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In political history and historical sociology, central and local power have often been analysed 
as antagonistic. Interaction between them has in the past usually been described as a zero-sum 
game where the gain of one side equals the loss of the other. In this perspective the growth of 
central state power is regarded as a decline of local power while the presence of powerful 
local societies indicates that the central state must be weak. States are also supposed to be 
stronger the more autonomous they are in relation to local societies. The experience of 
European state formation is however not that powerful states can be created by suppressing 
local power or that local power elites saw all kind of state formation as a threat. The causes 
and consequences of state formation are easier to understand if we study the changing rules of 
interactions (institutions) between local and central power, the complex military and fiscal 
organisations which were the practical results of state formation and the threats and 
opportunities which served as driving forces behind that process. Early modern European 
state formation was not a simple transfer of resources and power from local communities to a 
political centre. It was also the rise of a new type of organisational structure, the complex 
organisation, whose success depended on that rulers and subjects developed new rules of 
interaction around power, violence-control and the role of the state in society.1 
 
1. The transformation 
 
Medieval Europe was politically, economically and militarily dominated by local power; 
landowners and urban elite groups. Central political authorities could make kingdoms and 
empires work mainly by creating alliances with such groups. If several local elite groups 
turned against the central authority, either by ignoring its commands or by actively resisting 
it, central authority ceased to be effective. Separate local elites could also co-operate with 
each other in alliances without involving central authorities. Such alliances could act in 
opposition against the central authority or work for common interests in the absence of a 
strong central power. Alliances could however also fight each other in feuds and civil wars 
when their interests conflicted. When threats and opportunities changed, alliances between 
                                                
1 For theoretical concepts and a more extensive historiography, see Jan Glete, War and the state in early modern 
Europe: Spain, the Dutch Republic and Sweden as fiscal-military states, 1500-1660, Routledge, London, 2002, 
esp. pp. 1-9, 42-66. 
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local powers often responded by breaking up in order to make room for new alliances. 
Political structures developed from below remained unstable as long as they did not result in 
new organisations, which depended on these structures and gave several local elites an 
incentive to stick together.2 
 
Medieval central state power was normally monarchic and the right to rule was often inherited 
in dynasties. Inheritance strengthened predictability and created an incentive for kings to rule 
with responsibility for the future. The growth of dynastic power was often limited by the 
tradition that territories could be divided among male members of a dynasty. This tradition 
was however largely the logical outcome of that real power was local power and junior 
members of ruling dynasties had to turn local if they and the dynasty should gain power. In a 
closely-knit dynasty, junior branches running dukedoms and counties might help to create a 
stronger central power. Ambitious princes or aristocrats might create efficient small 
principalities within greater kingdoms by being better placed as co-ordinators of local elites 
than distant central rulers. Sometimes this turned into disastrous conflicts, however, when 
ambitious local power-holders turned rebellious and joined other local interests or foreign 
powers against the central power. Really ambitious princes might even create conglomerate 
states within states or across the nominal borders of sovereign states but such combinations 
often fell to pieces when they were inherited by less efficient rulers. The entrenched power of 
local and regional elites was simply too strong to keep such links stable and independent of 
the personal abilities of rulers. 
 
State formation from above or from below tended to have the same outcome as long as there 
was no development of organisational structures or change of institutions (rules of human 
interactions). Local elites had power because they were in a favourable position to raise and 
administrate resources for political control and military activities in local societies; 
fortifications, the feudal levy, militias, merchantmen fitted out for war. Central authorities had 
power if they could act as strategic rallying points when local elites desired to co-operate due 
to opportunities or threats. Local elites could raise and administrate armed forces which could 
form a field army or an operational fleet. Such forces could temporarily be placed under 
command of the central authority but as long as the local elites had administrative control of 
the resources to wage wars (men, provisions, weapons, ships, money) the central authority 
had no operational capability to use force if the local elites did not accept it. Taxes paid 
during wars to rulers might give them control of armed forces under their own administration 
but only as long as the taxes were paid. 
 
State formation took place when resources were continuously transferred from the local to the 
central level and reorganised into permanent structures which provided central authorities 
with operational capability against both powerful subjects and powerful foreign interests. 
From the late fifteenth to the late seventeenth century this transformation took place in most 
parts of Europe. The forms for raising, organising and administrating armed forces in Europe 
radically changed into permanent state-controlled armies and navies. The states developed 
close links to local society which provided it with fiscal strength to raise resources for 
centralised purposes. The European states could enforce a monopoly of violence on land and 
at sea which left the subjects no alternative than to turn to the state if they required armed 
force for protection or for pressure against foreign competitors. In societies where local 

                                                
2 Peter Blickle (ed.), Resistance, representation and community, Clarendon, Oxford, 1997. Examples of studies 
of alliances between local elites: Philippe Dollinger, The German Hansa, Macmillan, London, 1970; Thomas A. 
Brady, Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire, 1450-1550, CUP, Cambridge, 1985. 
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power-holders often had used armed force on land and at sea on their own to handle conflicts, 
this was a major change of the rules of human interaction. 
 
A decisive and innovative feature of the new type of state was that it was both a military state 
and a fiscal state and that it was the central political authority that co-ordinated these two 
structures. The fiscal and military organisations were two separate hierarchies, which were 
unable to co-ordinate their activities without decisions from the political top level. The new 
permanent armies and navies could be kept under political control because only a central state 
was able to pay and maintain them. The civilian fiscal organisations could operate with 
relatively low transaction costs (low risk of tax revolts) because the state's armed forces were 
ultimately available to the political authorities. But both military and fiscal power had to be 
accepted as legitimate and useful for social stability and economic progress by broad groups 
of subjects, including (and especially) the local elites. 
 
2. Interpretations 
 
State formation in early modern Europe was for a long time regarded as imposed from above 
on more or less reluctant subjects as a result of long-term trends in the society. Typical 
explanations stressed the decline of feudalism, the increased importance of infantry and 
artillery, the rise of long-distance trade and a mercantile bourgeoisie and the growth of royal 
bureaucracies run by men of middle-class origin. These changes provided the rulers with 
incomes, military means and an administrative staff which increased their power and ability to 
centralise resources and achieve more ambitious national goals. The apogee of early modern 
state formation was in that perspective the absolute state where rulers were supposed to be 
able to raise taxes and make law without decisions in estates or parliaments. France and 
Prussia were usually seen as the paradigmatic absolute states in such explanations. States 
where representative institutions prevailed were regarded as exceptions and their survival was 
equalled with that the power of the state must have been weak. Great Britain and the Dutch 
Republic used to be regarded as such states and it was widely believed that it something to do 
with that they were mercantile and maritime. 
 
In the later half of the twentieth century, sociologist and political scientists became interested 
in the development of the early modern European state, partly because state formation in the 
post-colonial world was an important question. Originally, most interpretations started from 
the prevailing historical explanation that early modern state formation meant suppression of 
local elites and representative institutions and that the absolute state was inherently more 
powerful and efficient as an organisation than a state with parliament. The term "coercion-
extraction cycle" was used to express the relationship between armed forces and fiscal 
power.3 A ruler who once had gained a sufficient armed force could use it to raise more 
resources which paid for more soldiers who extracted even more resources, until the ruler had 
gained full control of a territory.4 
 
This type of explanation is still influential and as late as 1992 Brian M. Downing used it in a 
theory where warfare, domestic resource mobilization for war and political change were 
related to each other in six European states. In that theory, Brandenburg-Prussia and France 

                                                
3 Especially in Charles Tilly (ed.), The formation of national states in Western Europe, Princeton UP, Princeton, 
1975. 
4 Discussions of various interpretations: Charles Tilly, Coercion, capital and European states, AD 990-1990, 
Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1990, pp. 1-16 and Thomas Ertman, Birth of the Leviathan: Building states and 
regimes in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, CUP, Cambridge, 1997, pp. 1-19. 
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had high domestic mobilization and consequently developed into military-bureaucratic 
absolute state, while England, Sweden and the Dutch Republic had low or medium levels of 
domestic resource mobilization and preserved constitutionalism. Poland also had a low level 
of resource mobilisation but that ended with loss of sovereignty. Downing's theory is not 
supported by any figures or calculations which show that the domestic resource mobilization 
in proportion to the population really looked like the theory assumes.5 
 
The basic assumption is in fact totally wrong for Western and Northern Europe. The French 
pre-1789 resource mobilization for war did never even remotely reached the levels of Sweden 
and the Dutch Republic and it was Britain, with a smaller population that mobilised the 
largest resources and won the eighteenth century contest for Atlantic power (and ultimately 
world power) with France, even when Spain was allied with France. If figures for the strength 
of the military and naval forces and the population in these four states are checked they leave 
no doubt about that constitutional government went hand in hand with a high degree of 
domestic resource mobilisation, while absolutism had major problems with war finance. 
Brandenburg-Prussia and Poland fit better to Downing's theory which may be of interest in 
explanations of East and Central European development, but the two selected cases are 
extreme rather than typical. 
 
Even before Downing's book appeared, historians had increasingly questioned that 
absolutism, and especially French absolutism really was that strong, well-organised, 
bureaucratic and top-down ruled state that it used to be described as. In recent studies French 
rulers appear as managers of traditional elites rather than as in total control of a centralized 
state with professional bureaucrats in all decisive positions. French armed forces were 
periodically (but far from always) the largest in Europe but as the French early modern 
population surpassed all other European states this was not a dramatic achievement in a 
comparative perspective. The real ability of the French state to raise large taxes in long wars 
was rather limited and its credibility as a debtor was low, which severely limited its ability to 
raise loans. In fact, inability to raise sufficient taxes for even moderate war efforts finally put 
an end on French absolutism.6 
 
Anglo-Saxon historians also began to re-evaluate the strength of the British state. They found 
that it during the seventeenth century had developed into a fiscal-military state with a strong 
tax bureaucracy, a large and well-run navy and an army which in times of war had the 
potential to grow to a major and efficiently administrated force. This was not the least due to 
that public confidence in parliamentary power markedly increased the state's ability to raise 
loans at reasonable interest rates.7 Anglo-Saxon historians with a special interest in warfare 
                                                
5 Brian M. Downing, The Military Revolution and political change: Origins of democracy and autocracy in 
early Modern Europe, Princeton UP, Princeton, 1992. Significantly the word "population" is not in the index. 
6 Daniel Dessert, Argent, pouvoir, et société au Grand Siècle, Fayard, Paris, 1984; William H. Beik, Absolutism 
and society in seventeenth-century France, CUP, Cambridge, 1985; David Parker, Class and state in Ancien 
Regime France: The road to modernity? Routledge, London, 1996. Recent studies of the French armed forces 
from a state formation perspective: Daniel Dessert, La Royale: Vaisseaux et marins du Roi-Soleil, Fayard, Paris, 
1996; David Parrott, Richelieu's army: War, government and society in France, 1624-1642, CUP, Cambridge, 
2001; John A. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle: The French army, 1610-1715, CUP, Cambridge, 1997; Guy 
Rowlands, The dynastic state and the army under Louis XIV: Royal service and private interest, 1661-1701, 
CUP, Cambridge, 2002; Alan James, Navy and government in early modern France, 1572-1661, Boydell & 
Brewer, Woodbridge, 2004. 
7 Daniel A. Baugh, British naval administration in the age of Walpole, Princeton UP, Princeton, 1965; John 
Brewer, The sinews of power: War money and the English state, 1688-1783, Unwin Hyman, London, 1989; 
James Scott Wheeler, The making of a world power: War and the Military Revolution in seventeenth century 
England, Sutton, Phoenix Mill, 1999; N. A. M. Rodger, The safeguard of the sea: A naval history of Britain, 
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and military administration also began to use the term "The Military Revolution" as an 
expression for a broad European military and administrative process where changed tactics 
and military technology became the explanation of the growth of the scale of warfare, rising 
taxes and more ambitious central states. This explanation did not include absolutism as pre-
condition or result of the supposed revolution. In fact, in its original form (by Michael 
Roberts) it placed the Dutch Republic and Sweden in its centre as the model states.8 
 
Historical sociology also began to reinterpret the evidence. In an influential synthesis from 
1990, Charles Tilly placed geopolitical competition (war) and bargaining between rulers and 
elite groups about resources for warfare in the centre for state formation. He emphasised that 
early modern local elites remained powerful as the real controller of local resources and that 
they used this position to negotiate with the central authorities. He saw the composition of the 
state as determined by the economic structure in the region it was created. In agricultural 
(feudal) regions, where direct coercion played a major role in production, states centralised 
the means of coercion while in more urbanised regions states centralised capital and used it 
for war.9 In comparison with earlier interpretations, Tilly's emphasis on negotiations, rather 
than coercion from above as central in state formation is important. It makes parliaments, 
dominated by local elites fully compatible with strong centralised states. 
 
There are, however problems with Tilly's relation to empirical evidence about state formation 
and organisations for war. In his view, states in urbanised and capital-intensive regions, such 
as Venice and the Dutch Republic, had weak and intermittent armed forces which were 
increased by temporarily hired forces in wartime, while the coercion-intensive states created 
large standing armies.10 In reality, these mercantile republics were pioneers in maintaining 
large-scale permanent armed forces and complex state-run organisations to wage war. The 
relations between coercion, capitalism and complex organisation are different from Tilly's 
assumptions. Capitalism has in the long run had a far more dynamic and fruitful relationship 
with complex organisation than feudalism. This happy marriage is easy to observe already in 
early modern state formation. 
 
In 1997, Thomas Ertman published a theory about medieval and early modern European state 
building. He claimed that it encompass the full range of early modern outcomes of such 
efforts in both the political and the administrative sphere. This is an overstatement as it 
excluded not only minor states but also the Swiss Confederation, Venice and the Dutch 
Republic of which the latter two periodically were major European powers. Ertman did 
however approach the subject with a critical view of earlier interpretations which he thought 
had put too little emphasis on local government and representative institutions and made 
unjustified links between one kind of political regime and one type of state apparatus. His 
book is an attack on interpretations which equals absolutism with bureaucracy and 
constitutionalism with the absence of it. Instead he argued that the administration could be 
patrimonial (sales of offices) or bureaucratic in both absolute and constitutional regimes. In 
Ertman's view, France and all Latin Europe had absolute and patrimonial states, Great Britain 

                                                                                                                                                   
660-1649, Harper Collins, London, 1997 and N. A. M. Rodger, The command of the ocean: A naval history of 
Britain, 1649-1815, Allen Lane, London, 2004. 
8 Clifford J. Rogers, The Military Revolution Debate: Readings on the military transformation of Early Modern 
Europe, Westview Press, Boulder, 1995; see also Glete 2002, pp. 45-47. 
9 Tilly 1990, esp. pp. 16-33. 
10 Tilly 1990, pp. 11, 30, 53, 59-60, 62, 76, 160. 
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and Sweden were constitutional and bureaucratic, the German states and Denmark absolute 
and bureaucratic and Poland and Hungary constitutional and patrimonial.11 
 
Ertman's differentiation between political regimes and state apparatus is important, even if it 
is based on simplifications. His explanation for why different states developed different mixes 
of regimes and administration is complicated and at least one of its components, the timing of 
sustained geopolitical competition in different regions is not supported by any studies of 
international relations. Ertman's explanations are also markedly path-dependent and, like 
earlier Stein Rokkan in his conceptual map of Europe12, he puts much emphasise on the 
geographical location of a state and its distant past. This leaves little scope for human 
innovative activity. However, Ertman also argued that local government was important in 
state formation and that the involvement of broad segments of the population in the 
management of their own affairs made them able to resist tendencies to absolutism. There are, 
to say the least, major problems in comparing that on a European level but it is important that 
Ertman brought in local political activities in a theory of state formation. 
 
Finally, the seven volumes of the European Science Foundation's project The Origins of the 
Modern State in Europe, 13th-18th Centuries contributed a broad survey of recent scholarship 
about many questions connected with state formation. It did however not produce any new 
theoretical concepts which may explain European state formation. Central power-holders, tax-
raising, local political activities and military spending are not unrelated to each other in this 
work but its division into separate volumes unavoidably makes it difficult to discern state 
formation as a coherent process. In fact, the volumes about power elites and state building 
(editor Wolfgang Reinhard) and local communities (editor Peter Blickle) look like alternative 
or competing explanations and the latter had indeed its origin in a controversy. Both are 
focused on elites, the state formation volume on power elites, groups that in their own interest 
promoted the growth of states, while the local community volume actually is a study of both 
local elites and the limits of centralised power. Reinhard explicitly subscribed to the coercion-
extraction cycle while the local community volume emphasised both local resistance against 
and local participation in the state formation process. The general editors (Wim Blockmans 
and Jean-Philippe Genet) in their introduction concluded that they had learnt that "in practice 
the level of centralization, bureaucratization, and absolutism remained far below that assumed 
by earlier historians".13 
 
3. Institutions, organisations and the fiscal-military state 
 
State formation is normally in general terms defined as centralisation of resources from local 
society for the development of new or stronger centralised structures. Theories and studies of 
state formation have however been concentrated on the resource extraction part of that 
process. This has, as we have seen resulted in an increasing awareness of that early modern 
states required much co-operation from below if they should work efficiently. The penetration 
of local society from above was in reality a process where local and central power developed 
more intense mutual links (representative institutions, informal networks, patronage, career 

                                                
11 Ertman 1997, esp. pp. 19-34, 317-324. 
12 Esp. Ertman 1997, p. 321; Stein Rokkan, "Dimensions of state formation and nation-building: A possible 
paradigm for research on variations within Europe", in Tilly 1975, pp. 562-600. 
13 Richard Bonney (ed.), Economic systems and state finance, Clarendon, Oxford, 1995; Wolfgang Reinhard 
(ed.), Power elites and state building, Clarendon, Oxford, 1996, esp. pp. 1-18; Blickle 1997, esp. pp. 1-4, 325-
328; Philippe Contamine (ed.), War and competition between states, Clarendon, Oxford, 2000. The general 
editors remark is on p. vii in all ESF volumes. 
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opportunities in state bureaucracies, market relationships) which co-ordinated the resource 
flow between society and the new type of state. The cost of transferring resources from local 
society to a centre became lower if this transaction was achieved by negotiations and for some 
mutual purpose. This required that local elites accepted or actively supported that taxes for 
central purposes were raised, not necessarily on themselves but on subjects and flows of trade 
under their influence or control. It also required that the central authority respected local 
power although they usually favoured old or new power-holders who supported the state. 
 
It is however surprising that the result of the state formation process, the structures, still has 
attracted so little interest in theories of that process. Early modern state formation is generally 
studied as driven by war and geopolitical competition but what actually happened with the 
centralised resources once they were brought together has not been regarded as part of any 
theory. Historians who have been interested in the transformation of military organisations, 
primarily those involved in the Military Revolution debate have been a-theoretical, not 
interested in domestic political history or the state formation debate and increasingly 
concerned with questions of timing and how the word "revolution" should be interpreted. This 
is a serious imbalance as the transformation of European societies did not only consist of 
changed relations between local and central power about resources. It also consisted of a 
radical change in how resources were organised. The changing relationship between central 
and local power must have been influenced by how the resources were used when they were 
centralised. 
 
The European states operated at a radically different level of administrative, military and 
technological sophistication in the eighteenth century compared to the fifteenth century. They 
could achieve goals which were far beyond what local society could reach alone or in 
temporary alliances. State formation had resulted in a number of complex organisations with 
control of large human and non-human resources, co-ordinated and administrated in the 
interest of the political power-holders. As organisations they divided labour, reduced 
transaction costs, processed large amount of information and provided social containers for 
skill, teamwork and coherence which otherwise would have been unavailable. Scarce 
resources were used in a more rational and long-term way when they were converted into a 
complex organisation than only temporarily co-ordinated. Permanent regiments of infantry 
and cavalry, heavy ordnance, permanent navies, advanced fortifications located according to a 
national defence system and logistical and administrative organisations able to serve the 
armed forces during long and intense wars were the most visible structures of the new fiscal-
military states. This makes theories about innovation, entrepreneurs, organisation and the 
growth of organisations central in a theoretical approach to the state formation process.14 
 
My own research about European state formation started with comparative studies of the 
naval organisations and especially their hardware: warships and guns. One intention was to 
introduce naval organisation-building and technology in the state formation debate. Another 
intention was to study aggregation of various interest groups behind the development of such 
complex organisations as navies.15 When I turned to comparative studies of fiscal-military 
states in general, I selected three which had one feature in common; unusually early 
development of large-scale and permanent military and naval forces. The three states, the 

                                                
14 Economic theory and organisation theory in state formation studies: see Glete 2002, pp. 51-66. Significantly, 
the word "organisation" is not in the indices of Tilly 1990, Downing 1992, Bonney 1995, Reinhard 1996, Blickle 
1997; Ertman 1997 and Contamine 2000. 
15 Jan Glete, Navies and nations: Warships, navies and state building in Europe and America, 1500-1860, 2 vols, 
AWI, Stockholm, 1993. 
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Spanish monarchy, the Dutch Republic and Sweden were in other respects; economy, social 
structure, political institutions and geography as different as early modern European states 
possibly could be, but they applied the same basic solution to the problem of organising 
scarce resources into armed forces. That result gave strong indications of that the 
transformation was not closely related to political systems (Downing's approach), socio-
economic forces (Tilly's approach) or geography and ancient history (path-dependence, as in 
Rokkan's and Ertman's explanations). It was easier to relate the transformation to major 
threats and opportunities to which innovative groups and individuals responded in an 
entrepreneurial fashion, by achieving new political and organisational combinations. 
 
Further empirical studies and theoretical explanations of European state formation should in 
my opinion be based on a more balanced approach where changing interaction between local 
and central power and innovative development of complex organisations are given the same 
weight. They were not two separate processes but politically, economically and socially 
interconnected phenomena. It is possible that local elites became more interested in co-
operation and integration with central authorities because the complex organisation offered 
the local elites new and interesting options to increase their power and wealth. Conversely, it 
should be studied if central authorities developed ambitious new types of military and fiscal 
structures, not only for an endless geopolitical contest with other states but also to be in a 
better bargaining position about domestic power. The operational head of powerful armed 
forces was not necessarily a ruthless oppressor but certainly a more creditable provider of 
protection who could demand and get support and loyalty. The new type of state both changed 
the domestic and international balance of power and that created threats as well as 
opportunities. State formation in itself became a driving force in international political 
conflicts as some states suddenly became much more powerful than they used to be. 
 
The fiscal-military states first required new institutions (rules of human interaction); a more 
contractual behaviour or a greater trust in that distant power structures should take care of 
essential parts of human life. The new type of state meant that protection of life and property 
and the promotion of economic and political interests with armed force were entrusted to a 
distant, complex organisation. Second, the states required not only centralisation of resources 
but also strong links between local society and the central state in order to reduce transaction 
costs for this centralisation. These links might be personal or informal networks or formalised 
representative systems. They may also be created by control of information and propaganda 
and by ties created by national and religious identities. Third, new combinations require 
political and organisational entrepreneurs (kings, ministers, political power-holders) who 
negotiate about resources and channel them into innovative organisations. Such entrepreneurs 
may act on the local or the central level or both. Those who were successful might, like 
entrepreneurs in business life, rise to central power from a lower level and even create 
hereditary power for their families. Fourth, the fiscal-military state must create social 
containers where advanced skills, coherence and capital investments which otherwise would 
be unavailable are developed and preserved. These social containers (permanent armed forces, 
centres of technological, logistical and administrative competence) could be used fore more 
efficient forms of protection, violence-control and power projection than local society might 
achieve. 
 
If that was achieved, it could make the very efficiency and unique capability of the complex 
organisation a strong motive for local elites to support them and use them for their own 
interests. That in turn favoured the development of the new institutions; contractual behaviour 
and trust in a distant organisation controlled by a political centre. The monopolisation of 
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violence was a major reduction of social transaction costs. It increased local security, reduced 
risk for destruction and plunder by local feuds and reduced local protection costs. It also 
increased predictability and lessened risk in economic investments and long-distance trade. 
This created a positive circle, efficiency-stability-trust, rather than a coercion-extraction 
cycle.16 States prevail, not because they increase oppression but because they offer at least the 
local elites and subjects loyal to the state better protection against threats, increased stability 
and predictability and better ability to use opportunities. It is difficult to say to which extent 
trust in the early modern state developed below the local elite level but these elites were 
traditionally in a strong position to control local population. Strong links between them and 
the central authorities were for a time sufficient to uphold the power of the fiscal-military 
state among the subjects. 
 
Whether the fiscal-military state offered all subjects better or worse condition is not an easy 
question to answer, but it is misleading to see the growing military forces only as an increased 
burden. The development of fiscal-military states made costs for protection and warfare more 
visible in budgets and public accounts but these costs had earlier been embedded in the 
society. Before the fiscal-military state, the society had to absorb both the costs of local 
defence and the destructive effects of local violence and foreign attacks. However, when the 
power of the state increased, the importance of power over the state also increased. 
Centralised states gave Europeans strong incentives to consider how subjects and groups 
should be protected against arbitrary power from far above, a process that still is not finished. 
 
4. Threats and opportunities in European state formation 
 
Historians usually (although not always systematically) study human activities around state 
formation and preparations for war as responses to threats and opportunities. Individuals and 
groups react to threats and they act in order to gain advantages. This section is a brief survey 
of possible incentives to creation and strengthening of permanent armies and navies and to 
interest aggregation behind the formation of some important European states up to 1700. It is 
focused on whether it was threats or opportunities behind the growth of permanent armed 
forces, whether these were external or internal and if they may have increased integration 
between central power and at least some local power elites.17 
 
In 1450, there were few European organisations which may be classified as permanent armed 
forces. The major exception was republican Venice and its galley fleet. It had been created to 
protect the city's position as the dominant intermediate for trade between the Levant and 
Europe. The navy was thus primarily a response to opportunities which the merchant 
oligarchs required armed force to take advantage of. When Venice from the late fifteenth 
century was challenged by the Ottomans as a territorial (but not commercial) power in the 
Levant the navy was primarily used in a geopolitical struggle about territories in Greece. In 
the sixteenth and seventeenth century Venice continued to keep strong permanent armed 
forces to protect its remaining trading and territorial positions. In the war about Crete (1644-
69) these forces were for a remarkably long time able to fight the powerful Ottomans on 
rather even terms. The Venetian power elite, merchants but probably also landed interests, 

                                                
16 I have this idea from William H. McNeill, The pursuit of power: Technology, armed force, and society since 
A.D. 1000, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1982, pp. 125-143. 
17 This section is a brief summary of facts and arguments earlier presented in Glete 1993, pp. 101-251, Glete 
2002, esp. pp. 10-41 and Jan Glete, Warfare at sea, 1500-1650: Maritime conflicts and the transformation of 
Europe, Routledge, London, 2000. European population: Jean-Pierre Bardet & Jacques Dupâquier, Histoire des 
populations de l'Europe: I. Des origines aux prémices de la révolution démographique, Fayard, Paris, 1997. 
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must in this war have made a determined effort to mobilise the limited resources of a 
medium-sized power against a great power. 
 
The origin of Portugal's navy is strikingly similar to the Venetian experience. In the fifteenth 
century, the kings and nobility of Portugal became interested in trade to Western Africa and 
they gradually expanded this interest to the Indian Ocean. To protect this long-distance trade 
and in order to create a power position in maritime Asia, the Aviz dynasty developed naval 
power. This was state formation driven by promising opportunities and entrepreneurial 
response to opportunity. Portugal's also developed a maritime empire in the southern Atlantic. 
When Portugal in 1580 became a part of the Habsburg-Spanish empire it also became 
exposed to attacks from Spain's enemies. From around 1600 Portugal's empire suffered an 
increasingly efficient onslaught from the Dutch and by 1640 the Portuguese were on the verge 
of losing all their overseas possessions. At that time, a broadly supported revolt against the 
Habsburgs made Portugal independent. In the three following decades a remarkable revival 
took place. With a considerable navy and army, medium-sized Portugal decisively defeated 
major Spanish invasions, retook northern Brazil from the Dutch, protected trade with Brazil 
against the Dutch and regained some strength in the Indian Ocean. This achievement is a clear 
sign of that the revolt created a strong coalition between various groups which were 
determined to preserve its outcome and use the opportunity of Portugal's new independence to 
channel resources to support Portuguese rather than imperial Habsburg objects. 
 
In the late fifteenth century, Ferdinand and Isabella skilfully used the long war of conquest of 
Muslim Granada as an engine of resource mobilisation and elite integration in the recently 
unified kingdoms of Castile and Aragon. Granada was mainly a domestic opportunity for two 
ambitious state builders. The great Habsburg Spanish monarchy which was formed in the first 
half of the sixteenth century pioneered the organisation of permanent armed forces; a large 
Spanish-Italian galley navy and an army which mainly was based in strategic regions outside 
Spain. These forces were results of both opportunities and threats. In an analysis it is 
important to separate the interests of the ruling dynasty and the various local elite groups. One 
major geopolitical threat came from the expanding Ottoman Empire which might conquer 
Italy and at least harass the coasts of Spain. For the dynasty, however this provided an 
opportunity to become dominant in Italy as the organiser of large-scale and unified Spanish-
Italian defence forces against the Ottomans. It also made the dynasty more important as rulers 
in Spain as the threat from the mobile Ottoman galley fleet could not be met by local defence 
organised by local communities. The Spanish involvement in Italy was however also very 
much a response to French ambitions to be the dominant power on the peninsula. That 
represented a threat to the Spanish dynasty but not to the Italian power groups who often 
allied themselves with France. The end result by the mid-sixteenth century was that the 
Habsburg had created the most efficient Christian armed forces for Mediterranean warfare 
(the galley squadrons and the infantry tercios) and prevailed in the geopolitical contests. 
 
From around 1570 the expansion of the Spanish monarchy's armed forces took place in the 
Netherlands and in the Atlantic. The Army of Flanders and the Atlantic fleet were both huge 
organisations for the time and they made Spain powerful against the Dutch Republic, England 
and France. They were responses to immediate threats, first the Dutch revolt, later English 
and Dutch attacks against Spanish Atlantic interests. Of these threats, the Dutch was the most 
persistent. It is important that this threat was primarily directed against the Habsburg dynasty, 
not against Spain (except the Atlantic trade) and certainly not against Italy. Once created, the 
powerful Spanish forces could also temporarily be used as threats and instruments of 
intervention, especially in Germany and France. It is possible to interpret Spanish (and 
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Austrian Habsburg) policy from around 1580 to the 1630s as an attempt to use the opportunity 
to create a Habsburg-dominated Europe when France went through a long period of 
weakness. However, much of the military and naval forces in Spanish service in this period 
were in fact necessary for preventing further losses to the Dutch and England and for forcing 
the enemy on the defensive in order to conclude a favourable peace. Spanish and Italian 
taxpayers were, reluctantly willing to support that but the resources for an even more 
ambitious Habsburg policy of dominance was not available from them. 
 
Spanish policy in the last four decades of the seventeenth century was notoriously 
unambitious. Both the army and the navy were markedly reduced in a period when nearly all 
other European powers greatly expanded their permanent armed forces. Spain was hardly any 
longer a great power. The elites of the monarchy in Spain, Italy and the southern Netherlands 
were obviously not willing to regard the repeated wars with France as a geopolitical power 
struggle which threatened them. Some even called in French help to support local revolts 
(Catalonia, Naples, Sicily). They largely accepted and supported the Bourbon succession in 
1700 as a practical and cheap solution to the monarchy's security problems. Local elites in the 
kingdoms of Castile and Naples (possibly in other regions too) were still willing to pay taxes 
in order to pay interests on old loans for warfare. This was natural as it to a large extent was 
these elites who had loaned the state money in the past. 
 
French state formation took great steps forward in the later half of the fifteenth century, 
mainly with the incorporation of several independent territories; Normandy, Guyenne, 
Burgundy, Picardy, Provence and Britanny. In that process, the kings, in co-operation with 
local elites created both a permanent army and a regionalized navy. This gave them leverage 
against foreign powers and territorial power-holders, which had other objects than a unified 
France. These forces were essentially responses to internal threats and opportunities and their 
existence show that the majority of the local elites were willing to help the monarch to unify 
the kingdom after the long wars with England and the (French) dukes of Burgundy. Once 
France was unified the kings began to use the armed forces in a great geopolitical struggle 
with Spain and the House of Habsburg, primarily about hegemony in Italy. Originally in 
1494, this looked as a window of opportunity; well-organised French forces were ready to 
intervene in a disunited Italy. Spain's ability to compete in Italy was a surprise and it took a 
long time for France to realize that Italy was lost. 
 
It is unlikely that the Habsburg "encirclement" of France, often mentioned as a serious threat 
really was perceived as such by broad French elite groups. From the 1560s to the 1620s they 
were involved in domestic power struggles which destroyed the permanent armed forces as 
instruments of royal policy; a strong indication of that Spain was not regarded as a 
geopolitical threat. From the 1620s the French monarchy again had sufficient armed forces to 
recreate an effective monopoly of violence. These forces were strong enough to fight Spain 
and the German Habsburgs from the 1630s, although they were not larger than the armed 
forces of France's two major allies, the Dutch Republic and Sweden with less than a tenth of 
France's population each. From 1648 when France still was at war with Spain, the country 
experienced a new period of violent internal conflicts which shows that large parts of the 
French elite did not regard a foreign war as a serious threat to them. From around 1660, after 
the war with Spain was over, France under Louis XIV became Europe's largest military power 
but that was a result of a very large population, not an unusually intense resource 
mobilisation. Louis XIV was a good manager of elite groups and they now supported internal 
peace and an ambitious and prestigious foreign policy. It was a conservative state formation 
however. The elite groups were not under any serious external or internal threat as there had 
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been no decisive shift in the power structure which had to be defended even at high costs. 
That type of French resource mobilisation had to wait until after 1789 when Revolutionary 
France came to dominate the European continent. 
 
English state formation from 1485 (end of the War of the Roses) up to 1700 is marked by that 
the state for centuries kept a substantial navy while there was no permanent army until the late 
seventeenth century. This looks like a natural defensive policy for an island kingdom where 
the subjects could agree to pay for a state-controlled navy as a barrier against invasion while 
an army was suspect as an instrument of oppression. Actually, a navy could also be used to 
support the regime (royal, republican or parliamentary) against support to the opposition from 
across the sea. That threat often existed on the British Isles from the fifteenth to the eighteenth 
century and rulers used naval forces to control the sea against pretenders and exiled rulers as 
well as against foreign powers which supported opposition, especially in Scotland and 
Ireland. England also shows the effects on state formation of revolutionary upheavals. The 
Civil War of the 1640s was followed by a drastic increase of the navy which was used to 
protect the new power-holders from defeated Royalists abroad, to gain control of colonies and 
to protect the mercantile interests of the new power-holders. The next major step in English 
state formation was an immediate effect of the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89. The 
Parliament supported another major increase of the navy and also the development of a 
permanent army. In both cases, the willingness to spend money markedly increased among 
those elite groups who had gained power. The navy also gradually became an important 
instrument of British mercantile and colonial policy, supported by the growing groups which 
were interested in that policy. 
 
In northern Europe, the originally rather strong monarchy which unified Denmark, Sweden 
and Norway broke under the pressure from Swedish and Danish revolts in the 1430s. Sweden 
and Denmark-Norway soon became two separate political units although the fiction of a union 
was kept alive. Both states were weak. State formation began earlier in Denmark-Norway 
than in Sweden. The new (German) Oldenburg dynasty could use the Sound Toll and from 
1460 also their hereditary dukedom of Holstein to gather resources and a pronounced position 
as leaders in relation to the Danish aristocracy. By the late fifteenth century the Oldenburg 
state had a considerable navy and was more centralised and stronger than Sweden, which in 
practice had developed into an aristocratic republic where aristocrats formed alliances with 
well-armed peasant communities. The Oldenburgs saw Sweden as an opportunity while 
several (but not all) Swedish power-holders saw a recreated union as a threat against their 
power. A geopolitical struggle followed which by the early 1520s ended with a successful 
revolt in Denmark by the junior Duke of Holstein, intervention from Lübeck and the final 
recreation of a separate Swedish kingdom. That soon became hereditary in the Vasa dynasty 
and the new state rapidly organised a navy, an army, an efficient local fiscal organisation and 
a more formalised parliament which in the longer run integrated local interests and provided 
the ruler with a political platform for resource mobilisation. 
 
Denmark went through a new civil war in the 1530s which partly became social (peasants and 
burghers against the nobility). It ended with a long-term solution in 1536 when the aristocracy 
and the elected Oldenburg king shared power over the state and integrated Norway with it. 
The aristocrats accepted a rather strong state over which they shared control but they were not 
interested in geopolitical competition. They were willing to support a strong navy which was 
essential for defence of a state with a maritime geography and they twice (1563-70, 1611-13) 
reluctantly went to war with Sweden when the Vasa monarchy appeared threatening. The 
politically fluent and economically important Baltic region increasingly became a hotbed of 
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opportunities for ambitious state and empire builders. It was Sweden and the Vasa dynasty 
which responded to this with innovations and adaptation to offensive, amphibious and 
continental warfare. From 1560 to 1660 Sweden was normally involved in wars with most 
other Baltic powers, periodically two or more at the same time. A conflict in the dynasty 
started in the 1590s and the Vasas split into a Catholic Polish branch and a Protestant Swedish 
branch. A long war between the two branches led to further rapid Swedish state formation 
(increased army and navy, bureaucratic hierarchies) while the Polish state did not respond to 
the threat and ran into serious problems. The end result was a Swedish Baltic empire which in 
terms of population meant that almost half of the subjects of the Swedish crown in 1660 lived 
in recently conquered provinces. It was a result of dynamic responses to opportunities and 
threats although the former dominated. 
 
Denmark, which had responded (but too slow) to the new situation in the Baltic with a 
permanent army, was mutilated by Sweden in peace treaties in 1645 and 1658. That led to a 
radical shift in domestic power in 1660 when the king gained absolute power. He was 
supported by burghers, officers and others who were dissatisfied with the aristocracy's lack of 
drive in defending the kingdom. The armed forces were strengthened and their performance 
was much better in the next war with Sweden (1675-79). This in turn led to a political change 
in Sweden, where royal absolutism was introduced in 1680, although the parliament still had 
to authorise taxes. The army and, especially, the navy were strengthened. This absolutism was 
inherently non-expansive and based on royal promises to the peasants not to start offensive 
wars and to bureaucrats and officers that their wages should be paid regularly. It was an 
alliance between the king, the many servants of the strong state and the peasants with the aim 
to make the new imperial state work better. 
 
Dutch state formation took place at an explosive pace, mainly in a few decades around 1600. 
A permanent army, a permanent navy, fiscal organisations and complex political institutions 
which remained basically unchanged for around 200 years were formed. In the seventeenth 
century this state mobilised the largest armed forces (army and navy) per capita in Europe. 
These forces were administrated by the state in a period when most European states left army 
administration to private entrepreneurs. The navy made much use of the social containers for 
human skills and material resources in the Dutch maritime economy. This was formalised in 
five regional admiralties and the local elite-administrated navy developed a unique capability 
in a European-wide convoy system for shipping. Large-scale Dutch warfare and well-armed 
trade outside Europe were turned over to two private but chartered companies with a large 
number of shareholders. These companies made large-scale investments in armed ships and 
guns and they organised army forces, all in interaction with large-scale trade. Dutch capitalists 
were able to organise successful complex organisations for both private and public purposes. 
 
The driving forces behind Dutch state formation were strong and diversified and that may 
explain its rapidity and intensity. The Dutch Republic had its origin in the revolt against the 
Habsburg ruler and that created the strong cohesion and determination to mobilise resources 
which is typical for post-revolutionary state formation. The long war with the formidable 
Spanish monarchy did also turn into a geopolitical struggle which increased the incentives for 
resource mobilisation. This war created great opportunities for the maritime Dutch society as 
the enemy had huge but vulnerable possessions scattered around the globe which might be 
attacked and exploited from the sea. Finally, the Dutch supremacy in European trade made 
Dutch shipping vulnerable to Spanish attacks, a threat that increased Dutch resource 
mobilisation even more. The Dutch Republic is Europe's most clear-cut case of a major power 
created by bottom-up state formation. Its strength is a significant indication of that local elites' 
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ability to raise resources for complex organisation was a decisive part in European state 
formation. When the elites, as in the Dutch case could raise and administrate resources in 
direct support of their own interest to defend and create wealth the local barriers against 
resource mobilisation became low. 
 
This survey has provided a few interesting answers. First, several intense and lasting state 
formation activities took place after revolts and upheavals in the internal power structure. 
England in 1485, the 1640s and 1689, Sweden in the early 16th century, around 1600 and 
again in 1680, Denmark in 1536 and 1660, the Dutch Republic in its early decades and 
Portugal after 1640 are all cases of drastic changes in political power followed by marked 
increases in permanent armed forces. Geopolitical power struggles were of course also 
important but it is significant that state formation in the two largest powers, the Spanish 
monarchy and, especially, France were less affected by such struggles than usually thought. 
Especially France, with Europe's largest population, seems to have lived in a mental world 
where international struggles were a concern for kings and central elites while large parts of 
the country did not feel very much threatened or saw any promising opportunities in creating 
a strong military machine. It may be noted here that the early modern French society became 
fairly prosperous and economically dynamic while the state remained limited (although 
ostensibly pompous) which may indicate that the French elite was justified in spending 
resources on other purposes than war. 
 
Medium-sized powers, like Venice, Portugal, Denmark, Sweden and the Dutch Republic were 
much more responsive to geopolitical competition as they sometimes had to face great 
European powers in such struggles. They reacted by creating strong armed forces. It is 
interesting that naval forces rather often were created as responses to maritime opportunities. 
Early modern Europe had a very dynamic maritime economy with even global ambitions and 
some states responded by creating permanent navies to protect and promote their maritime 
interests. At least partly, this explains why early capitalists were pioneers in the formation of 
complex organisation for warfare and protection, of which some were called states, others 
private companies. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
European state formation did not take place in the centre or in the periphery. It took place 
when the centre (or a potential new centre) began to interact with local interests about the 
formation of innovative organisational structures which could make more rational and 
efficient use of centralised resources. Successful states were built from both above and below 
in an interactive process where efficient links, such as representative institutions, usually 
favoured state formation. Central rulers could favour state formation by being good political 
managers and able organisers of complex organisations. Political events which brought 
dynamic local elites closer to power significantly reduced transaction cost of resource 
mobilisation as it placed the elites in a more direct control of the complex organisations. The 
integration of local elites in the state formation process removed a strong barrier against 
resource mobilisation in the regions they had influence over. That created a more dynamic 
society where broader groups could take advantage of the opportunities created by the new 
complex organisation: the early modern fiscal-military state. 


