences among initially similar regions, 

as more intricate plots are present. In 1500 or in 1700, as you tell us in a paper coauthored with Johnson 

and Robinson (2002), India, Indonesia, Brazil and Mexico were actually richer than the United States, 

while Canada was almost worthless, as said Voltaire in Candide, where he speaks of “guerre pour 

quelques arpents de neige”. We know that some reversal occurred. Some authors speak about plundering, 

other about diseases, some about geography of the tropics, et multa cetera. But the chronology of this 

process shows another story. Indeed, industrialization made this reversal. In 1750, industrial production 

per capita was higher in India or in China than in the US. Your institutional hypothesis describes the 

conditions of a broad access to well-established property rights, a crucial condition to industrialization.   

• Macroscopic action. In a recent paper with Cantoni, Johnson and Robinson (2011), you discuss large-

scale institutional reforms exported by the French armies after 1792. You list “civil legal code, the 

abolition of guilds and the remnants of feudalism, the introduction of equality before the law, and the 

undermining of aristocratic privileges… [and] commercial courts”. For example, Rhineland became 

open to new businesses and new entrants. After some statistical work, you conclude that French rule 

induced significant institutional reforms, which did not much harm, indeed effectively paved the way to 

some economic development “particularly in the second half of the nineteenth century.” (ibid., 3303). 

And you remind your reader: beware, “limited reforms can be counterproductive.”  

 

André de Palma, October 8th, 2017 
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