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Introduction 
 
The organizers have asked us to answer a number of questions about warfare and state 
formation. Of these I find the final question the most important to answer: "In what direction 
do we need to move in order to analyze state formation and state consolidation processes?" 
 
Early modern European state formation has in the past been analyzed as dependent on 
political systems, on socio-economic forces, on geography, or on historical path-dependence. 
Absolutist and non-absolutist states have been compared, and from an earlier almost universal 
faith in that absolutist states were "stronger" than states with parliaments and strong local 
communities we now have a rising trend which emphasise that states with some kind of 
participatory political mechanism could be very strong in the international power struggle. 
 
Charles Tilly has formulated an influential synthesis based on socio-economic structures. 
State formation is in that related to means of coercion and capital. This has been inspiring but 
in Tilly's practical application of it, it has problems. In my opinion Tilly underestimates the 
efficiency and central role of capital and urbanized regions in developing modern military 
organisations. Modern, large-scale permanent armed forces are in Tilly's perspective mainly 
an extension of means of coercion which normally is associated with feudal landowners. It is 
not useful for explaining why we live in a world where capitalism has not only survived but 
up to now has defeated its enemies in military competition. Capitalism is closely associated 
with the transformation of society by successive creation of new structures as well as 
destruction of older structures. Radical transformation of organisations for warfare has not 
been an exception to that rule. 
 
Geography as a determinant for state formation has been less influential in explanation of 
state formation but in combination with historical path-dependence explanations it has been 
used by several social scientists. I am personally ambiguous as I in economic history research 
often have found geography and path-dependence to be strong determinants in middle-term 
explanations but in research about state formation I have found entrepreneurial ability to 
innovate to be very important. My general attitude is that early modern European state 
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formation was a major innovation; that it was a departure from established paths but that it 
also created new paths. 
 
Naval organisations 
 
My own research about European state formation started with comparative studies of all naval 
organisations from the late fifteenth to the nineteenth century. 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. 
 
One result was that there was little relation between if a state developed a strong navy or not 
and the state's political system, its level of economic and maritime development or its 
geography. Spain or we should perhaps say Castile, had a worldwide maritime empire before 
it had an oceanic navy. It only developed strong naval power during periods when that empire 
was threatened. Portugal, which had a similar empire and was Castile's closest neighbour, did 
in contrast to that develop oceanic naval power very early and as a central part of its 
transoceanic expansion policy. 
 
In the Baltic, it was the territorial states, Denmark and Sweden which developed naval 
organisations, not the far more maritime German cities. On the North Sea, on the other hand, 
the maritime Dutch cities created a very powerful navy and, perhaps we can say, a territorial 
Republic to support it. In East and Central Europe, Austria and Prussia became great powers 
but they never developed any important naval power in the early modern period. In contrast, 
landlocked and totally un-maritime Russia became one of Europe's major naval powers after 
long struggles to acquire coasts to base naval power on. 
 
It is impossible to systematically relate the existence or non-existence of navies to political 
systems, to socioeconomic structures, to geography or to path-dependence. Navies were 
results of initiatives from individuals and groups who believed that they could use them to 
defeat important enemies or to protect vital interests. Opportunities, threats, ability to form 
alliances between various interests and ability to create complex organisations turned out to 
be the critical components behind naval power. 
 
Three states 
 
When I turned to comparative studies of state formation in general, I selected three states, 
which had one feature in common. That was unusually early development of large-scale and 
permanent military and naval forces. The three states were the Habsburg Spanish monarchy, 
the Dutch Republic and Sweden, primarily their development up to 1660. In other respects; 
economy, social structure, political culture, historical pasts and geography the three states 
were 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. 
 
First, these states divided the fund-raising and the fund-consuming organisations into different 
structures, sufficiently separated to make it possible to control both from a centre. The fiscal 
organisations raised taxes and placed it under control of the central state and that state then 
divided the income to military organisations under its control. They became fiscal-military 
states, an expression in which, in my opinion, the hyphen between the two words fiscal and 
military is as important as the words themselves. The earlier typical European system, where 
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local society organised armed forces which might be used by a central state but equally well 
could be used against that central state were abolished in these states and gradually in 
practically all European states. This had great dynamic effects as it created effective state-
control of violence throughout Europe. 
 
Second, the three states developed permanent armed forces. That means that the resources 
raised through the fiscal organisations were used, not only for warfare but also for 
investments in organisation and in military and naval hardware; permanent army formations, 
weapons, warships and modern fortifications. They developed armies, organised into 
permanent companies and regiments, with officers and men developing long-term relations 
with each other. These army formations had good opportunities to become veteran units with 
a strong internal coherence. They were in that respect superior to temporarily raised militia or 
temporarily organized mercenary forces. Even if many new soldiers were recruited every year 
a cadre of officers and veterans gave the company and the regiment greater stability than if 
new military units were created. 
 
A large literature has developed around a so-called "Military Revolution" as a watershed in 
European history, where especially the Dutch Republic and Sweden have been mentioned 
often, as some kind of paradigm for army development. It has been a debate dominated by 
questions about tactics, technology and timing of various phases in this revolution. This 
debate has been surprisingly unconnected with discussions about state formation. Even more 
surprisingly, it has been little related to the importance of veteran military units as the key to 
understand military efficiency. 
 
In my opinion the most important effect of the development of the permanent Spanish, Dutch 
and Swedish armies was that they became social containers of military coherence which made 
them reliable on the battlefield and able to survive under unfavourable conditions. State 
formation and organisational innovations were important for how wars were fought. It is not 
only a question of war makes states and states make war. It is also a question of that 
innovative states, can develop new forms of warfare which make them inherently superior to 
earlier systems of protection and violence-control. Certain types of tactics and technology 
require social containers to be useful and a state could gain in power if it created such 
containers. 
 
The three states also developed permanent navies. They used different models of organisation, 
depending on geographical, political and socio-economic preconditions. In Sweden, the navy 
was closely related to Vasa dynastic power. In the Habsburg monarchy, the navy was 
organised by coalitions of the monarchy's various geographical and political components and 
by its maritime interest groups who required protection. Various kingdoms and interests 
groups paid taxes and fees for protection against various maritime threats and the central state 
channelled these resources into naval organisation.  
 
In the Dutch Republic the navy was almost entirely organised by the maritime interest groups 
and it became very much a part of what in the seventeenth century was the world's leading 
maritime society. There is a large literature which claim that the Dutch navy up to the mid-
seventeenth century mainly consisted of hired merchantmen, and this has often been used as 
an example of that mercantile and capitalistic groups were backward-looking in their 
approach to warfare. Actually, the Dutch navy was a very large state-administrated 
organisation, periodically the largest navy in the world and extremely large in proportion to 
the Dutch population.  
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So, the three states all had navies with purpose-built warships, they developed permanent 
officer corps of the same type as in the armies, and the naval commands were unified on the 
upper levels in a rather similar way in spite of the vast differences in organisation on the 
lower levels. The three navies were as social containers of naval technology and competence 
to send organised naval power to sea in the interest of the state. 
 
Similarities 
 
The similarities between the Spanish monarchy, the Dutch Republic and Sweden, were not 
limited to the military and naval organisations. In spite of the large differences in political 
systems and socio-economic structures there were a few striking similarities. 
 
1. Representative institutions 
 
One was that all three states had representative institutions which one way or another were in 
negotiations with the central authorities about resources for warfare. In the Spanish case there 
was of course separate institutions for separate parts of the monarchy but the point is that they 
existed as long as the monarchy was a European great power and they were used to raise 
resources with some degree of consent from below. The representative institutions did 
however not develop and when they gradually declined it became more difficult to raise 
resources. 
 
The Dutch Republic had an elaborated system of representative institutions which discussed 
state policy in a manner that often have led historians to believe that the state was weak. Why 
historians and sociologists so often have believed that discussions and representative 
institutions make states weak and authoritarian rulers make them strong is an interesting 
question, but I will not discuss it now. In the Dutch case they have disregarded the obvious: a 
small population created a great power, which fought Spain and France, states with ten times 
the Dutch population. Elementary facts about the size of the Dutch armed forces, related to 
the size of the population show that these institutions provided the Dutch state with more 
resources than another European state. It was partly through taxes and partly because they 
made the Republic a credible debtor which the Dutch capital-owners provided with large 
loans. 
 
In Sweden, earlier rather informal and decentralised representative institutions developed into 
a formalised Four Estate parliament which in spite of that the monarchy was strong and even 
for a period is regarded as absolutist, nevertheless retained the final word in questions of 
taxation and conscriptions to the armed forces. Contrary to an old idea in the state formation 
debate, the rise of the Swedish parliament was a precondition for large-scale resource 
extraction, not an obstacle to it. As the Dutch Republic and Sweden in the seventeenth century 
with a wide margin had the largest armed forces in relation to the population, the conclusion 
is that formalised contacts between the central state and local communities made it easier to 
raise resources for large-scale warfare. The eighteenth century British experience was of 
course similar and a striking contrast to the French monarchy's increasing difficulties of 
raising resources without a Parliament. 
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2. Established elites 
 
A second similarity is that established elite groups were drawn into the state formation 
process. Traditional power-holders, the feudal nobility, the Church and city oligarchies often 
regarded the rising fiscal-military organisations as competitors. If such power-holders with 
power and prestige in the local societies mobilised resistance against them, the innovations 
might fail or not even be attempted by the rulers. On the other hand, if traditional elite groups 
were offered opportunities to get a share in the power of the fiscal-military organisation, 
obstacles to state formation could be reduced. Fiscal-military organisations could be 
substantially strengthened if such elite groups used their prestige and networks in local society 
to support them rather than to resist them. 
 
In the Habsburg monarchy, that integration was uneven and less marked than in the two 
smaller and more homogeneous states but it certainly existed. In Castile, the aristocracy 
accepted that the state had a monopoly of violence and that it ran an ambitious foreign policy. 
Some aristocrats received important positions as viceroys and senior military commanders. In 
Italy, various elite groups accepted Spanish rule and tried to use their often superior 
commercial and entrepreneurial abilities in the service of the Habsburg king. Finally, and 
most important, the Catholic Church accepted the state and allowed itself to be heavily taxed 
for wars against Muslims and Protestants. 
 
In the northern Netherlands, an entirely new state was created by the regional elites 
themselves, who naturally used it in their own interest and did not block resource extraction to 
the state. In Sweden, the Vasa monarchy took control of the Church, hired the rather poor 
nobility to run its armed forces and finally made a deal with the aristocracy which during 
most of the seventeenth century participated in the administration of the state and grew rich 
on that. This eliminated one elite group after another as potential obstacles to resource 
extraction. 
 
3. State formation results of upheavals 
 
A third similarity is that state formation may take leap forwards during crisis and political 
upheavals. Early modern state formation was not a process that started with a number of well-
defined states run by firmly established rulers. Typically it rather started with revolutions, 
new dynasties or rather sudden accumulation of territories under one and the same dynasty. 
Revolutionary upheavals or competition about who should rule a territory often led to threats 
against new rulers or threats of civil wars. Such threats frequently led to large expansions of 
armed forces in order to prevent the threat. Explanations of rapid state formation can often be 
found in domestic politics as much as in international competition and the three states I have 
studied are examples of that. 
 
Spanish state formation took a great leap forward during and after the struggle about the 
Castilian throne that brought Ferdinand and Isabel to power. It continued with a series of war, 
against Granada and about control of Italian states which led to that the Spanish dynastic 
rulers took control of more territories and could create new power structures. Swedish state 
formation made a rapid start with the rebellion led by Gustav Vasa and it took another major 
step forward by the civil war in 1597-99 that led to a split between the senior branch of the 
Vasas that ruled in Poland and the junior branch that ruled in Sweden. State formation in the 
Dutch Republic was of course an integrated part of revolt against the Habsburgs and the long 
war which followed. 
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Explanations 
 
These results gave strong indications of that the transformation was not closely related to 
socio-economic forces or to geography and path-dependence. It is possible to see a certain co-
relation between representative institutions and strong armed forces, but later development 
showed that absolutist regimes like those in Denmark and Prussia also could create strong 
armed forces. On the whole, structural factors may be useful to explain many details in the 
organisational structures of the European states but they are not useful to explain why these 
structures developed or why certain states were formed earlier than other states. 
 
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. The threats and opportunities were both "domestic" 
and "international" and they were related to violence in general rather than war in the sense 
armed conflict between two sovereign states. Threats and opportunities could be experienced 
by social and political interest groups as well as by rulers of states. To the society, conflicts 
within the society were often even more threatening than conflicts with other societies. To 
ambitious rulers, such threats were opportunities to be innovative about how to control 
violence, how to protect society from violence and how to use violence in order to favour 
political, social and economic interests. States have grown strong not only because rulers 
participate in international competition but also because rulers have been regarded as 
upholders of political and social stability. 
 
New departures 
 
1. Definition of the state 
 
So, where do we start if we wish to move on in analyzing state formation and state 
consolidation? In fact, I think we must start with restating what we mean by a state and see 
where it may take us. The most common definition of the modern state (primarily formulated 
by Max Weber) is still that it is an organisation with an administrative staff able to sustain a 
legitimate monopoly of control of the means of violence in a given territorial area (monopoly 
of violence). If we accept that state formation is closely connected with efforts to control 
violence, this definition remain a useful starting point for analyses. 
 
Another more elastic definition, formulated by the economic historian Douglass C. North, is 
that the state is an organisation with a comparative advantage in violence on a territory whose 
boundaries are determined by its power to raise taxes. It is possibly more useful in an early 
modern context, where sovereign rulers often did not have a total monopoly of violence but 
increasingly showed that states had comparative advantages in violence-control compared to 
more decentralised systems of protection. The use of an economic definition of the state has 
also the advantage that it makes it easier to analyse state formation as a process and an 
entrepreneurial activity where new combinations of institutions and organisations are 
introduced in order to make both resource extraction and violence-control more efficient. 
 
2. Definition of state formation 
 
How, then, do we define state formation? Well, I use to stick to a definition I found in the 
political science literature (Gabriel Almond and G. Bingham Powell) in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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State formation is centralisation of resources from local society for the development of new 
or stronger centralised structures. This definition places the focus on resource flows and the 
end result; the centralised organisation. 
 
Theories and studies of state formation have however been concentrated on the resource 
extraction part of that process, not on where the resources flowed to; the organisations. State 
organisations and military forces have of course been very much studied, but as the Military 
Revolution debate clearly shows, it is possible to study them intensely without bringing in 
theories about state formation. This makes however the state-controlled organisations float 
around with too little relation to their broader political context and to the fact that they were 
results of resource flows from a society that demanded something from the military 
organisations. 
 
3. Resource flows to organisations 
 
This was not problematical as long as historical sociologists claimed that resources could be 
extracted from society mainly by coercion. That made it look likely that armed forces could 
feed themselves, by coercion. However, studies of resource extraction have 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 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. 
 
Early modern state formation is today still usually studied as driven by war and geopolitical 
competition but what actually happened with the centralised resources once they were brought 
together has seldom been integrated in theories of change. 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 these 
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 rise of 
the complex state created opportunities which in themselves may have been a driving force 
behind its further growth. 
 
In a broader perspective we must remember that the rise of the complex organisations, 
replacing the manor, the guild, the town and the village, as the central building blocks of 
society, is one of the fundamental changes which characterize the modernization of Europe 
from the late medieval period to the twentieth century. In the early modern period complex 
organisations were primarily parts of the rising fiscal-military states. In the nineteenth century 
we experienced the rise of large, often state-controlled infrastructural organisations such as 
the railways. From the late nineteenth century we have experienced the rise of private 
corporations as large, complex, hierarchical organisations. Today, we daily entrust our lives to 
that such organisations work. 
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In the early modern world, society came to rely on a new type complex organisation, the 
fiscal-military state to control violence and to buy protection and stability from. That was 
something new and a major step from a life dominated by local power structures to a life 
where a distant power had great influence. State formation resulted in a number of complex 
organisations with control of large human and non-human resources. These resources were 
co-ordinated and administrated in the interest of the political power-holders. As organisations 
they divided labour, reduced transaction costs and processed large amount of information. 
They also 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 if they had been only 
temporarily co-ordinated. 
 
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. 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. Ability to provide protection has always been a 
useful source of power. 
 
Conflicts make states and state making makes war  
 
International competition between states was certainly also a major cause of resource-raising 
to states. But state formation in itself was also a major source of international conflicts. The 
new type of state changed both the domestic and international balances of power and that 
created threats as well as opportunities. States developing strong military organisations were 
tempted to sell protection to weakly defended territories, that is conquer them. Other states 
saw rising competitors as threats and tried to curb their development before it was too late. 
So, 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. 
 
Conclusion 
 
What should we study, then, empirically? A few suggestions where I think more could be 
done, both for individual states and in comparative research: 
 
1. State formation required new institutions (rules of human interaction); a more contractual 
behaviour or a greater trust in those distant power structures should take care of essential parts 
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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. 
 
2. Second, successful 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 resource 
flow to the centre. 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. 
 
3. Third, new combinations require political and organisational entrepreneurs (rulers, political 
power-holders, rising individuals) 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. 
 
4. 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. 
 
5. I have already mentioned threats and opportunities several times and I finally wish to 
underline it once more: study the political preconditions and administrative circumstances for 
monopolisation of violence to the state.  
 
 
STATE FORMATION: THEMES OF STUDY 
 
- institutions: changing rules of interactions 
 
- the growth of formal and informal links 
 
- the anatomy of change: innovations and entrepreneurs 
 
- the result: complex fiscal and military organisations 
 
- driving forces: threats and opportunities 


