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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation explores the role of Absolutist states 

in the transition from feudalism to capitalism in Western Europe. 

Three general questions are addressed: (1) what are the determin

,an-;':s of variations in the autonomy of rulers? (2) what are the 

consequences of variations in autonomy for states policies? and 

(3) what are the effects of various state policies on economic 

development? A new theoretical framework. based on a synthesis of 

the neoclassical economic literature on principal-agent relations 

and current organizational theory in sociology. is developed to 

anm~er these three questions. Case studies of Absolutism in 

England. France. Sweden. and Spain are used to illustrate the 

explanatory power of the theory. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1400 Western Europe was entering a period of transition 

that would last four centuries. The decline of serfdom produced 

diverse patterns of landholding across the continent. A signif-

icant group of independent peasant proprietors emerged in some 

areas. whereas nobles retained their monopoly on productive land 

in others. Merchant capitalists. engased primarily in the 

long-distance trade of luxuries. were as yet an insignificant part 

of the economy.1 Political power was decentralized. Individual 

nobles controlled localities and convened national legislative 

assemblies when problems beyond their local control arose. 

Monarchs had virtually no fiscal or legislative powerj in many 

instances they were not even the richest or most powerful of 

nobles. 

A century later. political power ,,,,as centralized. The 

first Absolutist states. hereditary monarchies in which rulers had 

1. Italy is an exception to this generalization. 
Merchant capitalists were an important force there throughout the 
middle ages. 
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some control2 over taxes. armies. and legislation. were formed in 

England. Spain. and France. Th~ pmver of noble-domina ted legisla-

tive as semblies tV'aned everyt'lhere (al though tvi th important varia-

tions in degree). Even the local prerogatives of the nobility 

were curtailed as royal authority expanded. 

For the next few centuries Western Europe was dominated by 

Absolutist states with varying powers, and pursuing different 

policies with regard to taxation. war. and economic regulation. 

Noble-dominated national legislative assemblies t'1ere becoming 

formidable sites of opposition to crm'1n policies in England. yet 

they were weak in Sweden and Spain. and were on the verge of 

dissolution in France. Taxation and the size of armies increased 

rapidly in France. Sweden. and Spain. but more slowly in England. 

The economic policies of these states also varied t'1idely. For 

example. the English state prohibited the export of raw \'1001. yet 

the Spanish state facilitated it. Finally, there was a great deal 

of diversity in rates of economic development across Western 

Europe. England grew quickly, France and Sweden developed more 

slowly and unevenly. and Spain stagnated. 

2. This definition of Absolutism. since it specifies only 
that monarchs have "some control" over taxes. armies. and legisla
tion. may appear to some to be needlessly vague. However. since 
the actual amount of control monarchs possessed varied widely. any 
definition that attempts to be more specific about the degree of 
control implied by 'Absolutism' begs the most interesting question 
about these states. Thus the definition of Absolutism empl~ed 
here must be a broad one. 
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Such a brief summary can hardly do justice to \o]hat was 

undoubtedly one of the most turbulent and critical periods in 

history. Political systems. economies, and cultures were trans

formed rapidly throughout Western Europe. Yet the course of this 

transformation was by no means uniform. The initi~l formation of 

Absolutist states occurred much earlier in some countries than in 

others, the power of rulers and the policies they pursued varied 

widely, and the economies of different countries gr~o] at quite 

different rates. 

In order to understand the causes of these variations in 

political and economic development several related questions must 

be addressed. The first of these concerns the formation of the 

first modern states. What accounts for the timing of the develop

ment of Western European Absolutisms? For example. why did 

English Absolutism develop prior to Swedish Absolutism? Why would 

dominant classes (who before the fifteenth century had a monopoly 

on political power) be willing to delegate so much power to a 

single ruler? What accounts for variations in the amount and type 

of power initially held by the rulers of these newly-created 

states? Why was the French crown able to gain greater fiscal 

pOvlers in 1439 than the English cro~o]n ~o]ould ever have? 

The second general question--currently a central topic of 

debate in political sociology--concerns state autonomy. To \'lhat 

extent did the actual degree of autonomy of the rulers of Absolu

tist states from dominant classes vary over time and bet':'leen 
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countries? What were the determinants of these variations? Hhy 

was Gustav Vasa more able to use state policies to realize his 

interests than James I? 

A third issue concerns the formation of state policies. 

What explains the wide variations in the policies of Absolutist 

states? Why did Spanish rulers protect wool producers while 

English monarchs protected textile manufacturers? What accounts 

for differences in rates of taxation 8 the size of armies and the 

frequency of war. or in policies oriented toward facilitating 

economic development? What \.;rere the general interests and more 

specific policy preferences of monarchs, nobles. and merchant 

capitalists; and how \.;rere they formed and transformed in this 

period? When these interests diverged. \o1hat determined whose 

interests would be realized by state policies? 

Fourth, both classical and contemporary sociologists have 

been interested in the economic development of Western Europe 

during the transition from feudalism to capitalism. What are the 

factors responsible for it? What accounts for the wide variations 

in economic development \o1i thin Western Europe? Why did the 

English economy develop earliest. the French only later. and the 

Spanish hardly at all? In \'lhat 't'lays did the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for economic development differ for coun

tries in different positions in the \'lor1d economy? 

This dissertation explores the complex role of Absolutist 

states in the transition from feudalism to capitalism in Western 
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Europe. and in so doing will seek answers to each of the questions 

posed above. The central issue uniting all of these questions 

concerns the relationship between the political and economic 

transformations in this period. The analysis thus focuses on 

three questions central to understanding this relationship: (1) 

what are the determinants of variations in crown autonomy? (2) 

what effect do these variations have on state policies? and (3) 

what are the effects of variations in state policies on economic 

development? 

Many scholars have tried to understand the political and 

economic transformations that occurred in early modern Western 

Europe (for a review of the previous literature see Chapter 2). 

However. previous research often has suffered from the use of 

misleading assumptions about the autonomy of Absolutist rulers. 

S;)me scholars have assumed that the crown ,'las generally not 

autonomous from the nobility. and have thus explained state 

policies in terms of nobles' interests. 3 Others have assumed that 

the crown was autonomous. and have explained state policies as 

reflecting the interests of ru1ers. 4 What is being assumed in 

each of these theories. the level of crown autonomy. is exactly 

what must be explained ~ any adequate theory of Absolutism. In 

3. Some of the most prominent proponents of this position 
are Dobb (1946.1978). Althusser (1972). and Anderson (1974). 

4. This position is derived mainly from Weber (1968). 
Contemporary versions include Eisenstadt (1963). Poggi (1978). and 
Bendix (1978). 
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contrast to these positions. I begin with the assumptions that the 

crot·m is always. potentially autonomous from social classes. and 

that the actual degree of crown autonomy is variable. This 

formulation of the problem leads me to pose the critical question 

of what the determinants of variations in crmV'U autonomy actually 

were. 

This project attempts to contribute to our understanding 

of the Absolutist era not by providing new data. but by offering a 

new theoretical framework that will allmv us to see the existing 

data in a netv light. The new theory developed here. drawing 

mainly from neoclassical economic ideas about control in social 

hierarchies. will be used to explain the determinants and conse-

quences of variations in crown autonomy. 

My main arguments are rather simply summarized. The 

degree of autonomy of Absolutist rulers in Western Europe 

(defined as the extent to which they were able to realize their 

interests in state policies)5 is explained primarily by differ-

ences in the relative resources of nobles and monarchs. and in the 

control capacities of nobles. High crown autonomy produced 

policies reflecting royal interests. t'lhile low crown autonomy 

resulted in policies favoring the nobility. Economic development 

5. It is no mere coincidence that the definition of 
autonomy employed here is very close to Weber's (1968) definition 
of pOtqer. Within the context of divergent interests, cro,"m 
autonomy is the power of the ruler to pursue the policies he 
prefers. even in spite of opposition. The struggle over autonomy 
is indeed a pOTl7er struggle. 
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(defined here as the annual rate of economic grOlvth) is affected 

by these policies. In England and France (countries with ample 

resources and in a favorable position in the 'l7orld economy) high 

crown autonomy generally hindered economic development whereas low 

crown autonomy facilitated it. However. in ~l7eden and Spain. 

countries 'l1ith fewer resources and in a less advantageous position 

in the world economy. high crown autonomy was a necessary. 

although insufficient. condition for economic development. Such a 

framework for understanding the complex relationships between 

crown autonomy, state policies. and economic development is the 

necessary foundation of any explanation of the role of Absolutist 

states in the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 

A Principal-Agent Theory of the State 

State policies result from the complex interplay of 

rulers, their subjects. and the structural forces that lie beyond 

their control. Therefore, to explain them a theory must include a 

model of how actors make choices, how the structural conditions 

within which actors operate serve to constrain their choices. and 

how the conflict between alternative choices is resolved. The new 

theory of the Absolutist state I will propose draws upon the 

principal-agent framework discussed in the literature of neoclas

sical economics. and macrosociological studies of the structural 

determinants of state policies. Together these provide the basis 

for a theory of the formation and economic consequences of state 

policies. 
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A principal-agent relation is one defined by "a contract 

under which one or more persons (the principal(s» engage another 

person (the agent) to perform some service on their behalf which 

involves delegating some decision-mwting authority to the agent" 

(Jensen and Meckling. 1976: 308). Delegating authority. however. 

does not ensure that the agent will always act in the interests of 

the principal. In fact. when the interests of the principal and 

the agent diverge (as they are wont to do). I regard it as 

axiomatic that the agent will follow his own interests. at the 

expense of those of the principal. Thus. the principal must find 

ways to control the behavior of the agent. The degree to which 

principals are successful in setting up rules of the game. 

monitoring the agent's actions. and instituting positive and 

negative sanctions to enforce compliance will determine the extent 

to which agents act in the interests of principals (Berhold. 1971; 

Hechter. 1984). 

~qO factors determine the extent of the agent's autonomy: 

(1) the relative resources of principals and agents (including 

their economic resources and capacity to engage in collective 

action) and (2) the ability of principals to control (that is. to 

set the rules. monitor. and sanction) the behavior of the agent. 

These factors are interrelated in important ways. Resources are a 

necessary condition for principals to maintain most controls. and 

control is necessary to protect principal's resources. Autonomy 
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is thus determined by the two factors jointly. not as discrete. 

separate variables. 

Determinants of Crown Auton~ 

In Absolutist states there is not one principal-agent 

relationship but three. The first is the relationship between 

dominant classes and the ruler. I refer to this as the prima;y 

princip!ll-agent relationship (w·here the dominant class is the 

principal. and the ruler is their agent). The second is the 

relationship between non-dominant social groups (merchants. 

peasants. clergy) as principals and the ruler as their agent. 

This is the secondary principal-agent relationship. Last is the 

relationship between the ruler and his staff. This is termed the 

internal principal-agent relationship. For the purposes of this 

introductory discussion I will focus only on the primary 

principal-agent relation. 

How does the dominant class get the ruler to represent and 

enact its interests? To do so it relies on constitutional limits. 

monitoring devices. and sanctioning capabilities. Constitutional 

1imi ts control both the legislative and fiscal pmolers of the state 

and the power of the ruler within the state apparatus. The 

detailed. written constitutions in England and &~eden (the Magna 

Carta and Mangus Eriksson's Land La\·l. respectively) clearly 

specified the limitations on the legislative and fiscal pm-lers of 

monarchs. Their existence made the task of monitoring monarchs 

much easier (the explicitness and clarity of the limits 
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facilitated detection of transgressions) and legitimated sanctions 

against those that violated constitutional dictates. The relative 

lack of constitutional limitations on r~al power in France and 

Spain made control of monarchs much more difficult. However. 

constitutional limits can only control the actions of rulers if 

they can be enforced. and for that. monitoring and sanctioning are 

required. 

Monitoring--which is always necessary due to the informa

tion asymmetry ben~een principals and agents--involves gathering 

and disseminating information about the actions of the agent 

(Jensen and Meckling. 1976). In the Absolutist era classes used 

remonstrances. judicial rulings. and tax auditing to monitor mon

archs. For instance. parlements in France. controlled by the 

nobility. issued remonstrances whenever a law was passed by the 

king that violated their interests. The purpose of these remon

strances was to organize opposition to the law by informing 

members of the class that the king was acting against their 

interests. The function of the judicial rulings of the English 

common law courts was similar. 

Knowing what the agent is doing is only useful in conjunc

tion with the capacity to sanction undesirable behaviors (those 

that are not in the interests of the principal) (Hechter. 1983. 

1987). TWo important sanctions were available to members of 

dominant classes in the Absolutist era. When noble-controlled 

legislative assemblies had some fiscal powers. they could withhold 

10 



tax revenues from monarchs '<1ho acted against their interests. For 

example. the English parliament was often able to make the 

granting of taxes contingent on r~al compliance with their 

demands. The French dominant class. l<1ho had no national legisla

tive assembly after 1614. could not empl~ this important sanc

tion. In Sweden and Spain the legislatures lacked the right of 

initiative and were thus unable to tie tax grants to the redress 

of grievances. The second sanction available was the failure to 

suppress peasant revolts against cr~n taxation. In fact. at 

times nobles even instigated these revolts. The classic example 

of this is provided by the Fronde in France. In response to the 

centralization of pOl<1er under Richelieu and the dramatic increase 

in taxes to fight the Thirty Years War. the nobility led a fiscal 

revolt in which all classes participated. 

Crown autono~ is a function not only of control capaci

ties but of the relative distribution of resources between 

principals and agents. as well. Resources, including economic 

assets and the ability to act collectively. are important in three 

ways: (1) principals need resources to develop and maintain 

control mechanisms. (2) agents can use resources to subvert or 

avoid controls, and (3) resources are necessary to carry out state 

policies. 

The Relationship Between Crmm Autonomy and State Policies 

Here the focus turns to the general interests and more 

particular policy preferences of the relevant actors. By virtue of 
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their structural positions. kings and nobles often have very 

different policy preferences. One of the most important examples 

of this is their preferences concerning levels of direct tax

ation. In general, Kings desired high levels of direct taxation 

whereas nobles wanted minimal taxes. This is true even though in 

most cases nobles did not pay direct ,taxes themselves. Both kings 

and nobles attempted to extract part of a very limited surplus 

from peasant production. When the level of extraction of kings 

increased. peasants were often unable to pay nobles. Thus nobles. 

motivated not by paternalism but by self-interest. sought to 

minimize crown direct taxation of the peasantry. At an even more 

fundamental level. kings and nobles had conflicting interests 

concerning the distribution of landholding. It was in the 

interests of kings to protect peasant property (since they 

generally could tax peasant land but not noble land), \"hereas 

nobles wanted to increase their landholdings. often at the expense 

of the peasantry. 

The particular policies of Absolutist states were the 

outcome of the level of cro\"n autonomy. and the interests and 

policy preferences of kings and nobles. 

State Policies and Economic Development 

The effects of variations in autonomy and ensuing state 

policies on economic development are not uniform. but vary 

according to the resources available to dominant classes and the 

position of a country in the world economy. State policies \·lill 
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have different effects under different structural conditions. In 

countries like England and France (with ample resources and a 

favorable position in world trade) high crown autonomy led to 

state policies which hindered economic development. whereas in 

&v-eden and Spain (with fetY'er resources and in a less favorable 

position in world trade) high crown autonomy was a necessBry 

condition for state policies that facilitated economic develop

ment. This is because in England and France nobles and merchant 

capitalists generally had the resources necessary to engage in the 

investment required for economic development. In these condi

tions. the predatory policies of monarchs with high autonomy 

usually dissipated their resources and thus hindered economic 

development. In Sweden and Spain. on the other hand. dominant 

classes tv-ere unable to compete effectively ,,,ith core producers 

since they generally had fewer resources and fewer opportunities 

to invest their resources productively. In this context. the 

capital necessary for investment often only could be amassed by 

highly autonomous monarchs able to maintain high levels of 

taxation. The success of state-sponsored copper and iron indus

tries in seventeenth-century Sweden illustrates this point tY'ell. 

The Cases 

I have chosen to focus on four Absolutist states: England. 

France. Sweden. and Spain. This sample of states. although 

admittedly not exhaustive. "las chosen in order to maximize the 

variation on both my independent and dependent variables with the 
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fe\'lest cases. The relative distribution of resources varied 

significantly across countries and over time. For example. nobles 

in Spain in the sixteenth centu~ owned well over half of all 

Spanish land whereas nobles in the same period owned merely 20% of 

the land in SWeden. The degree of unity of nobles also varied. 

from the relatively tight-knit classes in Sweden and England to 

the sharp divisions benveen the "robe" and "sword" nobles in 

France and the sheepherding and farming nobles in Spain. Control 

capacities also varied, with some countries having strong consti

tutions and powerful national legislative assemblies controlled by 

the dominant class and others having none at all. The fact that 

the Stuart kings of England could not dispose of Parliament in the 

same way that their French counterparts could the Estates General 

can only be understood in the context of the ve~ different 

organizational control capacities of the two legislatures. The 

autonomy of rulers and the policies of states varied in accordance 

with these factors. Last. one has only to note the disparity 

benveen the economic performance of England and Spain in this 

period to appreciate the amount of variation present on my final 

dependent variable. These four cases represent four different 

paths to modernity. in which the complex relations bet\veen classes 

and kings took very different forms. Such diversity should make 

it much easier to test the explanatory powe:c of the theory 

developed in this dissertation. 
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Organization of the Dissertation 

Chapter 2 provides a cri tical revie~'l of previous theories 

of the role of Absolutist states in the transition from feudalism 

to capitalism. There I argue that they provide inadequate 

explanations of the role of the state in the transition to 

capitalism primarily due to their failure to address the determin

ants of variations in Crown autonomy. A principal-agent theory of 

the state is elaborated in the third chapter. The focus in the 

fourth chapter is on the determinants of crown autonomy, discus

sing the impact of variations in resources and control, and on the 

formation of particular policy preferences. The fifth chapter 

turns to the economics of the transition period. concentrating on 

the effects of different state policies on economic development in 

different positions in the world-system. Chapters 6-9 apply the 

theory to case studies of Absolutism in France. England, Sweden. 

and Spain. 

The concluding chapter begins with a discussion of the 

ways in which the principal-agent theory has improved our under

standing of the role of the state in the transition from feudalism 

to capitalism. The focus then turns to more theoretical issues. 

Does the principal-agent theory have any more general utility for 

comparative-historical political sociology. beyond the case of 

Absolutism? I argue that the principal-agent theory is a general 

theory of the determinants of autonomy and state policy forma

tion. Its basic assumptions and its concentration on resources. 
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control mechanisms. and interests are in no way limited to the 

Absolutist case. All states can be viewed as composed of primary. 

secondary. and internal principal-agent relations. In all of them 

the level of autonomy is determined ~ the resources and control 

mechanisms available to principals and agents; and state policies 

are a function of the level of autonomy and the interests of the 

relevant actors. The principal-agent theory of Absolutism 

developed in this dissertation should thus be seen as the first 

application of a new framework for doing comparative-historical 

political sociology. 

16 



CHAPTER 2 

MARX AND WEBER ON THE ROLE OF AB SOLUTIST 

STATES IN THE TRANSITION FROM FEUDALISM TO CAPITALISM 

The transition from feudalism to capitalism has recently 

been analyzed by sociologists. economists. political scientists, 

and historians. Scholars have called attention to the importance 

of the primitive accumulation of capital and class struggles 

iilt:I=:'t"nal to the feudal mode of production (Dobb. 1946. 1978; 

Brenner. 1976. 1982), the rise of trade and markets (Sweezy 

1978a, 1978b). changes in transaction costs (North and Thomas. 

1973), the origin of the modern world-system (Wallerstein. 1974. 

1980). the development of protoindustrialization (Kriedte. 1983; 

Reddy. 1985), demographic changes (Postan and Hatcher, 1978; LeRoi 

Ladurie. 1978). and transformations in state forms and types of 

authority (Eisenstadt. 1963; Tilly. 1975; Poggi. 1978; Bendix, 

1978) • 

While each of these perspectives has added to our knowl

edge of the transition. none provides a complete theoretical 

understanding of the complex processes comprising the transition 

from feudalism to capitalism in Western Europe. What we lack is a 

theory that adequately specifies the interaction be~7een the 

political and economic dynamics of the transition. More 
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specifically. u~o central issues remain unresolved: (1) Hhat are 

the economic and,po1itica1 determinants of particular state 

policies? and (2) What are the effects of these state policies on 

economic development? I will attempt to demonstrate that the 

problems inherent in contemporary analyses of the role of the 

state in the transition can be traced back to the classical work 

of Marx and Weber. Work influenced by Weber (Eisenstadt. 1963; 

Mousnier. 1965. 1982; Poggi. 1978; Bendix. 1978) has tended to 

concentrate on the internal dYnamics of the political and cultural 

aspects of the transition. whereas Marxists (Dobb. 1946. 1978; 

Sweezy. 1978a. 1978b; Hobsbawm. 1954; Wallerstein. 1974. 1980; 

Brenner. 1976. 1982) have generally focused on the economic 

aspects. 1 I am not suggesting that Weberians have ignored the 

economic dimension or (even more absurd) that Marxists have 

ignored the politics of the transition but r.ather that neither 

perspective has been able to provide a balanced theoretical 

analysis of the relationship between the two. This failure to 

adequately conceptualize the link between the political and 

economic dimensions of the transition is mainly the restlit of an 

1. Not all Marxists ~.,ho have studied this period have 
concentrated on its economic dimension. The UqO most notable 
exceptions are Hill (1961. 1978) and Anderson (1974). Hmqever. 
while both of these theorists have concentrated on politics. they 
have tended to view the political as a reflection of supposedly 
more basic economic (primary class) factors. Hill (1961. 1978) 
reduces the English Revolution to the necessary outcome of 
economic development and class conflict. and Anderson (1974) 
explains the policies of Absolute monarchs as reflecting the 
interests of the dominant class of feudal nobles. 
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inability to understand the relation between members of dominant 

classes and rulers of Absolutist states. The central issue on 

l!7hich both Marx and Weber (and their contemporary fo110t0lers) have 

erred is in understanding the degree of autonomy of Absolute 

monarchs from social classes. They fail to take into account 

variations in the actual degree of Crown autonomy from dominant 

classes and the consequences of these variations for state policy 

and economic development. 

Classical Sociological Theories of 
Absolutism: Marx and Weber 

The role of Absolutist states in the period of the 

transition from feudalism to capitalism has been the subject of a 

great deal of contemporary debate (cf •• Eisenstadt. 1963; 

Althusser. 1972. Poulal,tzas. 1973; Anderson. 1974; Poggi. 1978; 

Bendix. 1978). The positions taken in these debates can be traced 

back to the classical work of Marx and Weber. Although neither 

Marx nor Weber provides any extended discussion of the role of the 

state in the transition. their short discussions and fragmentary 

comments. usually incomplete and often inconsistent. have none-

the1ess been extremely influential. In this paper I will both 

critically review the work of Marx and Weber on this subject and 

show that the major problems in their theories have been repro-

duced in contemporary ana1y ses. Thus the discussion to fo110\17 

should be relevant not only for understanding the history of 

social thought but. more importantly. for und~rstanding 
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contempora~ debates on the nature of Absolutist states and their 

role in the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 

In comparative-historical sociology. general substantive 

theo~. methodology. and historical explanations are inextricably 

intertwined. For both Marx and Weber. explanations of particular 

historical events reflect both general theoretical orientations 

and methodological choices. It is therefore necessary to place 

their discussions of the role of the state in the transition 

within the larger theoretical and methodological contexts of their 

'l7ork as a whole. The remarks to follow , .. ill generally be ve~ 

critical. However. this does not reflect a negative overall 

appraisal of the work of Marx and Weber on this subject but. on 

the contra~. a belief that the virtues of their work are too 

obvious to require additional commentary. 

Marx on Absolutism and the Transition 

Marx (in some cases in collaboration with Engels) dis-

cussed (or at least mentioned) the role of Absolutist states in 

the transition in most of his major works ([1846-47] 1947. [1848] 

1967a; [1852] 1963; [1854] 1980; [1857-58] 1964; [1857-58] 1973; 

[1867] 1967b; [1871] 1933).2 Although he concentrated primarily 

on its economic dYnamics. he often also addressed the issue of 

2. In order to save space in the text. I will drop the 
original date of publication from all subsequent references to 
Marx. Only the date of publication of the text actually cited 
will be used. The same procedure 'tl7i11 be fo110"'led for references 
to Weber. 
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state policy formation. I t·1ill argue that three closely related 

problems made Marx unable to adequately understand the nature and 

role of the Absolutist state in the transitional period: (1) his 

methodological choice of England as a "classic case." (2) the 

general theoretical tendency to assume that all states act in the 

interests of economically dominant classes. and (3) the empirical 

problem of overestimating the role of the bourgeoisie in the 

transitional period. A textual analysis of Marx's many discus

sions of the transition and those of contemporary Marxists will be 

used to show that (1) these three general problems are closely 

interrelated and thus cannot be properly understood in isolation, 

(2) these problems resulted in historical misinterpretations. and 

(3) both the general problems and the historical misinterpreta

tions have been reproduced by contemporary Marxist theorists. 

The characteristics of both the economic and political 

dimensions of the transition from feudalism to capitalism varied 

substantially throughout Western Europe (as did the region as a 

tvho1e from other parts of the world). Therefore one ltlou1d assume 

that the best method for developing and/or testing a general 

theory of the transition would be comparative-historical. taking 

into account the variations between cases. This is not the choice 

Marx made. Instead. in his longest historical discussion of the 

transition (1967: .713-764). MarJc concentrated on only one 

country • 
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The history of this expropriation [of the agricultural 
producer from the land]. in different countries. assumes 
different aspects. and runs through its various phases in 
different orders of succession. and at different periods. 
In England alone. which we will take as our example has it 
the classic form (1967b: 716) (emphasis added). 

What is Marx's justification for this methodological de-

cision? Some have interpreted Marx as having a very rigid. 

deterministic theory of the stages of social development (e.g., 

Stalin. 1971). If this interpretation is taken. one can easily 

justify Marx's choice of England as the only case. This in fact 

seems to be Marx's position t'lhen he speaks of "tendencies working 

with iron necessity to\'lard inevitable results" (1967: 8). Fur-

thermore, Marx also argues that "the country that is more 

developed industrially only shows. to the less developed, the 

image of its own future" (1967b: 8-9).3 

However. a close reading of Marx does not support this 

interpretation. Marx recognizes that not only do countries go 

through the transition "at different periods" but also that each 

has "different aspects" and that the phases occur in "different 

orders of succession." This does not sound at all like a deter-

ministic stage theory. Moreover. in the footnote follo\'ling the 

passage quoted above. Marx stresses the significant differences 

beu'leen England and Italy in the transitional period. This 

3. It is this sort of lang,-lage that has caused many to 
criticize Marx for having a rigid stage theory of social develop
ment (this criticism has been lli~d2 most recently by Giddens. 
1981). Many Marxists have been recently discussing these criti
cisms and attempting to develop a theory that avoids evolutionary 
determinism (Hobsbawm. 1984; Wood. 1984). 
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footnote. since it emphasizes variations beuveen countries and the 

uniqueness of England. makes Marx' decision to concentrate on 

England alone even more difficult to understand. 4 

The form of the transition in England was unique. there-

fore developing a theory from the English case alone leads to 

distortions in Marx's general theory of the transition (which 

clearly was Marx's goal). The enclosures in England. which 

concentrated landholdings and separated the peasantry from 

possession of their own means of production. had no real parallel 

elsewhere in Europe. The success of the Reformation. which 

allowed the Crown to confiscate church lands and also eventually 

increased the concentration of landholdings. S was duplicated only 

in Sweden. Even more important for this essay are Uvo unique 

features of England that have impor~ant consequences for under-

standing the role of Absolutist states in the transition: (1) 

capitalism social relations and the power of the bourgeoisie as a 

class were more developed in England than elsewhere {with the 

4. In Capital Marx was primarily interested in doing a 
theoretical analysis of the dynamics of capitalism and not an 
historical analysis of its genesis. Therefore this methodological 
problem may reflect the fact that the analysis of the transition 
was tangential to Marx's central project in Capital (i.e •• a way 
to simplify a problem on which Marx did not want to concentrate). 
I am thus not very concerned with why Marx made this methodologi
cal choice (and what it may imply about his historical methodology 
more generally) but with the consequences of that decision for his 
analysis of the role of Absolutism in the transition. 

5. The increase in the concentration of landholding was 
due to the fact that the confiscated church lands passed quickly 
(and cheaply) from the Crmvn to large landholders. 
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possible exception of the Netherlands) and (2) English monarchs 

t'1ere in general less autonomous than. c;t:her Hestern European kings, 

due to the powerful position of the dominant class in Parliament 

(Nef, 1957; Kiser, 1985). Marx's "general" theory of the transi-

tion is too heavily influenced by these specific features of the 

English case. 

One of the general problems with Marx's discussion of the 

transition is his tendency (shared by Engels) to overestimate the 

pOvler of the bourgeoisie in the Absolutist Era. This overestima-

tion of bourgeois power is tied closely to his concentration on 

England (it is hard to imagine that it could have occurred had 

Marx chosen Spain or France, w'here the bourgeoisie ~qas less 

developed, as his "classic" case). In The Communist Manifesto 

(1967 a: 82). Marx and Engels speak of the bourgeoisie as "in the 

period of manufacturing proper. serving either the semi-feudal or 

the absolute monarc~ as a counterpoise against the nobility, and, 

in fact. cornerstone of the great monarchies in general. ,,6 In 

Capital (1967b: 718) Marx argues that the "royal power" is "a 

product of bourgeois development." Marx's tendency to see the 

bourgeoisie as a powerful actor in the Absolutist Era becomes 

absurd tl1hen he tries to analyze Stveden in this manner. 

6. The pOtl1er of the bourgeoisie becomes total in the 
period of industrial capitalism when the bourgeoisie has "con
quered for itself. in the modern representative State. exclusive 
political sway. The executive of the modern State is but a 
committee for managing the common affairs of the tllhole bour
geoisie" (1967a: 82). 
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The English bourgeoise acted for its own interests quite 
as tolisely as did the St1'edish bourgeoisie lITho. reversing 
the process. hand in hand with their economic allies. the 
peasantry, helped the Kings in the forcible resumption of 
the Crown lands from the oligarchy. This happened in 1604 
[sic] under Charles X and Charles XI (1967b: 724). 

Who was this Swedish bourgeoisie? Outside of the state-controlled 

copper and iron industries. Sweden in the seventeenth century was 

economically (although certainly not militarily) the backwater of 

Western Europe. The merchants who were in &lTeden were mainly 

foreign (not Swedish as Marx suggests). Contrary to Marx's 

assumption. the Swedish bourgeoisie was economically and politi-

cally irrelevant. 7 

Marx's overestimation of the role of the bourgeoisie lead 

both he and Engels to develop an "Equilibrium" theory of Absolu-

tism. This theory is usually attributed to Engels' famous 

statement: 

Exceptional periods. hmlever. occur when the warring 
classes are so nearly equal in forces that the state 
power. as apparent mediator. acquires for the moment a 
certain independence in relation to both. This applies to 
the Absolute monarchies of the 17th and 18th centuries. 
which balanced the nobility and the bourgeoisie against 
one another (1972: 231). 

Similar statements can be found in Marx. When he speaks of the 

bourgeoisie serving the monarchy as a "counterpoise" to the 

7. Marx was no expert on Swedish history. Not only is his 
explanation of the resumption of Crmo1n lands inadequate. but his 
dating of the process is off by half a century. Charles X and 
Charles XI ruled from 1654-1697 not from 1604 as Marx claimed. 
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nobility. he seems close to an Equilibrium position. 8 Further-

more. in his discussion of Spanish Absolutism. 9 Marx argues that 

"it was. above all. the bitter antagonism between the classes of 

the nobles and the citizens of the towns which Charles empl~ed 

for the degradation of both" (1980: 394). Again Marx overempha-

sizes the importance of the towns (although. unlike Engels. he 

does not go so far as to suggest a rough parity of these 

classes). The tmvns. with the possible exception of Seville. were 

of minimal economic or political importance in Spain compared to 

the Spanish nobility (Payne. 1973). 

At times Marx10 went even further than an Equilibrium 

position in overestimating the role of the bourgeoisie and 

suggested that Absolutist states were capitalist states acting 

8. Anderson (1974: 23) interprets the passage in this 
manner and goes on to criticize Marx for the "illusions and 
prejudices" that often detract from his historical .vork. 

9. Spain was for Marx unique among Western European 
Absolutisms. He argues that "the absolute monarchy in Spain. 
bearing but a superficial resemblance to the absolute monarchies 
of Europe in general. is rather to be ranged in a class with 
Asiatic forms of government" ([1854] 1980: 396). This should 
give pause to those contempora~ theorists (e.g •• Anderson. 1974) 
who consider Spain a type of ''Western'' Absolutism. 

10. Marxists are not the only theorists to make this 
argument. Alexis de Tocqueville argued that Absolutism was made 
up of a "bureaucracy that was steadily undermining the power of 
the nobility" (1955: 18). Furthermore. in speaking of Louis XI 
he adds: '~e uses the middle classes to lower the nobility and 
keep down the people: he is both anti-aristocratic and anti
democratic--the model of a bourgeois King" (1955: 238). 
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primarily in the interests of the bourgeoisie. 11 For example. he 

t.;rrites that "under the absolute monarchy ••• bureaucracy was 

only the means of preparing the class rule of the bourgeoisie" 

(1963: 122) and 

the centralized State power. with its ubiquitous organs of 
standing army. policy. bureaucracy. clergy and judicature 
--organs wrought after the plan of a ~stematic and 
hierarchic division of labor--originates from the days of 
absolute monarchy. serving nascent middle-class society as 
a mighty weapon in its struggles against feudalism" (1933) 
(emphasis added).12 

Marx's treatment of the role of the state in economic 

development is heavily influenced by his focus on England and 

11. As Althusser (1972) notes. contemporaries thought of 
Absolutist states as acting in the interests of the bourgeoisie. 
"NOto1 \ve have to admit that one political idea dominated all the 
political literature of the eighteenth century: the idea that 
absolute monarchy was set up against the nobility, and that the 
King relied on the commoners to balance the power of his feudal 
opponents and reduce them to his mercy" (1972: 91). 

12. One prominent Marxist theorist. Nicos Poulantzas 
(1973) follows this part of Marx's discussion and argues that 
Absolutist states ~lere capitalist states. even though the bour
geoisie ~las not at the time the economically or politically 
dominant class. 
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overestimation of the bourgeoisie. 13 Unlike subsequent 

discussions of the transition by Marxists (e.g., the "Dobb-

Sweezy" debate in Hilton, 1978), Marx concent:r.ated not only on 

internal economic d¥namics but on the effects of state policies on 

economic development as well. He accorded a central role to 

Absolutist states in the process of "primitive accumulation" that 

he saw as a necessary prerequisite for capit9.list development. In 

a passage concerned with the creation of a "free" labor market. 

Marx argues that "the governments. e.g •• of Henry VII. VIII. 

etc. appear as conditions of the historic dissolution process and 

as makers of the conditions for the existence of capital" (1973: 

507). Marx makes a similar argument concerning protection for 

manufacturers. "Manufacture could not be carried on t'lithout· 

protection. since, if the slightest change takes place in other 

countries. it can lose its market and be ruined" (1947: 76). And 

13. I am limiting my focus in this paper to issues that 
have some bearing on the role of the Absolutist states in the 
transition. thus many other general problems t'lill not be treated. 
However. I do want to call attention to one tangential issue. 
Marx's general theory of social change looks to contradictions 
internal to modes of production that bring about (through class 
struggle) their demise and replacement by new modes of production. 
His discussions of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 
hm-lever. do not fit this general theory of social change. As 
Hobsbawm notes in his introduction (1965: 41) to Marx's Pre
Capitalist Economic Formations ([1857-58] 1965). "no sketch of the 
internal contradictions of feudalism • • • is to be found in the 
Formen." The same can be said of all his discussions of the 
transition. This unfortunate omission has led some Marxist 
theorists (e.g., ~leezy. 1978a. 197Gb) to assume that feudalism 
had no "internal prime mover." 

28 



in vlhat is perhaps his most famous comment on the role of the 

state in early development of capitalism. Marx argues: 

These methods [protection. taxation. national debt] depend 
in part on brute force. e.g •• the colonial ~stem. But 
they all emp1~ the power of the State. the concentrated 
and organized force of society. to hasten. hothouse 
fashion. the process of transformation of the feudal mode 
production into the capitalist mode. and to shorten the 
transition (1967b: 751). 

The "hothouse" metaphor underlying Marx's discussion indi-

cates that he thought the primary effect of Absolutist state 

policy was to speed up economic development. especially capitalist 

development. The main way the state did this ,,,as to aid the 

"primitive accumulation" of capital. State policy facilitated 

primitive accumulation in tlolo ways. internally and externally. 

Internally Marx concentrated on the enclosures and the protection 

of manufacturers. Externally colonial conquests and general 

exploitation of less developed areas created windfall profits for 

many European nations (e.g •• the gold and silver from the Ameri-

cas). Force was necessary not only to concentrate weal th inter-

na11y and expropriate it externally but also to create a landless 

labor force. and it 'vas provided by the state. Marx's overestima-

tion of the power of the bourgeoisie in the transition period 

allOl.O]s him to argue that these state policies were the result of 

bourgeois class power. 

I think Marx is correct to stress the importance of state 

policies in the transition to capitalism. HOI.vever. Marx fails to 

provide a compelling account of ~o]hy the rulers of Absolute 
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monarchies acted as they did. His analysis of state policy 

formation tends to reduce state policies to class interests and 

state power to class power. His argument is based on the assump-

tion that Absolutist states had no autonomy from social classes. 

For example. 

The bourgeoisie. at its rise. wants and uses the power of 
the state to regulate wages. i.e •• to force them within 
the limits suitable for surplus value making, to lengthen 
the working day and to keep the laborer himself in the 
normal degree of dependence (1967: 737). 

In his discussion of mercantilism. the state appears again not as 

a subject but as an instrument of class forces. 

The European states tore one another to pieces about the 
patent to this invention. and once entered into the 
service of the surplus value makers. did not merely lay 
under contribution in the pursuit of this purpose their 
own people. indirectly through protective duties. directly 
through export premiums (1967: 757). 

Marx even argues that the initial formation of Absolctist states 

was based not on royal interests but on class interests. 14 "The 

grouping of the larger territories into Feudal Kingdoms "las a 

necessity for the landed nobility as for the towns. The organi-

zation of the ruling class. the nobility. had. therefore. every-

where a monarch at its head" (1947: 46). 

~vo points should be stressed about the passages quoted 

above. First. Marx did not recognize the rulers of Absolute 

monarchies as historical subjects attempting (within structural 

14. Dobb (1946) makes a very similar argument when he 
suggests that Absolutism originated as a response to "labor 
scarcity." The need for labor (a class interest) is seen as the 
cause of state formation. 
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limits) to act in their 0,,10 interests but only as obj ects manipu-

lated ~ social classes. This partly results from his choice of 

England as the "classic" case, since in England both nobles and 

merchant capitalists did have more control of state policy than 

elsewhere in Europe. due to their position in Parliament. 

Moreover. this analysis of Absolutism follows from Marx's more 

general theory of the state as an "executive committee" of the 

ruling class. 15 Thus the only question remaining for Marx. given 

his assumption that the state is not autonomous. is which class is 

the class in whose interests the state acts? 

Second, Marx's denial of a~ autonomy to the state has a 

direct impact on his argument that state policies in the Absolu-

tist Era had positive effects on economic development. The Crmvn 

is not seen as having its mvn interests •• vhich may at times 

conflict .vi th the interests of potverful social classes. Thus 

state policies are viewed as reflecting class interests. primarily 

the interests of the rising bourgeoisie (which, as I have argued. 

Marx overestimates in this period). Since the interests of the 

bourgeoisie are in the development of capitalism. Marx sees state 

policies as oriented toward that goal. Again. Marx's methodologi-

cal choice to focus on England contributes to this analysis. 

Could he have argued that Absolutist states facilitated capitalist 

15. See also The German Ideology (1947: 80) in tolhich 
Marx argues that "the State is the form in which the individuals 
of the ruling class assert their common interests." 
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development had he concentrated on Spain. or even France. instead 

of England? 

ContemporaEY Marxist Theories 

As indicated in the above discussion. Marx had not one 

theory of the role of the Absolutist state in the transition but a 

few. Contemporary Marxists have thus not been unified in their 

analyses of Absolutism but can be divided into two groups. The 

two gro~ps differ in their appraisal of the configuration of class 

power in the Absolutist Era. Most contemporary Marxists argue for 

some form of tvhat I will call a "Dominant Class" theory. They 

tend to explain state policies as reflecting the interests of the 

feudal nobility. which they see as clearly the dominant class in 

the Absolutist Era. A second group reproduces Marx's overestima-

tion of the bourgeoisie in the transition period. viewing the 

period as one in which there exists a rough parity of class forces 

between the declining nobility and the rising bourgeoisie. This 

rough parity of class power gives the state some autonomy from 

both. I will refer to this as an "Equilibrium" theory of Ab-

solutism. The basic arguments of and problems with each are 

outlined below. 

Contempora;y Dominant-Class 
Theories of Absolutism 

Contempora~ Dominant-Class theories of Absolutism. 

following Marx. generally argue that the Crown is liru~ed to and 

must and does act in the general. long-run interest of the 
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economically dominant class of feudal nobles (see Oppenheimer. 

1914; Dobb. 1946; Hill. 1978; Althusser. 1972; Anderson. 1974). I 

will concentrate primarily on the most recent and most sophisti-

cated version of Dominant-Class theory (Anderson. 1974). 

The most general problem with Dominant-Class theories. 

from which many more specific difficulties arise. is their 

reliance on the traditional Marxian view that the primary role of 

any state is to reproduce the existing mode of production and thus 

the economic position of the dominant class. Althusser describes 

the relationship between the king and the nobility thusly: '~hen 

he decided. it was. in general. never for anything but to guaran-

tee the future of that class and of its domination. even against 

some of its members" (1972: 103). In this conception. the rulers 

of states do not have interests independent of the general long-

run interests of dominant classes. Anderson (1974: 53) describes 

the Absolutist Era as one in which "the class power of the 

nobility assumed the form of a centripetal dictatorship exercised 

under the royal ensign." Thus the Crown is not potentially 

autonomous but is alway s linked. either by direct dominant class 

participation in the state apparatus or by structural mechanisms. 

to the dominant social class. As Poggi (1978: 162) puts it: 

Apparently. from a Marxist viewpoint one can argue either 
that the monarchy ''worked for" the bourgeoisie or that it 
'\"orked for" the nobility; what. for some reason or other 
appears out of the question is that monarchy may have 
"worked for" itself. meaning of course not the monarch and 
his dynasty alone but the t'lhole apparatus of rule sur
rounding him. 
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The Dominant-Class position is especially inadequate in 

periods of economic transition. and a theory which Vi~lS state 

actors as potentially autonomous is especially well suited to 

these periods. During periods in which one mode of production and 

thus one social class is clearly dominant in a social formation. 

the general long-run interests of the rulers of states and of 

dominant classes will in most instances16 coincide. It is usually 

true in such periods that the best way for the rulers of states to 

reproduce their position is ~ reproducing the position of the 

dominant class. However. this is not the case in periods of 

economic transition such as the Absolutist Era in Western Europe. 

In these periods. due to transformations in the class structures 

and in sources of possible state revenue. rulers of states can 

often reproduce their own pmqer, both internally and externally 

(vis-~-vis other states) without necessarily acting in the 

interests of economically dominant classes. Dominant-class 

theorists. because of their inability to understand state policy 

except in relation to class interests, consistently understate the 

16. There are. of course. obvious counter-examples to 
this assertion. Block (1980: 232) argues that during periods of 
war. depression. and post-war reconstruction the interests of 
state managers and capitalists are more likely to diverge. and the 
autonomy of state managers will be increased. 
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autonomy of Absolute monarchs and thus ~stematica11y distort many 

important features of the Absolutist Era. 17 

This general problem with Dominant-Class theories leads to 

many more specific difficulties. First. they tend to either 

ignore or down play the contradictions beuveen the general inter-

ests of the nobility and the interests of the rulers of Absolutist 

states. These interests actually diverged at many points. As 

both Brenner (1976: 69) and Skocpo1 (1979: 49) note. the state 

and the dominant class were not only partners in exploiting the 

peasants (as Anderson argues) but were also competitors in the 

basically zero-sum game of expropriating the surplus from peasant 

production. This led to conflicts of interest over levels of 

direct taxation on the one hand and levels of feudal dues and 

rents on the other. Another area of conflicting interest arose 

from the often-used strategy of kings of financing wars by 

deflating the currency. The resulting inflation especially hurt 

17. I believe one reason many Marxists adhere to a 
Dominant-Class theory is to preserve the internal consistency of 
the Marxian paradigm. Marxists have traditionally argued that 
Absolutist states ~"ere overthrotm by "bourgeois revolutions." The 
bourgeois revolutions are understood as overthrowing essentially 
feudal societies in which the nobility is the dominant class. As 
Anderson (1974: 23) states. "the logical consequence of baptizing 
the Absolutist states as bourgeois or semi-bourgeois \,lould be to 
deny the nature and reality of the bourgeois revolutions of 
Western Europe themselves." It should be noted that this incon
sistency can be avoided not only by arguing for a Dominant-Class 
characterization of Absolutism but also by jettisoning the 
conceptual framework of "bourgeois revolutions" (see Skocpol. 
1979: 174-175: Goldstone. 1983. 1984). 
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the nobles since their primaxy source of income (feudal dues and 

rents) was relatively fixed. Moreover~ especially in the seven

teenth centuxy. royal interests tended often to coincide with the 

interests of the bourgeoisie. and this was reflected in state 

policies favoring that class (Lublinskaya. 1968: 330; Poggi. 

1978: 80). Anderson attempts to reply to this obvious problem 

from his Dominant-Class perspective by saying that the Crown could 

act simultaneously in the interests of both the nobility and the 

bourgeoisie (1974: 40). but as Miliband (1975: 317) correctly 

points out. this argument understates the differences in the 

interests of the n~o classes and thus the choices the rulers of 

states had to make ben~een the two. These conflicts between kings 

and nobles were neither transitoxy nor peripheral but were both an 

enduring and a central part of the Absolu~ist Era. They explain 

the fact that the nobility could never trust the rulers of 

Absolutist states to act in their interests and thus struggled 

throughout the Absolutist Era (with vaxying degrees of success) 

for more direct access to state power (Skocpol. 1979: 49). 

Dominant-Class theories of Absolutism also have trouble 

accounting for the extent of noble revolts against the CrOlvn and 

for variations across times and countries in the propensity of 

nobles to revolt. If in fact Absolutist rulers were acting in 

their general interests as a class. why did so many nobles 

revol t? Anderson basically argues that the noble revol ts t<1ere 

based on false consciousness. 
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No class in history immediately comprehends the logic of 
its own historical situationG in epochs of transition: a 
long period of disorientation and confusion may be 
necessary for it to learn the necessary rules of its m·m 
sovereignty. The Western nobility in the tense age of 
17th century Absolutism was no exception: it had to be 
broken in to the harsh and unawaited discipline of its own 
conditions of government (1974: 55). 

~ alternative to this explanation is that noble revolts were not 

due to their misperceptions of state policies but to the fact that 

the rulers of potentially autonomous Absolutist states actually 

did often act against basic interests of the nobility, especially 

in the turbulent seventeenth century (Lublinskaya G 1968: 330; 

Poggi. 1978: 80-81). From this perspective, variations in the 

propensity of nobles to revolt can be explained by variations in 

their objective necessity to do sOG i.e., variations in the extent 

to which state policies conflicted with their interests. 

Another problem with Dominant-Class theories is their 

inability to explain variations in state policies over time and in 

different countries. Trimberger (1976: 56) notes that one of the 

problems with Anderson's argument is his failure to link his 

sweeping theoretical generalizations to his detailed case studies 

of Absolutist states. This problem is not unique to Anderson. 

Dominant-Class theories l'lhich explain the actions of all Absolute 

monarchs as attempts to preserve the class power of the feudal 

nobility cannot account for the vast differences in policy across 

Absolutist states. It is of course true that dominant classes in 

different countries l-1i1l have different interests depending on the 
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posi tion of the country in the \'1orld econoII!Y and \'1orld geopoli ti

cal order. but this alone cannot account for the extent of 

differences in state policy. To do this requires an analysis of 

the extent of nobles' economic dominance relative to the peasantry 

and the bourgeoisie. the ability of the nobility as a class to 

translate economic into political dominance. the position of the 

society in the w'orld geopolitical order. the sources of state 

revenues. and control capacities of nobles. Anderson recognizes 

the importance of some of these factors. and they enter into 

causal explanations in his excellent case studies. The problem is 

that those he does recognize are not derived from his Dominant

Class theory but instead are added on in an ad hoc fashion. In 

short. his history is much better than his theory. An adequate 

theory of Absolutist states should be able not only to generalize 

about similarities but to explain differences as well. 

Primarily because they disagree with Marx about the power 

and importance of the bourgeoisie in the transition period. 

Dominant-Class theorists generally also mak~ d.i.fferent arguments 

about the relationship beoleen state policies and economic 

development. In sharp contrast to Marx. who thought state 

policies had important effects on economic development. many 

Dominant-Class theorists have totally ignored the role of the 

state. None of the contributors to the "Dobb-Sweezy" debate 

(Hil ton. 1978) argue that Absolutist states \olere important factors 

in the transition to capitalism. They concentrate instead on 
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economic factors alone and argue about whether the "internal" 

dynamics of feudalism or the "external" development of merchant 

capitalism vlas the "prime mover" in the transition. Since the 

Absolutist state is seen by all of the participants in the debate 

as a feudal state controlled by the nobility (Dobb. 1978: 63; 

HillD 1978: 118-121) .. the ''bourgeois revolution" producing a 

"capitalist state" is seen as a necessa:t:y condition for sustained 

economic development. 

The avo contempora:t:y Marxists who have discussed the role 

of the Absolutist state in economic development are Wallerstein 

(1974. 1980) and Brenner (1976. 1982). Each has concentrated on 

one aspect of Marx's complicated analysis of the economic policies 

of Absolutist states. Wallerstein focuses on the "external" 

activities of "core" states creating a surplus through plunder and 

unequal exchange with "peripheral" areas.' Brenner focuses on the 

way states intervene in "internal" agrarian class struggles to 

either facilitate or prevent the concentration of landholding. 

Each has unfortunately focused only on one part of Marx's theory. 

ignoring other important factors. 

Contemporary Equilibrium 
Theories of Absolutism 

A1 though Equilibrium theo:t:y is not as popular among 

contempora:t:y theorists as Dominant-Class characterizations of 

Absolutism. there are some proponents of this position. Elias' 
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(1982) discussion of the "royal mechanism" develops Marx and 

Engels' comments into a general theory. 

The hour of the strong central authority within a highly 
differentiated society strikes when the ambivalence of 
interests of the most important functional groups grm~s so 
large. and power is distributed so evenly between them. 
that there can be neither a decisive compromise nor a 
decisive conflict between them (1982: 171). 

Hechter (1977: 1068-1069) has even suggested that an Equilibrium 

model could be used to explain the formation of Absolutist 

states. Needless to say. it is even more difficult to argue that 

a rough parity of class forces existed at this earlier period. 

In Equilibrium theory there is only one condition which is 

seen as producing actual autonomy. i.e •• rough parity beuveen the 

nobility and the bourgeoisie. 18 Although Elias and Hechter are on 

the right track in stressing transformations in the class struc-

ture that characterized the transition from feudalism to cap i-

talism as an essential determinant of state autonomy. the 

18. Lublinskaya (1968: 333) has developed a different 
form of Equilibrium theory in which the equilibrium exists among 
different parts of the nobility. "As regards the nobility. the 
conflict between its two parts. the old and the new. was also not 
at an end. and this made it possible for the government to 
strengthen its independence by making use of the rivalry benleen 
these two groups. to its advantage." This position. since it 
(correctly) does not overemphasize the role of the bourgeoisie. 
can be characterized as a mixture of Dominant-Class and Equilib
rium theories. A rather different mixture of Dominant-Class and 
Equilibrium theories (and one that is guilty of overestimating the 
role of the bourgeoisie) is found in the work of Hechter and 
Brustein (1980). They argue that "the existence of political 
competition between the bourgeoisie and the landed aristocracy 
• provided a s~tting in which leading aristocrats found it 
expedient to surrender their individual power and create a strong. 
centralized state" (1980: 1087). 
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EquLlibrium theory is fl~~ed due to its narrmvness (focusing only 

on relations beuveen the nobility and bourgeoisie) and its 

historical inaccuracy (in overemphasizing the economic power of 

the bourgeoisie in the Absolutist Era). 

The first problem with an Equilibrium theory of Absolu

tism is its lack of emphasis on agrarian class relations which. as 

Brenner (1976. 1982) and Skocpol (1979: 48) argue. lvere of 

primary importance in Absolutist social formations. All of the 

Absolutist societies in Western Europe were primarily agrarian. 

yet the extent of the development of capitalism social relations 

varied substantially from country to country (and of course over 

time). If Equilibrium theory is correct. we would expect coun

tries like England with the most developed capitalist social 

relations and the most po\verful bourgeoisie (and a situation 

closest to equilibrium of class power) to have had the most 

autonomous rul erSt \'1hile countries like Sweden with practically no 

indigenous bourgeoisie (and thus nothing close to an equilibrium 

of class forces) to have had rulers with very little autonomy. 

The opposite was in fact the case. The ~ledish Crown throughout 

most of the Absolutist Era was more autonomous than the English 

Crm1n (Nef. 1957; Anderson. 1974). The reason for this has very 

little to do ",ith the strength of the bourgeoisie in these two 

countries but instead is largely due to variations in the strength 

of the nobility relative to the peasantry (nobles being relatively 

stronger in England than in S\"eden). Thus. contrary to 
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Equilibrium theory. agrarian class relations \'lere more important 

determinants of the autonomy of Absolutist kings than were the 

relative strengths of the nobility and the bourgeoisie. 

The second problem with the Equilibrium theory is an 

empirical one. The bourgeoisie ~'las almost never equal in economic 

position or political power to the nobility in Absolutist social 

formations. I believe this mistake is based on a misconception 

of the temporality of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 

The transition from feudalism to capitalism proc~eded in two 

temporally distinct stages. The gradual disintegration of the 

feudal mode of production and the concomitant loss of economic and 

political power of the dominant class of feudal nobles marked the 

first stage. The second stage in the transition is the spread of 

capitalist social relations and the rise to power of the bour

geoisie. The rulers of Absolutist states were most autonomous 

between these two stages as a result of noble decline within the 

agrarian class structure prior to the period in which the bour

geoisie were to become a powerful social class (e.g., seventeenth

century France). The later rise of the bourgeoisie to a position 

of rough parity with the nobility may have done more to limit 

Crown autonomy than to enhance it. 

A third problem with Equilibrium theory is its assumption 

that the outcome of struggles betvleen two relatively pot'lerful 

classes for dominance will be an increase in the autonomy of the 

rulers of the states. Under certain circumstances the opposite 

42 



outcome ~-lill result from conditions of Equilibrium. If class 

pOvler limits the autonomy of royal action. then two pOHerful 

classes may in fact doubly constrain the Crmvn. making it very 

difficult for rulers to pursue policies that conflict with the 

interests of either class. This may have been one of the causes 

of the relative lack of autonomy of the English monarchs in the 

seventeenth century. 

Weber on Absolutism 
and the Transition 

Like Marx. Max Weber did not provide an extended discus-

sion of the role of Absolutist states in the transition from 

feudalism to capitalism. His most prolonged analysis of the 

transition. in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

([1904-05] 1976). concentrated on its ideological dimension and is 

thus tangential to this essay. However. Weber did comment often 

on the role of states in the transition in Economy and Society 

([1922] 1968) and his General Economic History ([1923] 1950). As 

with Marx, I will attempt to understand these comments by placing 

them within the context of Weber's more general theoretical and 

methodological positions. 

The methodological aspect of Weber's v.l0rk on which I will 

concentrate is his use of "ideal types." Features of his general 

theory \-lhich I will argue are important for understanding his 

analysis of the transition are (1) Weber's tendency to give 

primacy to political and ideological factors in explaining social 
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change. (2) his concentration on status groups and e1ites§ (3) his 

reduction of economics to markets and trade (generally ignoring 

production dYnamics). and (4) his failure to give sufficient 

weight to the \'lays in \'lhich class pO''ler can limit state 

autonomy.19 Both the strengths and weaknesses of Weber's analysis 

of Absolutism ,.d11 be shown to be consequences of these methodo-

logical and theoretical positions. Lastly, Weber's influence on 

contemporary Statist theories of Absolutism will be discussed. 

Weber organizes a great deal of Economy and Society around 

"types of legitimate domination§" an important example of his 

"ideal type" methodology. Gerth and Mills describe this method: 

He felt that social scientists had the choice of using 
logically controlled and unambiguous conceptions, which 
are thus more removed from historical reality. or of using 
less precise concepts,. \'lhich are more closely geared to 
the empirical l>10r1d. ~.Jeber' s interest in t<lorldwide 
comparisons led him to consider extreme and "pure cases." 
These cases became "crucial instances" and controlled the 
level of abstraction that he used in connection with any 
particular problem. The real meat of history ''lou1d 
usually fall in between such extreme types; hence Weber 
would approximate the multiplicity of specific historical 
situations by bringing various type concepts to bear upon 
the specific case under his focus (1946: 59-60). 

Gerth and Mills indicate the main problem with this approach ''lhen 

they note that "the real meat of history \'1Ould usually fall in 

bettveen such extreme types." Weber \vaS D of course. tvell atvare of 

the fact that his ideal types would not exactly fit particular 

19. I am of course not presuming to have discovered these 
characteristics of Weber's work; they have been noted often. I 
therefore will concentrate less on the complexities of these 
general features of Weber's work than on their consequences for 
his analysis of the transition. 
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historical examples (Roth. 1968: xxxix; Roth and Scluuchter. 

1979: 198). He intended to use ideal types to serve as base 

lines for identifYing the distinctiveness of particular cases and 

then provide causal explanations of that distinctiveness. 

However. problems arose when Weber was not able to causally 

explain divergences from ideal types but only categorize certain 

aspects that happened to fit particular types. Since no political 

~stem ever fit exactly one of Weber's ideal types. his analysis 

would tend to be of aspects of actual political ~stems that fit 

one or another type. The result of emp1~ing this ideal type 

methodology was thus a very atomistic analysis of actual political 

~stems. such as Western European Absolutism. and a general 

inability to discuss the totality of a political ~stem except as 

a mixture of types. 

It is instructive to compare Weber's use of ideal types 

with recent structuralist Marxist attempts to analyze the articu

lation of modes of production. Weber's ideal type analysis 

results in a conception of the totality as a mixture of elements. 

The exact relationship between these atomistic elements is left 

unspecified. On the other hand. structuralist Marxist analysis of 

the articulation of modes of production do specifY the relations 

between elements that make up the totality (Wright. 1978). The 

articulation of modes of production takes the form of a structured 

hierarchy in which one mode is dominant. The other modes in a 

social formation are understood only by relating them to the 
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dominant mode. This type of analysis. unlike Weber's. shrnvs not 

only the mixture of different elements but how these elements 

relate to form a totality. 

Two examples from Weber's analysis of the role of the 

state in the transition illustrate the problem with his ideal type 

approach. First. Weber's attempts to characterize the Absolutist 

state as a whole are contradictory. In some passages he refers to 

Absolutism as "patrimonial" (1968: 1098) and in others as 

"already bureaucratic rational" (1968: 1094). The source of this 

contradiction is Weber's lack of a specific theory of Absolutism, 

which obviously contains elements of both patrimonial and bureau

cratic rational forms of domination. 

The problem is even more clear when Weber discusses the 

effects of different types of political ~stems on the deve~opment 

of capitalism. Weber begins his analysis of the effects of state 

policies on economic development with a very different question 

than that posed by Marx. Weber is not concerned with the rela

tionship between the state and social classes (he assumes state 

autonomy. as will be demonstrated below). The important issue for 

Weber is what ~ of state is Absolutism. patrimonial or bureau

cratic rational? Weber's general argument about Absolutism and 

capitalist development is that patrimonialism (and other types of 
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traditional domination) limits the development of capitalism20 

since it is usually "arbitrary" and "irrational" (1950: 277.285. 

342. 349-350j 1968: 237-239). Rational-legal bureaucratic 

systems, on the other hand. due to their predictability. facili-

tate capitalist development. 

The patrimonial state lacks the political and procedural 
predictability, indispensable for capitalist development. 
~oJhich is provided by the rational rules of modern bureau
cratic administration. Instead we find unpredictability 
and inconsistency on the part of court and local officials 
(1968: 1095). 

But these general arguments that patrimonial administration 

hinders capitalism development and modern bureaucratic adminis-

tration facilities it help him very little to understand the 

specific effects of the Absolutist state, which he has argued is 

both patrimonial and bureaucratic rational. Due to the rigidity 

of his ideal type framework. Weber is forced to make ad hoc 

arguments about the effects of Absolutist state policy on the 

development of capitalism. 

In individual cases, however. patrimonial fiscal policy 
may have a rationalizing effect by sy stematically cul ti
vating its sources of taxation and by organizing monopo
lies rationally. This. however. is "accidental" and 
dependent on specific historical circumstances. some of 
which existed in the Occident (1968: 239). 

20. While he argues that patrimonialism is generally bad 
for capitalism, Weber does note some significant exceptions. 
Certain types of "capitalism." such as "capitalist trading." 
"capitalist tax farming." "capitalist provision of supplies for 
the state." and "capitalist plantations and colonial enterprises" 
can develop under the dominance of patrimonial regimes (1968: 
240). Weber also notes. in another context (1968: 1091). that 
"politically-oriented capitalism • • • is very much compatable 
vTith patrimonialism." 
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Weber's discussion of the anomaly of a staff of officials tdth 

formal technical training in some Western European Absolutisms is 

very similar. "The fact that it developed in the patrimonial 

states of the Occident is. as will be shown. accounted for by 

unique conditions. This situation developed for the most part out 

of sources wholly different from the general structure of 

patrimonialism" (1968: 239). The fact that t.Jeber repeatedly 

turns to "accidental" factors and "unique conditions" in his 

explanations is an indication of the inability of his ideal types 

of provide consistent theoretical explanations of Absolutism. 21 

He must constantly resort to unconvincing historicist arguments. 

In sharp contrast to Marx's emphasis on the economic 

aspects of the transition~ Weber concentrates on political and 

ideological dimensions. His typology of political ~stems based 

on "types of legitimate domination" combines the two. Weber's 

categorization of political ~stems emphasizes two things: (1) 

types of authority/legitimacy claims and (2) organizational 

21. Anderson (1974: 410) makes some criticisms of 
Weber's use of ideal types similar to those presented in this 
essay. though he does not discuss their consequences. His strong 
aversion to Weber's methodology is a little ironic though. since 
his conceptions of ''Western Absolutism" and "Eastern Absolutism" 
share many of the same problems. They are very general character
izations that fevl of his case studies actually fit (only France 
really fits the Western mold [Fulbrook and Skocpol]. 1984: 196), 
and only Prussia and Russia fit his "ideal type" of Eastern 
Absolutism). As a result. Anderson faces problems similar to 
Heber's; his general theoretical types do not really explain t'lhat 
is happening in his historical case studies. thus many of his 
historical arguments are ad hoc. 
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relations benqeen rulers and their staffs (1968: 217-245). Even 

feudalism is defined politically. without any mention of the 

mechanisms of surplus value extraction that maintain it (1968: 

255-257) • 

The relative importance Weber accords to political (at the 

expense of economic) aspects of the transition can best be seen in 

his causal arguments. in which political factors are usually 

viewed as causes and economic factors as consequences. His 

discussion of state policies toward the bourgeoisie is one good 

example. 

Diverse circumstances determine the extent to which patri
monia1ism tends • • • toward hostility to private capi
talism. or more tmqard direct privileges for capital. 
[The first factor is] the vexy structure of patrimonial 
domination. whether estate-like or patriarchal. [Second
ly.] the privileges of private capital in patrimonial 
states were always the more developed. the more the power 
competition of several states made it necessaxy for them 
to woo the mobile money capital (1968: 1102-1103). 

The above quote illustrates a general tendency for Weber to 

concentrate on two types of causes in his explanations of po1iti-

cal action: (1) factors internal to states and (2) relations 

benqeen states. 22 When Weber does give weight to economic factors 

in causal arguments. it tends to be in vexy vague and general 

terms. as ~qhen he argues that "little that is definitive can be 

said about purely economic preconditions for the rise of patri-

monia1 and feudal structures" (1968: 1090). 

22. See also 1968: 989-990. 1094-1102 for other examples 
of Weber's concentration on political factors in his causal argu
ments. 
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Weber's concentration on the political dimension of the 

Absolutist Era has u~o significant consequences. First D due to 

the emphasis Weber places on the causal importance of political 

action within states. he tends to focus mainly on elites and often 

to ignore 10W'er classes. His definition of feudalism (1968: 255-

257) includes only political and ideological relations between 

lords and vassals. The vast majority of the population in the 

feudal era, the peasantry. is conspicuously absent. Most of 

Weber's discussions of the early development of capitalism 

concentrate on trade and markets (1968: 968, 1092-1099) or on the 

development of capitalist ideology (1976). The formation of the 

working class. which as Marx pointed out is essential to the 

genesis of capitalism a is virtually ignored. Unlike Marx. Weber 

sees no necessary stage of "primitive accumulation." dominated by 

force. preceding the development of capitalism. Moreover. Weber's 

analysis of political struggle (1968: 993-994. 1038-1055. 1059-

1068) does not include classes at all but involves intra-state 

conflict ben~een rulers and their staffs. Peasant revolts. 

probably the most common form of political struggle in the period, 

are hardly mentioned. 

Weber's tendency to concentrate on political elites is 

shared by traditional historiography and has been criticized 

recently by social historians \o1ho stress the importance of 

"history from below." As I have argued a the policies of Absolu

tist states cannot be understood without taking agrarian class 

50 



relations. and especialJ~ the position of the peasantry. into 

account. Dobb (1946), Anderson (1974). Brenner (1976), and 

Skocpol (1979) have all argued that agrarian class relations are 

the key to understanding the Absolutist Era. The economic 

position of the peasantry varied significantly throughout Europe 

in this period~ from the Swedish peasantry who owned 50 percent of 

the land in &oleden to the practically pm<1erless. enserfed Eastern 

European peasantry. Brenner (1976) has shown the importance of 

this variation in peasant economic power for economic development. 

while Moore (1966) has demonstrated its significance for the 

development of political ~stems. With regard to the policies of 

the Absolutist states, the role of the peasantry was often instru-

mental. The economic position of the Swedish peasant~ allowed 

Swedish kings to use a conscript army much earlier than other 

European states, accounting in part for &~eden's milita~ suc-

cess. The slm<1 and painful formation of a '<Jorking class in 

England created serious "social order" problems for the Crown. 

leading to legislation to slm<1 the enclosures and regulate the 

poor. 23 Lastly. the peasant rebellions that frequently punctuated 

the transitionary period often served to limit taxation. I am not 

suggesting that Heber 'flas unaware of these features of the 

Absolutist Era or that he never mentioned the peasant~ but only 

that the virtual exclusion of the peasantry from his theoretical 

23. The most famous of these lm~s were the Elizabethan 
"Poor Laws" of 1572. 1597 p and 1601. 
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models of feudalism. the transition to capitalism. and state 

policy formation led him to systematically underestimate their 

importance. 

The second consequence of Weber's concentration on the 

political (at the expense of the economic) dimension of the 

transition concerns his definition of the economically dominant 

class. l-1eber does not define the feudal nobility economically as 

a social class but politically and ideologically as a "status 

group" (1968: 1034. 1068-1069. 1107). In both his definition of 

feudalism (1968: 255-257) and of the Standestaat system lvhich 

fo11~ls it in Western Europe (1968: 1085-1087). the relevant 

groups for Weber are political groups. and the relevant inter-

actions are political interactions. 24 

Weber's definition of the nobility as a status group leads 

him to underestimate noble economic interests and their relation 

to state policies. This leads to problems in unde~standing 

Absolutism since state policies often affected nobles as a class 

(or classes) and not as a status group. For example. in Spain. 

within the one status group of the nobility. their were OvO class 

fractions. the sheepherding nobles and the farming nobles. with 

24. Weber's viffi~ of the nobility as a status group 
follows from his belief in the method of ''verstehen'' or sympa
thetic understanding. which stressed that sociologists should try 
to understand a~ social world they may be stu~ing from the point 
of vie\V' of the actors in that social world. Thus. since the 
nobility thought of themselves not as an economic class but as a 
status group. it is not surprising that Weber would also think of 
them in that way. See Lub1inskaya (1972) for very good criticisms 
of this position. 
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conflicting economic interests. 25 The Spanish state in the 

sixteenth centuxy sided with the sheepherding nobles against the 

farming nobles. The reason for this is that the sheepherding 

nob12s provided a great deal of the Crown's revenue. for lolhich 

they received in return protection of their large "sheepwalks" 

(North and Thomas. 1973: 85). This aspect of Spanish history 

cannot be understood if the nobility is viewed only as a status 

groupi it is its economic interests that are central. 

Weber's arguments concerning the role of Absolutist 

states in the transition improve upon Marx's in tlYO respects. 

Marx. due to his concentration of the economic aspects of the 

transition. tended to view Absolutist states as monolithic. 26 

Weber. in contrast. notes the different interests and conflicts 

within the state. especially betlYeen rulers and their staffs 

(1968: 218-245). Second, 1'1hereas Marx tended to reduce state 

policy to class interests. Weber recognizes the rulers of states 

25. The fact that the Spanish flocks lolere migratory 
(unlike the sedentary English flocks) meant that the interests of 
sheepherders and farmers diverged more sharply in Spain than 
elsewhere. 

26. This is of course not true of all Marx' s ~"ork on the 
state. His arguments in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
([1852] 1965) take into account ma~ internal divisions within the 
state. 
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as actors \"ith their O'\o1n interests. Note. for example. the 

follmving two passages from Economy and Society.27 

The fiscal interests of the prince also drove him to 
prepare the way for capitalistic interests to a far 
greater extent than was actually demanded at the time by 
those interest s themselves (1968: 847) • 

In the interests of his domination. the patrimonial 
ruler must oppose the status autonomy of the feudal aris
tocracy and the economic independence of the bourgeoisie 
(1968: 1107). 

However. Weber's notion of the Absolutist state is also 

fls'Io]ed. though in almost the opposite 'tvay from Marx. Weber's 

position on the Absolutist state can be characterized as Statism. 

a view based on the assumption that states are autonomous from 

class forces. Just as Marx tended to assume that states are never 

(or almost never) autonomous from class forces. Weber tended to 

assume they al\V'ays were. What is being assumed by both Marx and 

Weber is exactly 'tV'hat must be proven by an adequate theory of 

Absolutism. 

In a Statist theory, all state actions tend to be ex-

plained in terms of rulers' interests. 

In England. one presupposition for this dispensability of 
bureaucracy. which should not be forgotten. was that the 
state authorities increasingly "minimiz edIt the scope of 
their functions at home. restricting them to what 'tvas 
absolutely demanded for direct reasons of state (1968: 
971). 

27. See also Weber (1968: 1055. 1058-1059. 1087. 1095) 
for further examples of Weber's treatment of the independent 
interests of the rulers of states. 
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In the above quote Weber argues that the state authorities limit 

themselves. It would be more convincing to argue that the 

powerful English dominant class. in order to minimize the burden 

of taxation. limited the growth of the state. Another aspect of 

Statist theories is the view that the state is "above" class 

struggles. controlling and directing them but never controlled by 

them. 

Here such leadership exploited economic and social 
antagonisms as well as class interests merely as a means 
for its mqn purposes. throwing the antagonistic classes 
out of their almost always unstable equilibrium and 
calling their latent interest conflicts into battle 
(1968: 986) • 

The primary distortion of Weber's Statist theory of Absolutism is 

an overemphasis on political causal factors. As noted above. 

Weber tends to concentrate on factors within states and beoleen 

states in explaining social change. I am not suggesting that 

these factors are not important but only that economic and class 

factors. which are also important. receive too little attention in 

Statist theories. 

One important consequence of Weber's Statism is an instru-

mentalist understanding of state power. 28 Instrumentalists view 

the state as a neutral instrument that can be used for a variety 

of different purposes. The primary determinant of state policy is 

28. While Weber's particular form of instrumentalism is 
derived from his Statist assumptions. it is important to note that 
not all instrumentalist positions are Statist or Weberian. A good 
example of a Marxist Dominant-Class instrumentalism is found in 
Mi1iband (1969). 
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thus the interests of the occupants of posi tions of pm'1el' in the 

state apparatus. For example. t-leber argues that "even in this 

respect one has to remember that bureaucracy as such is a pre-

cision instrument which can put itself at the disposal of quite 

varied interests. purely political as well as purely economic 

ones. or any other sort" (1968: 990. see also 224. 239). The 

problem with an instrumentalist position is not. as some have 

argued (e.g •• Pou1antzas. 1969). that it does not matter l'1ho runs 

the state apparatus but that other factors are important as well. 

Weber's instrumentalism generally blinds him to the ways in lo1hich 

economic structure can limit and even dictate state policy and the 

multiple ways in which social classes can affect state action 

without actually being inside the state apparatus. Thus Weber's 

instrumentalism, like his Statism, his concentration on elites. 

and his status definition of the nobility. fo11m'1s from his 

general tendency to give primacy to political factors in exp1ain-

ing the transition. 29 The dYnamics of the interaction between the 

political and economic dimensions of the transition thus cannot be 

theoretically specified from a Weberian perspective. 

Contemporary Heberian Statist 
Theories of Absolutist 

Many contemporary scholars working in the Weberian 

tradition have unfortunately not only followed up on his insights 

29. Many of these arguments could (and in fact some have) 
been made for Heber's theory more generally. Hm'1ever. the scope 
of this paper prevents an exploration of these more general arguments. 
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but also reproduced his mistakes. Although many of their substan-

tive arguments are very different. Eisenstadt (1963), Mousnier 

(1965. 1982). Poggi (1978). and Bendix (1978) are all working 

w'ithin a Weberian Statist framet.;rork. 30 Eisenstadt (1963) uses 

Weber's ideal type method to study Absolutism as one of many 

"bureaucratic empires." His analysis both reproduces Weber's 

atomism and obscures the historical uniqueness of Absolutism by 

grouping it with Sassanid Persia. the Byzantine Empire. and the 

T'ang Dynasty in China. Weber's concentration on political causal 

mechanisms. coupled with an emphasis on elites and status groups 

and leading to an underestimation of the role of classes and 

economics can also be found in the work of Bendix (1978). Mousnier 

(1965. 1982).31 Poggi (1978). and Eisenstadt (1963). 

Pe-rhaps the most significant aspect of Weber's influence 

on the stu~ of Absolutism is his Statist tendency to assume royal 

autonomy from class forces. Housnier follov7s Weber in his 

argument (in Lublinskaya. 1972: 69) concerning the way in which 

the state controls class struggle. 

Dividing the functions between the n.;ro classes. but 
offering the most important of them to the lesser class. 
that is. the bourgeoisie. systematically raising it and 
setting it off against the nobility, the King brought the 
struggle of the classes to such an equilibrium that he 
could strengthen his m.;rn personal power and ensure in the 
government and in the state unity, order. and hierarchy. 

30. Eisenstadt was also influenced by Parsons. and Pages 
also had a great deal of influence on Mousnier's work. 

31. This of course is not true of all of Mousnier's work. 
since he has done an important stu~ of peasant revolts (1970). 
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Poggi argues that in the Absolutist Era "the state had moved, as 

it were. up and mqay from the larger society to a level of its 

own" (1978: 78). Eisenstadt (1963: 223) goes even further in 

assuming that Absolute rulers could do what they wanted to do. 

It can be assumed that the types and amounts of resources 
needed ~ the rulers. their reactions to external and 
internal exigencies, and their demands on the various 
strata in the society. are all mostly influenced ~ their 
goals. t-lhich thus, in effect. created the basic framework 
of political process in these societies. 

In this classic Statist theory, the rulers' interests not 

only are the major cause of state policy but even create the 

framework within t-lhich the political process takes place. 32 

The most serious problem with Statist conceptions of 

Absolutism is the virtual absence of social classes in the 

analysis of the determinants of state policy. Most of these 

theorists prefer not even to speak of "classes" but instead to 

refer to the primary social groups as "estates" (see Mousnier. 

1965.1970: 17-18.1979: 237; Bendix. 1964: 2.1978: 248; 

Poggi. 1978). Since estates are status groups based on honor and 

not economic position. this shift in terminology has the very 

significant effect of excluding economic factors (with the 

exception of trade and markets) from many Statist analyses. More-

over. in some cases the exclusion of classes even results in a 

concentration on the dichotomy of "state" and "society." viev1ing 

society as homogeneous (Bendix. 1978). It is impossible to 

32. See also Eisenstadt (1963: 120~ 125. 134-135) for 
additional discussions of his Statist theory of Absolutism. 
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understand Absolutism l·lithout taking social classes. especially 

agrarian class relations D and their economic interests into 

account. 

The neglect of economic factors ~ Statist theorists often 

causes them to lapse into idealism. Mousnier (1979: xiii) 

suggests that "an institution is. first and foremost. a guiding 

idea." Many Statist explanations of the transition give primacy 

to cultural factors. Bendix argues that "intellectual mobiliza

tion" l>laS the key factor (1978: 253-272). Eisenstadt concentrates 

on cultural orientations leading to a change from "tradition" to 

"modernity" (1973: 52. 63-67. 1980). and Poggi argues that 

intellectuals and "public opinion" were the main causes of the 

decline of Absolutism (1978: 79-85). 

Contemporary Weberians have gone much further than Weber 

himself in ignoring the economic aspects of the transition. 

Whereas economics was at least an important dependent variable for 

Weber. it has essentially dropped out of contemporary Weberian 

analyses. Weber's work focused on cultural (in The Protestant 

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism) and political (in Economy and 

Society and General Economic History) determinants of economic 

outcomes (specifically. capitalist development). Contemporary 

t~eberian work has concentrated instead on the internal dynamics of 

culture and political systems. Unfortunately. the work of 

Eisenstadt (1963. 1973). Mousnier (1965. 1982). Bendix (1978). and 

Poggi (1978) has not contributed to a general understanding of the 
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interaction of political and economic dimensions of the 

transition. 

Conclusion 

I have attempted to show the links between methodology. 

substantive theory. and historical arguments in the work of Marx 

and Weber on the role of the state in the transition from feu

dalism to capitalism. The work of both of these theorists on this 

subject (and of course on many others) has been very influential. 

In fact. many contemporary debates on the nature and the role of 

Absolutist states can only be fully understood within the context 

of the intellectual traditions begun by Marx and Weber. I have 

concentrated primarily on the problems with their analysis of 

Absolutism on the assumption that the mistakes of great thinkers 

can often be very instructive. Understanding the basic problems 

in the work of Marx and Weber is the first step toward solving 

them. 

Each of the contemporary theories derived from the work of 

Marx and Weber--Dominant-Class. Equilibrium. and Statist--directs 

our attention to something of importance in understanding Absolu

tism. The Dominant-Class theory is essentially correct in 

emphasizing the agrarian class structure and the economic domi

nance of the nobility in t.he Absolutist Era. Equilibrium theory 

is useful in that it posits that Absolutist rulers can be autono

mous under a certain condition (albeit. as I have argued. focusing 

on the wrong condition). Lastly. Statism illuminates the many 
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l'lays in t'lhich the CrOl'ln acted in its OIm interests and in the 

interests of the bourgeoisie. facilitating the development of 

capitalism. and directs our attention to the internal structure of 

states and relations beu'leen states. 

It is not ~ intention in this paper to develop a novel 

theory of the Absolutist state that preserves the insights of the 

Marxist and Weberian traditions without reproducing their short

comings (see Kiser. 1985. for an outline of such a theory). I 

will only indicate that the key to understanding the complex 

interaction of the political and economic ~namics of the transi

tions is reconceptualizing Crown autonomy. 

If we drop the assumptions of each of these theories 

concerning the autonomy of the rulers of Absolutist states from 

dominant classes (i.e •• that they are never autonomous. always 

autonomous, or only autonomous under one condition). the important 

insights of each can be incorporated into, a theory which begins 

with the assumption that rulers of states are potentially autono

mous and which attempts to explain variations in the actual degree 

of autonomy of the rulers of Absolutist states. Since the 

interests of rulers t'lill sometimes diverge from those of dominant 

classes. variations in autonomy will result in variations in state 

policies. Lastly. these various state policies will have differ

ential effects on the level and type of economic development 

across countries. Explaining the causes and consequences of 

variations in autonomy. a weak spot in the theories of both Marx 
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and Weber (and their contemporary followers). is the most impor

tant step toward an adequate understanding of the role of the 

state in the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A GENERAL THEORY OF STATE POLICY FORMATION 

State policies are the outcome of power struggles. There

fore. an adequate theory of state policy formation must identify 

the relevant actors in the struggle. outline their interests. and 

specify the factors that affect their ability to realize these 

interests. Once state policy formation is understood in this 

manner. it becomes clear that the central debate in contemporary 

political sociology--about the autonomy of the state--is a debate 

about power. The definition of autonomy employed here. the 

ability of a ruler to use state policies to realize his interests. 

reveals the relationship between autonomy and the traditional 

Weberian conception of power. Autonomy is the ability of a ruler 

to exercise power. 

The autonomy of rulers and the policies of states have 

varied a great deal across time and place. The goal of this 

chapter is to provide a testable theoretical model that explains 

these variations. A general theory of state policy formation is 

proposed, which focuses primarily on the determinants of 
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variations in the autonomy of rulers. l I will argue that the 

level of ruler autonomy is a function of the distribution of 

resources and control capacities among rulers and subjects. In 

other words. resources and control capacities are the foundations 

of the exercise of political power. However. knowing the level of 

autonomy tells us only who is in a position to exercise power. but 

not how power will be exercised. State policies are determined 

not only by the level of autonomy but by the general interests and 

particular policy preferences of relevant actors as well. 

These assertions will be elaborated and defended in the 

remainder of this chapter. The theory developed here is based on 

a ~nthesis of macrosociological arguments about the structural 

determinants of state policies. 2 a model of control in organiza-

tions developed by neoclassical economists. 3 and ideas about the 

1. It is important to note that I refer not to the 
autonorn~y of the state but to the autonomy of the ruler. There are 
two main reasons for this. First it avoids the anthropomorphism 
generally present in sociological discussions of the state. 
Second. and more important. the methodological holist tendency to 
speak of the state as a collective actor makes it very difficult 
to analyze conflicts within the state, such as those between 
rulers and their administrative staff. 

2. The rational choice microfoundations on which this 
study is based are best outlined by Elster (1982. 1983). Roemer 
(1981. 1982) and Hechter (1983. 1984. 1987). 

3. Good summaries of the principal-agent framework in 
neoclassical economics are presented by Moe (1985) and MacDonald 
(1984). For a few of the most interesting applicatiol.s of the 
principal-agent model see Jensen and Meckling (1976). Hechter 
(1984). and Friedman (1986). 

64 



microfoundations of social action found in the rational choice 

literature. 4 I will first outline the nature of the synthesis and 

the potential problems it raises. Definitions of the basic 

concepts used in the model are discussed next. The core of the 

chapter outlines the three parts of the theoxy of state policy 

formation: control capacities in the three principal-agent rela-

tions. the distribution of resources. and the interests and policy 

preferences of different actors. Finally. two important elabora-

tions of the theoxy are discussed: the dynamic aspects of the 

model and the upper and lower limits of ruler autonomy. 

Macro and Micro Determinants of State Policy: 
Foundations of a Synthesis 

An adequate theoxy of the state must be able to explain 

both structural determinants and constraints on state policy and 

the microfoundations of individual's choices among alternative 

policies. Sociological and rational choice theories are in this 

sense complementaxy. since each provides half of such a theoxy. 

Sociological theories have been able to make arguments concerning 

how structural factors such as class power. modes of production. 

and international relations beuleen states have influenced state 

4. In addition to the classic statements of Marx (1967) 
and Weber (1968). I have drawn most heavily on the recent struc
turalist discussions of the potential autonomy of the state 
(Block. 1977. 1980; Skocpol (1979. 1980). The works of Poulantzas 
(1969. 1973. 1978). Miliband (1969. 1970). and Wright (1978) have 
also provided important insights into the structural determinants 
of state policy. 
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policies. but have usually ignored micro theoretical iss'les of 

individual choice. Rational Choice theories have well developed 

propositions concerning individual behavior and its aggregate 

consequences but have usually taken as given (and thus not 

attempted to explain) the structural constraints within which 

individual choice takes place. Moreover. most neoclassical 

rational choice theories have neglected individual differences in 

wealth and power (this is not true of classical economists such as 

Smith and Ricardo or contemporary principal-agent theorists). 

Since the strengths of each of these theories is the weakness of 

the other (North. 1981: 61; Levi. forthcoming). a synthesis could 

provide a compelling and novel perspective that unites macro and 

micro determinants of state policy • 

• 
However. a facile synthesis which simply grafts the macro-

sociological onto the micro rational choice theory without 

modifications of either would suffer from both contradictory 

assumptions and the reproduction of the specific problems of each 

theory. Therefore. it is necessary to choose between the contra-

dictory assumptions of each perspective (such as methodological 

individualism versus holism). The modifications necessary to each 

perspective have been outlined in the criticisms given in the 

preceding chapter and thus need not be repeated here. 

Recently ma~ theorists have come to the conclusion that 

any theory which attempts to explain social reproduction or trans-

formation must include an analysis of the microfoundations of 



social action (Roemer. 1981. 1982; Elster. 1982. 1983; Collins. 

1981; Hechter. 1983. 1984. 1987; Giddens. 1979. 1981; Boudon. 

1982). Such a theory must specify the "dual" relation beuveen 

structure and action (Giddens. 1979. 1981) without reducing either 

one to the other. 5 It must account for two sets of facts: (1) 

individual choice takes place within structural constraints which 

limit choice sets and (2) structures are reproduced and trans-

formed by the aggregation of individual actions. 

The principal-agent framework I am appropriating from 

neoclassical economics employs the basic assumptions of rational 

choice theory. Foremost among these is methodological individ-

ualism--the view that only individuals (and not classes or states) 

act. and that social reproduction or transformation is the result 

of the aggregation of individual actions (Elster, 1986; Hechter. 

1987; Levi. forthcoming; Roemer. 1985).6 According to Elster 

5. As Hechter (1983: 8) argues "In such an approach the 
structure first determines. to a greater or lesser extent. the 
constraints under which individuals act. While these constraints 
define the limits of the individual's possible action. they are 
insufficient to determine his or her behavior. In no way does 
this imply that individual attributes should be given greater 
,,,eight than structural constraints; it merely asserts that social 
phenomena cannot be understood without taking the intentions and 
consequences of individual action into account." 

6. Not all methodological individualists are rational 
choice theorists. Many phenomenologists. symbolic interac
tionists. and neo-Weberians are also methodological individua
lists. but otherwise have little in common t'lith rational choice 
theorists. The virtue of rational choice theory is that unlike 
most other theories of action. it yields testable propositions. 
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(1982: 463-464). the basic premises of rational choice theory 

are: (1) "that structural constraints do not completely determine 

the actions taken by individuals in a society;" and (2) "that 

within the feasible set of actions compatible t>lith all the 

constraints. individuals choose those they believe will bring the 

best resul ts. "7 

Rational choice theory has nothing to say about the goals 

of action, they are exogenous to the model. 8 However. if goal s 

are not specified in the theory. rational choice models are tauto-

logical. In order to create a testable theory it is necessary to 

make some simplifying assumptions about the goals of actors. I 

will assume that both rulers and subjects seek wealth and power. 9 

All theoretical models simplify reality. and this one is no 

exception. Certainly individuals have many diverse interests. not 

all of ''lhich can be reduced to weal th and power. But the 

7. The first premise differentiates rational choice 
theory from structuralism and the second differentiates it from 
normative perspectives (see Hechter. 1983 for a discussion of the 
differences between these general perspectives). 

8. Some important ''lork has been done recently on prefer
ence formation from a rational choice perspective (Elster. 1979. 
1985; Roemer, 1985). but at this point it remains at the level of 
fragmentary insights. far from a coherent theory. 

9. Most neoclassical theorists assume that individuals 
maximize only wealth (see also Levi. forthcoming). While this may 
be appropriate in a market context. it t>Ji11 not do for explaining 
state policy. Politics cannot be understood without taking power 
into account. 
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parsimonious assumption that individuals seek only .olea1 th and 

pO'toler has 0010 important advantages: both can be operationa1ized 

and both are fundamental in that they are necessary for the 

realization of many other goa1s10 (Levi. forthcoming). Moreover. 

while the assumption that individuals rationally seek wealth and 

power may not seem reasonable in some contexts (such as families 

or churches).ll it seems much more plausible with respect to state 

policy formation. Of course the ultimate justification of any 

assumption must be in terms of its explanatory uti1ity--which I 

will demonstrate in the chapters to follow. 

One of the most important problems raised by the attempt 

to synthesize Marxist and neoclassical theories is whether and how 

to use the concept of "class." It is necessary to integrate the 

concept of class to avoid the tendency of neoclassical theories to 

assume a homogenous public. but the acceptance of methodological 

10. It is also possible to argue that although not all 
individuals rationally seek wealth and power. many of them do. 
When explaining aggregate outcomes of the actions of many individ
uals it is sufficient that a high proportion of the actors in the 
group act in this way. because the less common idiosyncratic 
preferences of others will tend to cancel out (Smith. 1937; 
Hechter. 1987). This argument suggests that the rational choice 
assumptions made here will provide better explanations of the 
behavior of class principals than of individual rulers (since the 
averaging out process will not work in the latter case). 

11. The applicability of these rational choice assump
tions may be much broader than is usually supposed. Both Becker 
(1983) and Hechter (1987) have had a great deal of success using 
them to understand social settings in which more gemeinschaft 
norms are generally thought to operate. 
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individualism means that classes cannot be viewed as corporate 

"actors." This issue can be resolved by beginning to]ith a 

definition of class as a group of individuals that share a similar 

relational economic position. what Marx referred to as 

class-in-itself. Whenever the term "class" is used in this 

dissertation it will be in that sense. Its use thus in no way 

violates the assumption of methodological individualism. The 

interesting question then becomes how and when individuals will 

organize and act on the basis of class interests. This problem of 

collective action can best be answered using tools from neoclas-

sical economics and game theory12 (Olson. 1965; Hardin. 1982; 

Axelrod. 1984). Thus the synthesis of the 00]0 perspectives again 

seems very useful. The Marxist concentration on class allows us 

to address issues of the causes and consequences of inequalities 

of wealth and power ignored by neoclassical theorists, and 

neoclassical game theory models of collective action allow us to 

explain how and when individuals will act on class interests. 

12. Olson's (1965) anm.,er to the collective action 
problem. that selective incentives must be provided. clearly 
predicts too little collective action. Recent work in game 
theory. concentrating on the development of condition cooperation 
in multiple play prisoners dilemma situations (Axelrod. 1984). 
provides a much more convincing account. 
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Defining Principals and Agents 

Why begin by assuming that the members of dominant classes 

are principals and rulers are agents (and not vice-versa)?13 

Principal-agent theorists that have discussed politics have tended 

to see the public as a principal and the ruler as their agent 

(Ross. 1973: 134; North. 1981: 201-209; Brennan and Buchanan. 

1980: 5). This assumption is based on an analogy to the firm. 

rulers are contracted to make decisions for the public just as 

managers are contracted to make decisions for stockholders in a 

firm. Furthermore. in democratic societies the public has means 

of sanctioning rulers (voting) similar to stockholders' ability to 

replace managers who do not act in their interests. It therefore 

seems clear that rulers are to be thought of as agents and not 

principals (al though. as I ,'lill argue belm·1. they are principals 

relative to their staff). Hm~ever. is it correct to view the 

public as analogous to stockholders? I \'lill argue that the 

primary "stockholders" in any society are those that own the means 

of production. the members of the economically dominant class. 

13. Levi (forthcoming: 26) argues that rulers can be seen 
as both agents and principals relative to classes. since rulers 
sometimes have so much power that it doesn't mrute sense to refer 
to them as agents. The problem t·1ith this reasoning is that 
principals and agents are defined by the structure of their 
relationship. not the relative poto1er of each t~ithin it. The 
leaders of political parties are alt'lays the agents of the party 
membership. even if as Michels (1959) argued. members cannot 
control them. Liket-1ise. the separation of ownership and control 
does not mean that managers are no longer agents. but merely that 
the stockholders can no longer control them. 
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Therefore members of the economically dominant class "dll be 

vie.'led as the primary principal. This does not imply that members 

of non-dominant classes have no influence over state policy. but 

only that their effects are secondary. 

The second reason for viewing rulers as the agents of 

dominant class principals is that the modern state was initially 

formed by dominant classes delegating power to rulers. thus 

creating a classic agency relationship.14 The discussion thus far 

has assumed the existence of a state. This leaves a very impor-

tant question unanstvered: '\Thy would members of a dominant class 

choose to delegate power to a ruler in the first place?15 In 

other ''lords, how and why is the initial "contract" between 

principals and agents formed? The actual history of the formation 

of Absolutist states in Western Europe will be discussed in detail 

in Chapter 4. so at this point I will only attempt to outline the 

general contours of this process. I begin by assuming the 

existence of several geographically proximate class societies. 

14. This discussion is not about the formation of the 
first states. an issue that has generally been addressed by 
anthropologists (Carnierc D 1970; Service. 1975; Wright. 1977). I 
am concerned \'lith the formation of the first modern states. ,.,hich 
in most cases \V'ere built on the foundation of already-existing 
or ganiz a tion s • 

15. I do not mean to imply that rulers are totally 
passive in the process of state formation. In fact. one of the 
basic problems with both social contract and Marxist theories of 
state formation is that the active role of rulers is ignored. 
Rulers do not just accept state power ",hen a dominant class 
decides to give it to them. when they have the necessary resources 
they often take state power. 
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There are two main factors that will encourage the members of a 

dominant c1as~ to delegate some power to a ruler: (1) an increase 

in the relative power of subordinate class members which makes the 

enforcement of contracts through which surplus is extracted more 

difficu1t16 and (2) external threats from other political units 

that cannot be easily combatted by individuals or small groups of 

dominant class members (T~lor. 1982). Facing this set of 

structural conditions it is in the interest of members of the 

dominant class to delegate power to a ruler whose functions are 

the protection from external threats and the enforcement of 

contracts (what Nozick (1974) calls a "minimal state"). Should 

they be able to act collectively to set up such a ruler. they will 

then have to provide mechanisms to control his actions. Yet a 

principal-agent theory suggests that these control mechanisms are 

often insufficient (see also Hechter. 1983). Thus. once estab-

1ished. a ruler will often be able to increase his power at the 

expense of class principals. In this manner minimal states become 

Abso1utist. 17 

16. This is the traditional Marxist argument (Engels. 
1972). A variation of this position has been proposed by Hechter 
and Brustein (1980). They suggest that it was not fear of the 
peasantry but fear of the bourgeoisie that induced the nobility to 
form the first Absolutist states. 

17. There would of course be variations in the autonomy 
of royal agents relative to dominant class principals due to 
variations in the resources of the two and the control capacities 
of principals. 
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A Principal-Agent Theory of the State 

The following general propositions summarize the prin

cipal-agent theory of the state outlined in this chapter. 

Proposition 1. The autonomy of rulers is a function of 

(1) the resources of rulers and dominant and subordinate classes 

and (2) the control capacities of dominant and subordinate classes 

in primary and secondary agency relations and of rulers in 

internal agency relations. 

1a. The resources of rulers and classes consist of their 

economic assets and their political resources (collective action 

capacity) • 

lb. The control capacities of class principals (and of 

rulers in internal agency relations) are a function of their 

ability to set constitutional limits. and monitor and sanction. 

Proposition 2. State policy is a function of (1) the 

degree of autonomy of rulers. (2) the interests and policy prefer

ences of rulers and classes. and (3) the structural constraints on 

the choices of rulers and classes. I have thus far concentrated 

on the relationship between rulers and dominant classes. but the 

principal-agent theory of state policy formation focuses not just 

on one agency relation. but on three. In addition to the primary 

principal-agent relation bett'leen dominant classes and rulers. 

secondary and internal agency relations must also be taken into 

account. 
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The dominant class is not the only social class that can 

make demands on the rulers of states. Subordinate classes (such 

as the working class in capitalist societies) or classes based in 

al terna tive modes of production (for eJcamp1e. merchant capitalists 

during the transition from feudalism to capitalism) can also make 

and attempt to enforce demands on rulers. These non-dominant 

class principals will be called secondaEY principals. Class

struggle theorists (Engels D 1972; Block. 1977; Therborn. 1978; 

Poulantzas. 1978) are correct to argue that these other classes 

can often have important effects on state policy formation. 

The ability of non-dominant classes to influence state 

policy will be partially dependent on their resources and control 

capacities. However. interactions between different levels of 

agency relations must also be taken into account. 'Since members 

of non-dominant classes will often be trying to influence state 

policy in a direction opposite from the influence sought by 

dominant classes. their success will be partially dependent on the 

resources and control capacities of the dominant class that 

determine the outcome of the primary agency relation. 

The internal agency problem involves the relation beuveen 

the ruler (as a principal) and state empl~ees (as his agents). 

It is obviously not possible for a~ ruler to run the state 

bureaucracy by himself. The actions of ruLers are made possible 

only by the existence of a staff of state officials over which he 

exercises a varying amount of control. Hhereas the ruler is an 
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agent relative to the dominant class. he is a principal relative 

to the administrative staff. Regardless of how autonomous the 

ruler is from the dominant class. he will not be able to success

fully use state power to realize his interests unless he exercises 

a reasonable amount of control over the agents in the state 

bureaucracy. Rulers have two sorts of mechalusms available for 

controlling these agents: (1) setting the rules of recruitment of 

agents and (2) monitoring and sanctioning existing agents. To the 

extent that rulers have power relative to the dominant class and 

can control state agents they should be able to translate their 

interests into state policies. However. as I will document in 

detail belm .... such control is often problematic. 

Other levels of agency relations will have important 

interaction effects on internal agency relations. Both monitoring 

and sanctioning agents (especially using monetary incentives) are 

costly to rulers. The ability of rulers to control their staff 

will thus be dependent on the revenue available to them. The 

volume of state revenue is determined to a large extent by the 

outcome of primary and secondary agency relations. 

The three basic components of the general theory of state 

policy formation developed here (control capacities. resources. 

and interests) , ... ill be discussed in separate sections below. 

Examples illust·rating the theory ''lill in most cases come from 

outside Western European Absolutism. to indicate its general 

applicabili ty. 
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Control Capacities 

Ma~ theories have explained the outcomes of diverse types 

of power struggles (including those over state policy) by looking 

at the resources and interests of relevant actors. The original 

contribution of the theory developed here is the use of the 

principal-agent framework to analyze control. The reason this is 

an important addition is that resources alone represent only 

potential influence over state policy (Dahl. 1961: 271). 

Institutions of control are the mechanisms through which resources 

are converted into pOtver. into the actual determination of state 

policy. Previous theoretical work has either ignored the effects 

of control mechanisms or dealt with them in an ad hoc manner. The 

principal-agent framework provides a general theoretical model to 

analyze their effects. With this model. the determinants of 

variations in the actual autonomy of rulers can be much more 

thoroughly specified. 

Primar.y among institutional mechanisms of control is 

setting the IIrul es of the game." the basic parameters within which 

the ongoing principal-agent relations take place. These rules of 

the game are of course the outcome of struggles between principals 

and agents. Within the context of the state. these basic rules 

are ~oJhat Brennan and Buchanan (1980) refer to as "constitutional 

limits." They define a "constitution" as "a set of rules. or 

social institutions. \oJithin which individuals operate and interact 

\·lith one another" (1980: 3). Constitutions thus both enable 
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government activity and set limits on it. Constitutional limits 

can be of two basic types: (1) l:iJnits on the domaj.n of state 

activity and (2) limits set on the structure of government that 

constrain the power of individuals holding specific positions in 

the state apparatus (Brennan and Buchanan, 1980: 5-6). The 

constitution of the United States provides good examples of both 

types of limits. The Bill of Rights protects the interests of 

subj ects by limiting the power of rulers over them. The system of 

"checks and balances" set up beuoleen the different branches of 

government limits the power of the ruler relative to other 

positions within the state apparatus. In states with less 

explicit and rigid constitutional limits. the autonomy of rulers 

will be higher. Setting up and maintaining basic constitutional 

l:iJnits is one of the main ways in which principals attempt to 

control the behavior of thei r agents. 18 

However. constitutional constraints are only effective if they 

can be enforced. Brennan and Buchanan pay vexy little attention 

to the issue of enforceability. even though they realize its 

importance (1980: 910). The principal-agent theoretical framework 

allows us to specify the conditions under \olhich constitutions can 

18. Meyer (1980) has recently shown that almost all new 
states now have constitutions. and that these constitutions look 
vexy similar. He argues that they are adopting this convention in 
order to be considered legitimate actors in the interstate 
~stem. The principal-agent theoxy suggests that the more 
:iJnportant (unintended?) consequence of this process of institu
tionalization is to lower the autonomy of these states (to the 
extent that their constitutions can be enforced). 
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be enforced. and thus principals can control agent's behavior. 

The first condition necessary for the enforcement of constitu-

tiona1 "contracts" is monitoring capacity. Monitoring involves 

gathering, processing, and distributing information about the 

agent's compliance or non-compliance wi th principal-imposed 

obligations. It is necessary due to the information asymmetry 

that exists in all agency relations (in varying degrees). 

Monitoring is an attempt to decrease the difference between the 

amount of information available to the agent, who is actually 

making decisions. and the principal. 'olho attempts to control these 

decisions. 

Most recent discussions of monitoring in political 

contexts have focused not on how subjects monitor rulers but on 

how rulers monitor subjects. From Weber's discussion of the "iron 

cage" of bureaucracy. through Onvel1' s famous totalitarian 

dystopia 1984. up to the contemporary works of Foucault (1977) and 

Giddens (1982, 1985), scholars have been concerned with the 

increasing ability of the state to control subjects. Unfortun-

ate1y. much less attention has been paid to the mechanisms by 

\vhich subjects can monitor rulers.19 Until the causes and 

consequences of variations in the ability of subjects to monitor 

rulers are understood. our knowledge of state policy formation 

19. The recent \'lork of Lauman. et. a1. (1985) is a 
notable exception. In their organizational theory of state policy 
formation they do look at the differential ability of groups of 
subjects to monitor rulers. 
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''lill be incomplete. By vie;o]ing rulers as agents D the principal--

agent theory provides a theoretical foundation for addressing this 

problem. 

The ability of primary and secondary principals to monitor 

rulers \'lill be affected by the level of development of communica-

tion and transportation technologies. the form of the state and 

the structure of the economy. Monitoring is generally easier in 

democratic than in non-democratic states because rulers are forced 

by the existence of a free press and opposition candidates to 

provide information to constituents. Absolute monarchs. military 

dictators. and rulers of socialist countries are under no such 

compulsion. Subjects in most contemporary democracies are flooded 

with infonnation from many sources not available in preindustrial 

societies. such as newspapers and television. The problem 

subjects face is generally one of having more infonnation than' 

they can process. Few individuals can afford to allocate the time 

and resources necessary to monitor rulers themselves. Therefore 

groups of people with common interests \o1ill often hire agents 

(lobbyists) to monitor (and at times also sanction) rulers for 

them. 20 Their ability to do this \'1i1l depend on their success in 

solving collective action problems. their resources. and their 

abil i ty to control these agents. Since they generally have 

20. Interest groups are an interesting case of agents 
being emp1~ed by principals to monitor other agents. For a good 
discussion of the complex problems involved in analyzing situa
tions of mUltiple agency. see Freidman (1986). 
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greater resources and control capacities. primaxy principals are 

usually better able to monitor than secondaxy principals. 

Because it is easier for subjects to monitor and sanction. 

rulers of democratic states are generally less autoncmous than 

rulers of non-democratic states. 21 However. even in democratic 

settings subj ect' s information about what rulers are doing is 

limited not only by their lack of resources but also by the 

ability of rulers to conceal information. The best example of 

this is probably national defense. It is vexy difficult for 

subjects to know exactly hmv much tax revenue should be allocated 

to rulers for their defense. since they would require knowledge 

about the militaxy capacities of other states and their propensity 

to attack. Many rulers make gathering the necessaty information 

impossible. arguing that the national security would be compro-

mised if it were made available to all subjects. 

Monitoring is also essential in internal principal-agent 

relations. In fact. the type of relation that exists between 

rulers and their staffs is determined in large part by the ability 

of rulers to monitor agents. When lLUers are unable to monitor 

agents effectively (due to inefficient transportation or communi-

cati0n facilities or a lack of resources) they generally create 

systems in which state offices are in some sense mvned by 

21. For rather different reasons. Mann (1977) argues that 
contemporaxy states have no real autonomy. I reject this view. 
for reasons that 'viII be made clear in the final section of this 
chapter (in the discussion of the lmver limit of autonomy). 
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officials. Tax farming in the Roman Empire and Absolutist France 

can be explained in this manner (on the former. see Levi. forth-

coming). vlhen monitoring technologies and ruler's resources 

increase these systems are generally replaced ~ more efficient 

bureaucratic forms of internal control. 

Monitoring agents only facilitates control when it is 

coupled with the ability to alter behaviors that are not in the 

interests of principals.22 This is done ~ sanctioning. Sanc-

tioning refers to the ability of principals to utilize their re-

sources to reward or punish agent's actions. There are two main 

ways in which class principals can sanction rulers. which I will 

refer to as institutionalized and non-institutionalized sanc-

tions. Institutionalized sanctions are legal means of affecting 

22. I am assuming that agents'will not control them
selves, and thus that control by principals is necessary to insure 
agent compliance. Others have argued that actors do often engage 
in self-control, for reasons other than simply to avoid sanc
tions. Many functionalist arguments about the internalization of 
norms posit such self-limitation. Elster (1979) has argued 
recently that actors will under certain conditions bind themselves 
using various types of precommitment mechanisms. Jensen and 
Meckling (1976) suggest that agents will under some conditions 
engage in "bonding" to lessen the risk that they tvill act against 
principal's interests. I reject each of these arguments. although 
for very different reasons. The functionalist argument is the 
least convincing, relying on an "oversocialized" conception of 
actors. Elster's discussion is interesting but of very limited 
applicability. more a special case than part of a general theory. 
Lastly. bonding seems to be impossible to operationalize. since 
that would require the ability to distinguish benveen actual 
attempts by agents to lessen principal's risks and the probably 
more common attempts ~ agents to make it appear as though risks 
have been lessened. 
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sta te policy w'ithin the political process~ \vhereas non-institu-

tionalized sanctions are outside the political process and often 

(although not always) empl~ extra-legal means. Institutionalized 

sanctions are preferred by principals because their cost and risk 

is much lower. The most obvious of these is principals voting 

against a ruler perceived to be acting contraty to their inter-

ests. Giving or withholding contributions to political campaigns 

is another important sanction in democratic societies. although 

one usually open only to dominant class principals. 23 

The two most important forms of non-institutionalized 

sanctions are capital flight and revol ts (the most significant 

types of "exit" and "voice." respectively). Exit strategies (such 

as capital flight) are only effective sanctions when they remove 

resources on lvhich a ruler is dependent. and thus are generally 

used only by dominant classes (and only .vhen their resources are 

mobile). The availability of capital flight as a sanction sets 

limits on the extent to which rulers can act against capitalist 

interests. even if they are committed to socialist ideologies 

(Block. 1982; Miliband. 1969). Rev 01 t is usually used only as a 

sanction of last resort. becallse of its extremely high cost and 

risk. However. Nhen institutionalized means are unavailable or 

23. Lmvs limiting the amount of money individuals or 
groups can contribute to political campaigns and those that 
provide money for campaigns out of ta::c revenue decrease the 
ability of dominant class principals to sanction rulers and thus 
increase ruler's autonomy. 
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unsuccessful and some group of principals has the necessary 

resources and organizational capacities. revolt can be a formid

able sanction. 

Resources 

If control capacities are the proximate determinants of 

state policy. the distribution of resources benqeen principals and 

agents is its ultimate cause. Without resources control mechan

isms could not be created and maintained and state policies could 

not be carried out. 

I will distinguish benqeen two types of resources, 

economic and political. The distribution of economic resources is 

a function of the structure of the economy and prior state pol

icies. Generally, actors with greater resources are better able 

to influence state policies. However. the quantity of economic 

resources is not the only factor that determines their effects on 

p~ler struggles. since not all economic resources are equally 

easily used. Economic resources vary in their degree of liquid

ity. Liquid economic assets (such as money) are much more easily 

empl~ed than less liquid assets (such as land). giving actors 

possessing the former a distinct advantage. Thus even if they 

controlled exactly the same proportion of total resources in their 

societies, contemporary capitalists would generally be in a better 

position to affect state policies than feudal nobles. The power 

of merchants in the period of the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism was based not on the quantity of their resources {which 
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was always much less than that of the nobility) but on the fact 

that their resources were the most liquid (Bates and Lein. 1985). 

This greatly improved their bargaining position relative to 

monarchs constantly facing fiscal crises. 

The effects of the distribution of resources on state 

policies are contingent on the degree to which actors are depen-

dent on those resources (Romans. 1961; Emerson. 1962; Cook and 

Emerson. 1978; Pfeffer. 1981). Actors with economic assets on 

which others are dependent ~~ill be in a posi tion to infl uence 

state policies. In most situations. all actors possess some such 

resources. and thus have some degree of power. but this is not 

ahvays the case. 1"wo instances of highly unequal dependency are 

especially noteworthy. The first is Wittfogel's (1957) discussion 

of societies. in which agriculture is based on irrigation and 

rulers control all water rights. 24 The ability to cut off the 

water necessary for food production gives the ruler tremendous 

bargaining power relative to landowners. A more contemporary 

example is state socialist societies. such as the U.S.S.R •• in 

24. Anderson (1974) has argued that Wittfogel's char
acterization of the histol."y of these countries is wrong. but even 
if this is true the example is interesting theoretically. 
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t'1hich rulers directly own the means of productiono practically 

monopolizing economic resources.25 

These cases, in which rulers control almost all resources 

and have very high autonomy as a result. are very rare. In most 

situations both rulers and groups of subjects control some 

resources and at the same time require resources controlled by 

others. Relations of power and dependency based on resource 

distribution are generally multiple and complex. However o the 

following propositions can be offered as rough guides to under-

standing particular cases: (1) dependence on the resources of 

others decreases the ability of actors to control state policy. 

whereas the dependence of other actors on their resources in-

creases that ability and (2) the degree of dependency of an actor 

is a function of" the extent to tilhich alternative sources of 

resources are available to the actor. 

The ability of class principals to control rulers depends 

on their success in solving collective action problems. When will 

members of classes who hold positions in the state apparatus 

(i.e. o national or regional legislative or judicial bodies) or 

25. Socialist societies provide a very interesting 
problem for principal-agent theory. They are societies in which 
rulers are also dominant classes o since they control the means of 
production (thus they have been referred to by some as "state 
capitalist "). Because of this fusion of ruler and dominant class 
there is no primary principal in these societies. The extremely 
high autonomy of the rulers of countries like the U.S.S.R. can be 
explained not only by their monopolization of resources but also 
by the fact that they are controlled only by t-1hat I have called a 
secondary principal. the working class. 
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belong to organized groups in a position to influence state policy 

actually act in their class interests? The problem is that 

individual class members in a position to influence rulers m~ act 

in their individual interests and not in the interests of the 

class as a whole. It is incorrect to assume that just because all 

individual class members share roughly similar interests that all 

specific individuals will act on those interests. for three basic 

reasons. First. individuals always have private. short-term 

interests that may conflict with general. long-term class inter

ests. Second. if the costs of control fall disproportionately on 

specific class members. they will tend to spend only enough on 

control to cover their individual losses from the deviation of the 

ruler from class interests. which may be far less than that 

required to cover the loss to the class as a whole. Third. class 

members with a position in the state apparatus are simultaneously 

agents of the ruler. who will also attempt to control their 

behavior. For all of these reasons it cannot be assumed that 

members of classes 'to7i11 act as good class agents; costly mechan

isms of control must be emp1~ed by class-controlled organizations 

to ensure compliance. 

The ability of classes to overcome free rider problems 

will be dependent on their political resources. Political 

resources are the factors that affect the collective action 
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capacity of a group. given existing structural conditions. 26 The 

primary structural determinants of collective action are the size 

of the class (since small groups can act collectively more easily 

than large ones) and the degree of intra-class stratification 

(Olson. 1982). However. these structural factors influence but do 

not determine collective action. The existence of a group of 

individuals with similar interests does not insure that any 

individual will act on those interests (Olson. 1965). Political 

resources are also necessary. Political resources include the 

existence of class-based organizations that create situations in 

which the expectation of future interactions induces compliance in 

the present (Axelrod. 1984). Furthermore. if these organizations 

make members dependent on the group and can monitor and sanction 

member's actions. the extent to which individuals comply with 

group obligations will be increased (Hechter. 1987). 

State policies are the outcome of the interaction of re-

sources and control capacities. Resources are important in that 

interaction in three basic ways. From the principal's perspective 

developing and maintaining control mechanisms is costly. so that 

resources become a necessary condition for control. Participation 

in organizations able to control rulers (such as legislative 

assemblies or lobbying groups) or hiring agents to monitor and 

26. ~ definition of political resources is narrm~er than 
that employed by Dahl (1961) and Ilchman and Uphoff (1971). I 
have excluded legitimacy because I have no idea how to operation
alize it. 
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sanction rulers requires that resources be available \o]hich can be 

diverted from more directly productive uses. Other non-institu

tionalized sanctions. Guch as revolts and capital flight, can be 

even more costly. 

The second \'lay in which resources are important is that 

from the agent's perspective. they can often be used to subvert or 

avoid controls. Some of the best examples of this come from the 

Absolutist Era. Philip III of Spain was a master at using 

resources to subvert control. He was able to convert members of 

the national legislative assembly (the Cortes) from agents of 

control attempting to limit Crown taxation into his willing 

accomplices by paying them about 3 percent of all the tax revenue 

they voted to enact. Much more common was the use of Crown 

resources to simply avoid controls. Since the ability of legisla

tive assemblies to control monarchs was generally based on their 

ability to withhold tax revenues. when kings had ample resources 

from other sources they could avoid summoning the assemblies 

altogether. This is exactly what happened in England and Sweden 

in the sixteenth century when rulers derived huge windfalls from 

the confiscation of church lands. 

Resources are also important in that state policies cannot 

be carried out without them. Even in the absence of adequate 

controls. rulers could not ~\'age \vsrs without the resources 

necessary to support a large army. Taxes could not be collected 
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and lm'ls regulating the economy could not be enforced without 

resources to monitor and sanction the agents of the state. 

Interests and Policy Preferences 

The structure of my general argument about interests and 

policy preferences is very simple. Interests are assumed. and 

particular policy preferences are derived from those assumptions 

and structural analysis. I begin with the assumption that 

individuals seek ,.;eal th and power. Furthermore. I assume that 

they will rationally attempt to do so. meaning that they will 

choo se the ac tions that they think will produce the mo st ''leal th 

and power. The follm.;ing chapter will provide a detailed analysis 

of the policy preferences of nobles. merchants. and monarchs--I 

will only discuss the general form of the argument here. 

~ basic assumptions have different implications for the 

general interests of rulers and members of particular social 

classes. Rulers are "predatory" (Levi, 1981, forthcoming). They 

attempt to maximize weal th and po\-ler through high levels of 

taxation and war. Subjects have very different interests. 

Members of dominant classes want rulers to protect them from 

external threats and maintain conditions favorable to the extrac

tion of surplus from subordinate classes at as low a cost as 

possible to them. Members of subordinate classes also want 

protection from external threats and low levels of taxation. but 

they ''lant a state that protects them from exploitation at the 

hands of the dominant class. It is of course a contingent 
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question ~"hether or not individual members of classes l·1ill 

organize and act on class interests. 

These assumptions concern only vexy general interests. In 

order to fully understand the relations between members of 

dominant classes and rulers, and thus the formation of state 

policy, it will be necessaxy to outline the much more specific 

policy preferences developed to realize general interests within 

particular structural conditions. The policy preferences of 

actors uill be the result of their general interests and the 

structural constraints which \'lill dictate the most appropriate 

means to realize those interests. As structural conditions 

change. actors will alter the ways in \'lhich they attempt to attain 

\'leal th and pO\'ler. 

When most neoclassical economists use rational choice 

theoxy they tend to make several unrealistic simplifYing assump

tions, such as perfect information and constant discount rates. 

Since their goal is to develop elegant mathematical models this 

type of simplification may be reasonable. However. given that my 

goal is to explain the formation of state policies. I cannot 

afford to accept these assumptions. Rulers and subjects never 

have perfect information. nor do they discount the future at 

constant rates. Dropping these assumptions raises three basic 

questions: (1) what are the causes of variations in information 

availability? (discussed in the section on monitoring above). (2) 

what are the effects of incomplete or distorted infonnation on 
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action? and (3) under ,qhat conditions ,,,ill individuals act in 

long-term versus short-term interests (i. e •• how and '''hen do 

discount rates vary)? 

Actors almost never have perfect information when making 

decisions. This is especially true of complex decisions, such as 

which state policy lnll lead to the highest tax revenue or the 

fastest economic development. State policies are notorious for 

their unintended consequences. Hm\lever. actors in a position to 

make decisions about state policies still attempt to choose those 

that they think will bring the best results. given their goals. 

Generally actors faced with incomplete information will attempt to 

imitate the behavior of others l\lho appear to be successful 

(Dimaggio and Pm\lell. 1983; Fligstein. 1985. 1987). It is 

therefore important to realize that the rulers of states and other 

groups in a position to exercise political power always exist' 

within networks of similar actors, and their actions are influ

enced by those networks. States (as opposed to empires) are and 

have al'\lays been part of a system of states. and they interact 

within that system not only economically and politically. but 

cul turally as well. Rulers have both a very limited set of basic 

strategies for maximizing wealth and power and very little 

information about which strategy ,vill '\lork best. Under these 

conditions the most rational thing for them to do is l\latch and 

imitate the actions of their most successful rivals. 
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Information is not only almost always incomplete. but it 

is also sometimes distorted. One of the interesting paradoxes I 

encountered t-lhile analyzing Western European Absolutisms was that 

rulers consistently seemed to be entering wars that even they 

should have known they had very little chance of winning. The 

pLob1em here is not just one of imperfect information. because the 

bias appears to be much too systematic. Something l-las distorting 

ruler's perceptions of their odds of winning wars. The source of 

the distortion can be found in the decision-making context. 27 

When rulers contemplated mi1itaIy action they generally called 

together councillors who knew something about the situation and 

presumably discussed the costs and benefits of going to war. 

Within this context, tlThat member of the council lITil1 be willing to 

tell the king of France that he is weaker than the Spanish king 

and that it would be foolish for him to fight? The councillors 

know what the king wants to hear--that he is the best and strong-

est king in the wor1d--and they t~ll him that. Decision-making in 

this context turns into "groupthink" (Janis. 1972). with all of 

its negative consequences. The structure of the decision-making 

context leads to systematic distortions in the information 

available to rulers. 

27. Smith (1937) argues that it is natural for all people 
to overestimate their chances of success. Schumpeter (1962) 
suggests that it is very common among capitalists. and has the 
positive effect of increasing investment. 
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The final problem I tvant to discuss concerns the 

time-frame of rationality. or what neoclassical economists refer 

to as the discount rate (the rate at which people discount the 

future). In spite of the fact that this is one of the central 

problems in rational choice theory. very little ~stematic 

theoretical t\lork has been done on the determinants of variations 

in discount rates (for some recent attempts. see Taylor. 1976; 

Elster. 1979; Levi. forthcoming; Hardin. 1985). Davis has 

recently referred to the determinants of the discount rate as one 

of the "important and largely unanswered questions" in economics 

(1980:9). To simply say that discount rates are individual and 

idioSo/ncratic (as many economists deal with the similar issue of 

risk adversity) is to avoid rather than answer the question. and 

opens the door to tautological arguments. 

It seems clear that sometimes rulers attempt to maximize 

only their short-term welfare and at other times sacrifice 

short-term benefits for gains that will come only in the long 

run. There is an important difference between a ruler who 

extracts the highest possible taxes in spite of the fact that they 

may have ruinous effects on the economy in the years to come and 

one that builds roads and bridges and lowers rates of taxation in 

hopes that future economic development lvill be facilitated. In 

order to fully understand state policy formation it is necessary 

to be able to specify the structural conditions under which the 

discount rates of rulers will vary. Several testable propositions 
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can be suggested. First" fiscal crises ~olill necessitate 

short-term rationality. Rulers who cannot meet their immediate 

financial obligations cannot afford the luxu~ of spending money 

that will produce only long-term returns. Second. the tenure of 

office of rulers will also affect their time frames. Rulers whose 

terms are ve~ short will have less incentive to plan for the 

future than rulers whose terms are long. Third. rulers with a lot 

of information about the future will be more likely to t~ to 

realize long-term goals than rulers with little information about 

,the future (Levi. forthcoming: 22). It is practically impossible 

to plan ahead under conditions of extremely high uncertainty. 

Fourth. rulers at the beginning of their terms will discount the 

future less than rulers near the end of their term of office (for 

the obvious reason that they will be more likely to enjoy the 

long-term benefits).28 

Elaborating the 'rheoretical Model 

I have thus far argued that rulers are potentially autono-

mous from class control and that their actual degree of autonomy 

depends on their resources relative to principals as well as the 

control capacities of principals. nolO further related points 

should be added: (1) there are limits governing the actual extent 

28. The tendency of rulers to ignore long-term con
siderations near the end of their terms may depend to some extent 
on rules of succession. It is reasonable to suspect that a king 
whose son will take over will be more concerned about the future 
than a politician about to be replaced by a candidate from the 
opposing party. 
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of a ruler's autononw at both extremes and (2) the relationship is 

an interactive one containing important feedback loops. 

First. classes ''1i11 never be able to totally control the 

action of rulers; rulers will always have some autonomy. The 

reason for this is that it is costly for classes to control 

kings. Members of classes must pay both the direct costs of 

putting on pressure (forming organizations. organizing protests. 

etc.) and the costs of controlling free riding (the collective 

action problem) (North. 1~d1: 31; Moe. 1985: 751; Becker. 1983: 

377-380). Therefore the costs to members of classes resulting 

from the ruler deviating from their interests must be greater than 

the costs of control for it to be in their interest to control 

rulers. This provides all rulers with some margin of autonomy. 

There is also an upper limit on the degree of autonomy 

rulers can have from class principals. The first determinant of 

this limit is the structural constraints on the choice set of 

rulers that exist in any mode of production (Pou1antzas. 1973; 

Holloway and Picciotto. 1978; Block. 1977. 1980). Since the 

nature of these structural constraints varies historically they 

cannot be specified a priori (see Chapters 4 and 5). The second 

limit to the extent of the autonomy of rulers results from the 

dYnamic nature of principal-agent relations. The extent to which 

it ''1i1l be in the interests of members of classes to spend 

resources con trolling rulers depends on the extent to ''1hich the 

actions of rulers are against their interests (and thus are costly 
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to them). When a ruler achieves a high degree of autono~ and 

begins to act consistently against the interests of class princi

pals. it will be in the interests of class members to organize and 

increase expenditures on control mechanisms. This will tend to 

decrease the autonomy of the ruler. In this manner the dynamic 

nature of the principal-agent relation puts an upper limit on the 

autonomy of the agent. 

The main way in which the model elaborated in this chapter 

is interactive is in the ~iJErj that state policies are used to alter 

the distribution of resources and control capacities. Highly 

autonomous monarchs will attempt to use state policies to increase 

their share of resources and to weaken dominant class control 

mechanisms. Conversely. when dominant classes control state 

policy they will attempt to increase both their resources and 

control capacities. These feedback loops create upward and 

dow1l't'Jard spirals. liJithin which both low and high autonomy are to 

some extent self-reinforcing. 

However. neither high nor 1mv autonomy is always se1f

reinforcing. The conversion of resources into adequate control 

mechanisms and of control mechanisms into state policies that 

transfer resources is often problematic. The history of the 

modern state is filled with unforseen circumstances and unintended 

consequences. Highly autonomous rulers may be able to mobilize 

armies for war but if they are defeated the resulting dissipation 

of resources will often decrease their autonomy. Succession 
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problems can also quickly weaken previously autonomous rulers. 

The rapid decline in the autonomy of the French Crmvn at the death 

of Louis XIV illustrates the combined effects of successive 

defea ts at war and the succession problems caused by t:.~e occur

rence of a roy al minority. 

Conclusion 

The generc1ity of the principal-agent theoty is illus

trated by the fact that it is possible to re-cast all alternative 

theories of the state in principal-agent terms. This should also 

show more clearly how the theoty being presented here differs from 

each of these other theories. In dominant-class theories it is 

assumed that the agent (the ruler) always acts in the general. 

long-term interests of the principals (the dominant class). In 

the more sophisticated versions of this theorj (Pou1antzas. 1973. 

Anderson. 1974) "relative autonomy" (from principals) is intro

duced only as a necessaty condition for this same outcome. 

Class-struggle theories focus only on conflict between what we 

have termed the primary and secondary principals. The actions of 

the agent are seen as an unproblematic outcome of these con

flicts. Statist theories assume that principals are unable to 

constrain their agent. and thus state policy will tend to reflect 

the agent's interests. They concentrate. instead. on what I have 

called internal principal-agent relations between rulers and other 

state officials. The principal-agent theory assumes that both 

principals and agents have their mvn interests and that agents are 
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potentially autonomous from principals. and provides a theoretical 

framffil70rk with t'lhich to explain variations in autonomy and state 

policies. 

The explanatory superiority of the principal-agent theory 

of the state can best be demonstrated ~ applying it to the 

analysis of the formation and consequences of state policy in a 

particular historical period. In this dissertation. the prin

cipal-agent theory will be applied to Western European Absolutist 

sta tes. It ll7i1l be shown that a principal-agent theory of 

Absolutism can shed light on the interaction beol7een the political 

and economic dimensions of the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism ~ specifYing the ways in which varying degrees of 

crown autono~ and resulting state policies affected economic 

development in agriculture and industry. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A PRINCIPAL-AGENT THEORY OF THE FORMATION OF 

STATE POLICY IN WESTERN EUROPEAN ABSOLUTISMS 

In this chapter the general principal-agent theory of the 

state outlined in Chapter 3 will be applied to the formation of 

state policy in Western European Absolutisms. I hope to demon-

strate that the principal-agent theory can resolve the problems 

inherent in the attempts of previous theories of Absolutism 

(discussed in Chapter 2) to explain the interaction of the 

political and economic dimensions of the transition from feudalism 

to capitalism. This chapter will examine three issues: (1) the 

initial formation of Absolutist states; (2) the determinants of 

crown autonomy; and (3) the interests and strategies of nobles. 

merchant capitalists. and kings. 

The Transformation of the Principal-Agent Relation: 
The Formation of Absolutist States 

During the middle ages. kings were merely the most 

powerful nobles. \>lithout a monopoly on the legitimate use of 

force. Most political functions (protection and justice) were out 

of their control. parcellized between individual nobles. The size 

of state "bureaucracies" and the budgets of Icings were often 

smaller than those of large nobles or church organizations. So 
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hOi'] did these minimal and inconsequential states become the large 

and powerful Absolutist states that dominated Europe in the early 

modern period? 

Two general types of arguments about state formation can 

be distinguished. one concentrating on internal and the other on 

external determinants. Both Marxist theories (Engels. 1972; 

Anderson. 1974) and most social contract theories (Hobbes. 1929) 

have concentrated on the internal (intra-societal) determinants of 

state formation. In both theories. conflicts within societies 

induce members to delegate pO\oler to a state capable of maintaining 

order. The theories differ both in their specification of the 

type of conflict that will lead to state formation and in the type 

of order that will be produced as a result. For Hobbes. and 

social contract theorists more generally. the conflict is between 

individuals (the war of all against all) and the social order 

desired ~ members and provided ~ the state is beneficial to 

all. For Marxists. the state is a product of conflicts between 

classes, and the order produced ~ the state consists mainly of 

maintaining the privileges of the dominant class. 

The Marxist argument about the origins of the Absolutist 

state concentrates on the problems nobles had in extracting 

exploitative rents from the peasantry in the absence of a state. 

The causes of the noble's problems are complicated. Plagues (and. 

to a lesser extent famines and \.;ars) decreased the population and 

led to an increase in the land/labor ratio. This meant that more 
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land was available for peasants to homestead. Along l'1ith the 

growth of towns. this made peasant flight from noble control 

easier.1 The high demand for peasant labor (also a result of the 

high land/labor ratio) created a situation in which nobles were 

forced to compete for scarce labor. All of these factors. coupled 

with the existence of strong peasant community organizations in 

many areas (Brenner. 1976: 56-59; Hechter and Brustein. 1980: 

1080). increased the relative power of the peasantry. The result 

lias that many nobles l'lere found it difficul t to extract exploita-

tive rents from peasants given the existence of parcellized 

sovereignty • 

The second type of argument. that the causes of state 

formation are external (inter-societal). also has two main 

variants. The first of these posits that predatory states are 

imposed on populations by external invaders. The purpose of these 

states is to impose and maintain the hegemony of the invaders over 

subject populations (Oppenheimer. 1914; Spencer. 1975). A second, 

and much more plausible. variant of the external argument suggests 

that states were formed by members of societies threatened by 

invasion as a way of protecting themselves. This is a form of 

social contract theory. differing only in the source of the need 

to delegate authority. 

1. Dobb (1947. 1978) and Sweezy (1978a,1978b) have argued 
over l-lhether the internal or external determinants of peasant 
flight l'lere more important. However, the exact 'Vleight of these 
U-lO factors is not important here. clearly both had some impact. 
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Hhen this latter type of argument is applied specifically 

to Absolutism. it concentrates on the increasing costs of pro

tection faced by nobles. The rise of protection costs due to 

developments in militaty technology such as the longbow. the pike. 

and gunpowder. These technological changes made more training and 

discipline necessaty and increased the optimal size of militaty 

units (North and Thomas. 1973: 94-95; North. 1981: 137). As a 

result. the cost of warfare was increased so that most individual 

nobles could no.longer afford to provide adequate protection for 

themselves. This problem became much more pressing as soon as the 

first states were formed. since their increased organizational 

capacities allmved them to successfully threaten non-state units 

(Hintze. 197 5a: 174: Poggi. 1978: 60-61). Historical examples 

of states formed under this sort of pressure abound--the creation 

of French Absolutism during the Hundred Years War and of Prussian 

Absolutism in the face of Swedish aggression are nvO of the most 

striking. 

Each of these four arguments has both strengths and 

limitations. The main problem lolith both Marxist and Hobbsean 

versions of contract theory is that Absolutist states were far too 

small and toleak to provide order internally. Nothing like con tem

poraty police forces existed until close to the end of the 

Absolutist era. Since contemporary members of these societies 

could not have been unaware of this limitation. they could not 

have expected these states to maintain order locally. Conquest 
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theories of state formation fit very few cases (Mann. 1986: 53-

57) 8 and thus t·.rill not be considered further here. The version of 

contract theory focusing on the impetus of external threats does 

seem to for several cases. but it too suffers from one problem 

shared ~ all of the theories discussed thus far. Each of these 

theories merely specifies the conditions under which it will be in 

the interests of some group to form a state. without considering 

the factors affecting their ability to act on those interests. In 

other t.;rords. all ignore the free rider problem. 

The theory of the formation of Absolutist states offered 

here buil ds mainly on the "external threat" version of social 

contract theory. but also incorporates elements of conquest and 

Hobbsean theories and adds a discussion of the conditions under 

which groups will be able to solve collective action problems. 

First. any theory of state formation must begin t.;ri th the dominant 

class. in this period the feudal nobility. They controlled 

political power. so the question must be under what conditions 

will they find it in their interests to delegate that power to a 

ruler--this is not up to society as a t.;rhole (as Hobbes t.;rould have 

it). peasants had no pot.,er in the situation. 

The major impetus to state formation was the existence of 

external threats that could not be repelled ~ nobles themselves 

(as argued above). Hmvever. this alone does not provide a 

complete explanation. n70 additional factors must be taken into 

account. The ruler (or potential ruler) was not a passive 
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recipient of state pOvler (as social contract theories argue) but 

actively tried to increase his pO\·ler. Rulers \'lere not in all 

cases simply given pOl'ler. many times they \'lere in a position to 

take it (this is the valid aspect of conquest theories). The 

resources available to potential rulers thus must be an important 

part of any theory of state formation. Last. a modified version 

of Hobbes' concentration on internal conflict must also be 

incorporated. Conflicts within the dominant class (such as the 

War of the Roses). are less extensive than society~vide conflicts. 

and thus could often be managed by a state with limited policing 

capacities. Since these conflicts had negative consequences for 

dominant classes as a whole. class members often would try to 

minimize them by delegating power to a central ruler. The 

argument can be summed up as follows: state formation is a 

function of external threat. conflicts within the dominant class. 

and the resources available to potential rulers. 

All of these factors indicate that it was in the interest 

of nobles to set up some kind of state. But who would actually do 

it? Free rider problems among the nobility had to be resolved. 

There are basically two lvays that free riding can be overcome 

through: (1) selective incentives (Olson. 1965) or (2) ongoing 

transactions (Taylor. 1982j Axelrod. 1984). In this case the 

.second mechanism seems the most likely. Taylor (1982) and Axelrod 

(1984) have both argued that 1I1hen people are involved in repeated 

transactions they are likely to develop relationships based on 
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conditional cooperation. The threat of future retaliation makes 

cooperation the most rational strategy for all individual partici-

pants. In the middle ages the repeated transactions of nobles 

occurred in state-level (as well as regional) legislative bodies 

(Estates. Parliaments. Cortes). The fact that these 

"Staandestaat" organizations already existed helped nobles 

overcome free rider problems and fODn a state by increasing the 

pmqers of already-existing kings. Kings of course saw this 

si tua tion as a 'filay to increase their ~'1eal th and power and thus 

naturally accepted the increased responsibility in this trans-

formed agency relationship. 

Two important questions remain: (1) t>lha t type of a state 

did the nobles toJant to create? and (2) \vhat type of a state did 

they actually end up with? The type of state desired by the 

nobili ty \'las a "minimal state." The functions of such a state 

were to be limited to protection from external threat and contract 

enforcement. Nobles wanted a minimal state to minimize tax 

expenses. They therefore attempted to set up mechanisms to 

control their new royal agent. The initial stipUlations of the 

agency "contract"2 between nobles and kings depended on the 

relative power of the two parties and the extent to which nobles 

felt their interests threatened. The greater the perceived threat 

2. This relation is of course not. strictly speruting. a 
contractual one. but as Berhold notes (1971:460) it is not 
necessaty that the relation be a legal contractual one for the 
principal-agent frametoJork to be applicable. 
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to the nobles. the more pOi'ler they ~'1ould be t-lilling to delegate to 

the king. The difference between state formation in England and 

France illustrates this point well. Since England t'Tas ,·linning the 

Hundred Years tvar. nobles delegated only limited pO\vers to the 

Crown. French nobles. whose land \'7as being threatened. were 

forced to delegate much more power to their king. 

How and w~ did the minimal states set up by noble princi-

pals evolve into Absolutist states throughout Western Europe? The 

answer is that the control mechanisms available to noble princi-

pals were seldom sufficient to prevent kings from increasing their 

relative pOi'ler. As Hechter (1983: 185) argues: 

While this kind of minimal state may conceivably exist at 
that single point in time toThen it is first created. there 
is little reason to suppose it will remain a passive 
referee for long. Merely by collecting revenue. enforcing 
the law. and providing national defense. the state gathers 
considerable resources and power to its bosom. 

The extent to which kings were able to increase their power varied 

considerably across Western Europe. but minimal states very seldom 

remained intact. Only in Poland. with Europe's most powerful 

nobility. was a minimal state maintained.3 

This analy sis has the virtue of synthesizing n70 distinct 

types of theories of state formation. contract and predatory 

theories (Hechter and Brustein. 1980: 1089-1090; North. 1981: 

22). Contract theories viav state formation as the creation of a 

3. It is ironic that in the one area in \vhich the nobles 
got the kind of state they l<7anted. the consequences for them t-lere 
the \vorst. 
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mutually beneficial contract beu~een the rulers of societies and 

all members. t'1hereas predatory theories viet'l the state as imposing 

itself on socie~ and exploiting it to increase the ruler's wealth 

and power. But these U'lO theories are not inconsistent (North. 

1981: 22). The theory presented here synthesizes these n~o views 

by seeing state formation as a contract between an exploiting 

nobili~ and a predatory king based on their limited mutual 

interests. However c as t~ill soon be clear. the interests of noble 

principals and their rqyal agents are often not mutual. but 

antagonistic (as is often the case in such relationships). 

Determinants of Crmvn Auton~: Resources 

If we know the determinants of the degree of autonomy of 

the agent relative to the principal as well as the interests and 

strategies available to principals and agents we should be able to 

explain the nature of resul ting state policies. tfuen the agent 

has a high degree of autonomy. state policies should reflect rqyal 

interests and policy preferences; when the agent has little 

autonomy. state policies should reflect noble interests. The next 

step in this analysis is thus to specify the determinants of crown 

autonomy. The discussion ~~ill be divided into two parts: (1) 

determinants of the distribution of resources benveen kings and 

nobles and (2) mechanisms of control. 

In general. the autonomy of rulers is negatively related 

to their fiscal dependence on the nobility. To the extent that 

rulers had to rely on extracting revenue from resources controlled 
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by the nobility. they remained fiscally dependent and generally 

lacked autonomy. Direct revenues from royal domains. confisc-

ations of church property. feudal dues. ~nastic marriage. r~a1 

monopolies on mining or spices. and to a lesser extent (since 

these sometimes involved nobles' resources) customs and tolls on 

commerce all provided monarchs with sources of internal revenue 

which increased their independence from the traditional 1egis1at-

ive bodies (Estates. Parliaments) dominated (in varying degrees) 

by the nobility. The groups controlling these resources. the 

clergy (in the case of church lands) and merchants (in the case of 

indirect taxes on commerce). were generally much less powerful 

than the nobility and thus less able to resist Crown fiscal 

extractions. On the other hand. to the extent that monarchs had 

to rely on the direct taxation of land. they became dependent on 

the product of the agrarian sector controlled by the nobility. 

Rulers generally could not extract direct taxes on land without 

the continued cooperation of the economically dominant nobility. 
:,~, 

and this cooperation often came only at the price of a great deal 

of either direct or indirect influence by members of the dominant 

class on the content of state policy. Smith (1967) points out. in 

the context of English Absolutism. that as the dominant class con-

trolled Parliament to1aS forced to "pay the piper." it was hardly 

surprising that they demanded the right to "call the tune." 

The internal sources of revenue that increased the 

autonomy of the Crmln came primarily from Crown lands and indirect 



taxes (and secondarily from feudal dues and ~nastic marriage). 

The most important factor in determining the extent of Crmvn lands 

in this period the Reformation. The confiscation of church lands 

was an extremely important factor in increasing the fiscal 

independence and autonomy of the Crown in SWeden and (though for a 

shorter period of time) in England. Secondly. many nonagrarian 

sources of revenue in the form of indirect taxes which increased 

the autonomy of the Crown (at least when they were not controlled 

by nobles) derived in large part from the growth of trade and 

participation in the ne .. l1y formed world economy. Thus the 

religious and economic contexts within which specific Absolutist 

states existed. through their effects on available sources of 

revenue. were important determinants of Crm·m autonomy. 

The second important resource of monarchs in the Absolu

tist Era is the availability of external revenue made possible by 

the geopolitical position of the state. As ma~ authors have 

noted. Crown autonomy is determined not only by internal factors 

but also by external relations between states (Hintze. 1975; 

Poggi. 1978; Skocpol. 1979). This external determination has both 

long-run effects (based on position in the world geopolitical 

order) and short-run effects (based on the direction of mobility 

in the system). Rulers of states at or near the top of the .. ,0rld 

geopolitical order (or those experiencing ~pward mobili!yD i.e •• 

winning wars) ltlill. all other things equal. be more pO'"lerful than 

those further dO\m in the hierarchy (or experiencing downward 
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mobility) since monarchs at the top can extract resources exter-

na11y and thus be less dependent on the dominant class in their 

country.4 Probably the best example of this is the Spanish 

Cr~qn's extraction of loans from conquered finance capitalists in 

Antwerp and Italy. and of precious metals from the Americas. to 

finance the expansion of the state apparatus and thereby increase 

its power relative to that of the nobility. Successful empire-

building also often produced money in the form of indemnities and 

land that could be taxed. Moreover. monarchs at the top of the 

geopolitical order (and those who were uptqard1y mobile) often 

found it easier to legitimate the extraction of surplus from their 

societies5 than those at or near the bottom. In this way both 

position and mobility (upward or downward) in the world geopo1-

itica1 order have important effects on the autonomy of rulers of 

Absolutist states. This relationship is a ~namic one. since the 

4. The importance of geography in shaping po1itical
military relations between states cannot be ignored. England's 
insular position served both to protect the state and to make it 
more difficult (since it ~las less necessary) for the king to 
increase his power by extracting resources for the maintenance of 
a standing army. A1so~ Sweden's ability to extract resources 
externally uas facilitated by her geographic separation from 
stronger European states. St.ledish kings could dominate the 
nations close to them even though they were never dominant in the 
world political-military order taken as a t.,ho1e. 

5. It is important to note that the issue of legitimacy 
in the Absolutist era refers not to relations ben.,een the Cr~ln 
and "the people" but. to relations between the Crown and the 
dominant class. The reproduction of the monarch's power is based 
to a much larger extent on appearing legitimate to the latter than 
to the former (Abercrombie and Turner A 1978). 
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ability of rulers to compete effectively for external revenue \'7i11 

depend to some extent on prior autonomy (i.e •• their ability to 

extract sufficient resources to build armies and successfully 't'7age 

wars) • 

The resources available to the nobility also had important 

effects on Crown autonomy. The existing distribution of class 

power. particularly the economic resources of the noble class. 

figured strongly in determining the autonomy of the CrO\o7n. 

Generally the degree of noble economic dominance is inversely 

related to the autonomy of rulers of Absolutist states.6 In other 

words. the autonomy of rulers is based to some extent on the 

weakness of the economically dominant c1ass. 7 Since ownership of 

land ''las the basis of noble economic power. their economic 

dominance can be operationa1ized as the proportion of total arable 

land mvned by the nobility. Since this proportion varied signifi-

cant1y over time and bet't'leen countries. it is not enough to say 

that the nobility was dominant. what is also important is the 

degree to which they were economically dominant. For example. in 

the sixteenth century Spanish nobles o1:vned well over half of all 

6. This relationship was well recognized by contemporazy 
commentators on relations between classes and rulers in the 
Absolutist era. Note. for example. Francis Bacon's remark that "a 
great and potent nobility addeth majesty to a monarch. but dimin
isheth power" (quoted in Bendix. 1978: 236) • 

7. It has been argued that the weakness of the dominant 
class is also an important factor influencing the initial forma
tion of Absolutist states (see Wallerstein. 1974: 28). 
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land in Spain (Payne. 1973: 270) tl7hereas SlV'edish nobles Qi-lned 

only 20 percent of all S\-ledish land (Roberts. 1968: 38). 

The second important resource of the nobility t-las their 

collective action capacity. Not only did the degree of noble 

economic dominance vary widely across states in the Absolutist 

Era. but so did the ability of the nobility to translate their 

economic dominance into political power. As the centralization of 

sovereignty brought about by the formation of Absolutist states 

replaced its earlier parce11ization in the feudal era. the fusion 

of political and economic p~ler in the class of feudal nobles 

which characterized most of the feudal period disappeared. The 

creation of the Absolutist state thus made the translation of 

economic into political power problematic for the nobility. 

Although the greater the degree of noble economic dominance. the 

greater their chances of controlling or influencing state policy. 

it is important to note that the collective action capacity of the 

nobility mediates this relationship. Collective action capacity 

is determined by several factors. The unity of interests of the 

nobility t'1ill affect (but not determine) their ability to act 

collectively to influence the exercise of state pot-ler. In Marx's 

terms. this is a problem of class consciousness. of a "c1ass-in

itself" becoming a "class-for-itself." Other factors which should 

have significant effects on the degree of noble collective action 

capacity are the degree of intra-class stratification. the degree 

to "lhich individual members are dependent on the class as a '·Thole. 
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and the organizational capacities of the class. Olson (1982: 69) 

has argued that a lack of intra-class stratification makes unified 

collective action easier. and Hechter (1983) has shown that 

dependence of members on a group and the monitoring capacities of 

a group are important determinants of group solidarity and thus 

will influence collective action. Perhaps the most important 

factor is the ability of the class to create and maintain organ

izations that could be used to control rulers. 

The resources of merchants tolere often also an important 

determinant of Crmqn autonomy. Merchants could be especially 

important to monarchs in the transition period if they possessed 

the liquid capital so valuable to rulers constantly facing fiscal 

crises. If rulers become dependent on merchants for revenue. 

merchants (just as nobles) were often in a position to demand some 

control of state policies (especially those directly affecting 

commerce). Thus. the resources of merchant capitalists (including 

both their economic resources and their collective action capaci

ties) must also be taken into account in explaining Crmqn 

autonomy. 

The final factor determining the autonomw of monarchs is 

the variation in the strength and competence of individual rulers 

tyhich is due to the nature of heredita;y monarchies (of which 

Absolutism is one type). Historians often have emphasized the im

portance of idio~ncratic features of individual rulers as partial 

determinants of the course of state policy. Sociologists. on the 
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other hand. who consider this type of argument too historically 

contingent and too individualistic. have attempted instead to use 

structural variables to explain state policy. However. these two 

perspectives can be reconciled ~ arguing that the importance of 

the characteristics of individual rulers is a consequence of 

structural features of hereditaxy monarchies. Firstly. individual 

variation in Absolutist rulers is especially significant due to 

the relative absence of a sy stem of "checks and balances" to limit 

the power of an inept ruler. Moreover. Trlhlle rulers in many other 

types of states rule for fixed terms. monarchs ruled until they 

died. Trlhich could in some cases be several decades. Secondly. due 

to the ascriptive nature of succession to power in Absolutist 

sta tes. it TrlaS virtually impossible to insure that all rulers 

would meet minimum standards of competence. The occurrence of 

r~al minorities (i.e •• child rulers) is one obvious example. In 

these cases. Regency governments controlled ~ the dominant class 

temporarily take over the state. In fact. in the early modern 

period there 'ilas no more than a 50 percent chance of an undis

puted. adult male succession (Koenigsberger and MCsse. 1968: 

249). Therefore. although it is impossible to predict exactly 

when it might occur. "le can predict. due to the structure of 

monarchial succession. that some proportion of monarchs 'ilill be 

either too young to too incompetent to rule effectively. thus 
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increasing the power of the dominant class.8 Due to the cen-

trality of the monarchy in Absolutist states. tve can argue further 

that these "built-in" variations in the competence of rulers will 

often have significant effects on Crmvn autono~ and state policy. 

Even when the Crown has ample resources. succession problems can 

significantly decrease autonomy. 

Determinants of Crown Autonomy: Control 

Given an e2cisting distribution of resources between noble 

principals and a royal agent. the next question \ve must address is 

how are resources translated into actual state autono~? In order 

to answer this question tve again employ the principal-agent frame-

work. Since agents have interests which often diverge from the 

interests of principals. principals must develop mechanisms of 

control to attempt to insure the compliance of agents. These 

mechanisms of control have three dimensions: constitutional limits 

(or rule-setting). monitoring. and sanctioning (Hechter. 1987). 

Mechanisms of control in the primary principal-agent relation 

(nobles and kings). secondary principal-agent relations (non-

dominant classes and kings) and internal principal-agent relations 

(involving control over the personnel of the state apparatus) 

8. This situation is roughly analogous to a card game in 
which the use of "wild cards" is part of the rules. It is 
impossible to predict exactly ~'1hen a \vild card will turn up in 
such a game. but one can predict that wild cards \I1ill turn up and 
that they could very well have important effects on the outcome of 
the game. The important fact is that the rules of the game 
dictate that ~vild cards will be in the deck. 
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must be elaborated in order to explain how resources are converted 

into va~ing degrees of autonomy. 

In the prima~ principal-agent relation. the first thing 

the dominant class will attempt to do is set up constitutional 

limitations on the action of their agent. In the Absolutist Era 

these constitutional limits were of nllo basic types: (1) vague. 

traditional pronouncements about the rights and duties of kings 

and (2) written constitutions specifYing clear limits on rqyal 

authority. The first type was generally based on church law (as 

"divine right" also placed obligations on kings). and common law 

or "fundamental la,vs" (Mousnier. 1979: 651; Hintze. 1975: 314-

320). Needless to say. this type of "constitution" \Olas of only 

limited utility in controlling rulers. Constitutional limits that 

,vere clearly specified in contractual form. such as the Magna 

Carta (1215) and Provisions of Oxford (1258) in England and Mangus 

Eriksson's Land Law in &veden. ,vere much more effective. 

Constitutional constraints limited both the domain of the 

activi ty of the state as a 'tV'hole and the pml7ers of the king wi thin 

the state relative to other legislative or judicial bodies (i.e •• 

parlements. common law courts. parliaments, etc.). These consti

tutional limits. which primarily concerned the power of the king 

to tax and maintain armies. set up the basic frame,vork ~1ithin 

which the monitoring and sanctioning activities of principals 

could take place. Therefore. the strength of initial constitu

tional limits had important effects on the autonomy of Icings from 
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nobles. The very strong constitutional limits in England and 

&q~den made it much easier for the dominant classes to monitor and 

sanction their kings than w'as the case in France or Spain. t-7here 

the constitutional limits on r~a1 power were much weaker (Hintze. 

1975: 194). 

The existence of constitutional limits alone does not 

allm~ dominant classes to control kings. These constraints on 

r~al power and autonomy must be enforced through monitoring and 

sanctioning. The efficacy of dominant class monitoring varies 

depending on the positions members of the class hold within the 

state bureaucracy (the factors affecting this ,qill be discussed in 

the section on the internal principal-agent relation belmq). The 

three most common ways of monitoring are by remonstrances. 

judicial rulings. and auditing taxes. 

Legislative and judicial bodies (e.g •• provincial estates 

in France) controlled by nobles often had the right to publicly 

voice their opposition to Crown policies by issuing remonstran

ces. Remonstrances were intended to inform the members of the 

dominant class that the king "7as not acting in their interests 

(Hardy. 1967: vii). As Mousnier notes (1979: 434). these remon

strances often caused kings to change their decisions in order to 

avoid dominant class and popular protest. The importance of 

remonstrances to both kings and nobles is illustrated by the fact 

that the right \'las revoked by Louis XIV at the high point of his 

power (Hardy. 1967:11) and reinstated by the noble regency that 
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took over lvhen he died. Judicial rulings to1ere also used by class 

agents to monitol' kings. Noble-controlled courts (such as the 

English Common Lmv Courts) would often issue rulings stating that 

Crown policies had violated natural or common law. thus informing 

noble principals that their agent to1aS not complying wi th their 

wishes. Third. nobles attempted to set up institutions that they 

could control with the power to audit r~al taxation. One good 

example of this was the French provincial estates (Mousnier. 

1979: 619-620). 

Monitoring of kings could only be effective if principals 

could sanction their agent in situations in which he acted 

contraty to their interests. The primaty way in which dominant 

classes attempted to sanction Icings was by ttying to prevent him 

from collecting taxes. They were able to do this in nlO ways. 

When dominant class agents held positions in the state apparatus 

giving them the power to control tax collection. they used this 

power to sanction kings. If the king threatened to cut into noble 

surplus extraction. or was fighting unprofitable (for the nobil

ity) vIars. or otherwise acting against noble interests they would 

simply fail to vote for any further taxes for the CrOtm. This 

type of sanction to1aS possible only is a national legislative 

assembly controlled by the nobility existed and only if that 

organization had the pOto1er to tie the redress of grievances to the 

granting of taxes. 
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The English Parliament offers an example of this type of 

sanctioning. Perhaps the best example of thi~ is England's 

failure to participate in a significant '-lay in the Thirty Years 

War. The English Crown '<Tanted to participate in this pivotal war 

and thus requested money from Parliament to do so. HO\o7ever. a 

land war in the middle of the continent was not thought to be in 

the interests of members of the dominant class. since it lolould 

entail high taxes and would not benefit the nobility. Thus 

Charles I ~las granted only one-seventh of the money he requested 

by the Parliament in 1625. The resul t was that the small expedi-

tion the Icing sent to Cadiz 'olas a miserable failure and England 

was not a force in the war. 

A second alternative sanctioning mechanism. and one that 

lolaS only used as a last resort. was the failure to suppress 

peasant revolts against Crown taxation. and possibly even the 

instigation of such revolts. Free rider problems were minimized 

by the fact that kings often gave local and regional tax breaks. 

therefore increasing the p~ off to individual nobles. regardless 

of what other members of the class did. By far the majority of 

peasant revolts in the Absolutist Era l'1ere directed against high 

crown taxation9 (Tilly. 1975: 23). Since the nobility and the 

Crown were competing for shares of the surplus from peasant 

9. The fact that the peasants seemed to struggle more 
t<1i th the crown than 't'd th the nobility has led Tilly to suggest 
that it makes little sense to even think of them as a class 
(1981: 44-52. 109-44). 
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production. it t'las often in n.obleso interests either to ignore 

existing revolts or to incite peasants to revolt against high 

Crown taxation. Moreover. nobles l'lorking for the state \'lere often 

hardest hit by tax increases (Finer. 1975: 130). so they often did 

not attempt to put down revolts (Mousnier. 1970: 37. 40-42; 

1979: 741). The desired effect was to reduce the burden of Crown 

taxation so that nobles could maintain or increase their exploita-

tion of the peasantry (Mousnier. 1970: 48). The nobility thus 

often took a leading role in anti-fiscal rev 01 ts. t'lith the 

peasants playing only a "dependent and subordinate role" 

(Mousnier. 1970: 42). This tactic had to be used as a last resort 

since noble instigated revolts could. and sometimes did. turn 

against the nobility (Mousnier. 1970).10 

The next relations to be considered are the secondary 

principal-agent relations that exist between non-dominant classes 

and kings. The subordinate class (i.e •• peasants) and classes 

based in nascent m00es of production (i.e., merchant and later. 

industrial capitalists) often became secondary principals with 

respect to the royal agent. However. this ~las not alt'lays the 

case. Merchants were not strong enough to be a significant 

secondary principal in SlIleden or Spain--and only in Sweden did 

10. I do not mean to suggest that all peasant revolts 
were started by the nobility. Ma~ in fact were begun by peasants 
themselves. and often the nobles were victims. For a good summary 
of competing theoretical accounts of variations in the origins of 
peasant revolts see Lublinskaya (1973). 
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peasants have enough pml7er to act in this capacity. These classes 

were always potentially secondary principals. by virtue of their 

structural relation to the ruler. but they could not ahlays 

actualize that potential. When merchants and/or peasants were 

powerful and organized enough to act as secondary principals. they 

also could employ mechanisms of control to limit the autonomy of 

kings. In sharp contrast to equilibrium theories (Engels, 1972; 

Elias. 1982). I am arguing that the existence of more than one 

powerful social class does not increase the autonomy of kings but 

in fact decreases their autonomy by creating additional enforce

able controls on royal action. 

Secondary principals are often in a position to monitor 

and sanction kings. In Sweden. the power of the peasantry. based 

on their control of 50 percent of the land (Roberts. 1968: 38). 

provided them with a place in the Swedish legislative body. the 

Riksdag. Merchant capitalists enjoyed an even more powerful 

position in the state bureaucracy in the English House of Com

mons. The growth in trade. and especially the fact that royal 

revenue ~'las often derived from various forms of taxes on trade. 

often put merchant capitalists in a position to influence state 

policy. These positions provided secondary principals with some 

pOloler to sanction kings by rej ecting his requests for tax 

revenue. Royal requirements for liquid assets often made kings 

dependent on loans from merchant capitalists. Merchants t-lere 

sometimes able to obtain a position in the state bureaucracy in 
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exchange for large loans. Withholding of loans could also be used 

as a sanction against kings acting against merchants' interests. 

Capital flight could also be a serious threat. Furthermore. the 

widespread sale of state offices (especially in seventeenth 

centu~ France) al1m~ed many capitalists to get positions of power 

in the state. Lastly. peasants always had recourse to violent tax 

revolts which often served as a significant sanction on kings. 

limiting their ability to increase tax rates. 

When primazy and seconda~ principals are able to set up 

constitutional constraints and have institutionalized mechanisms 

to monitor and sanction kings. the autonomy of the ruler from the 

dominant class will generally be 1m~er than in situations in which 

control mechanisms in the prima~ principal-agent relation are 

weak. However. it should be clear form the above discussion that 

internal principal-agent relations concerning control over the 

personnel of the state apparatus are also of central importance in 

determining the formation and effective execution of state 

policy • 

The first mechanism used by kings to control their agents 

was rule-setting. The most important type of rule-setting 

concerns the rules governing recruitment to positions in the 

state. Throughout the Absolutist era kings ~'lanted to recruit 

state officials from classes other than the nobility (Hintze. 

1975: 240-241: Bendix. 1978: 220: Mousnier. 1982: 196; Poggi. 

1978: 71). To do this they had to insure that noble status t'1as 
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not one of the requisite rules of recruitment. By preventing 

noble monopolization of state offices rulers maximized revenue 

from selling state offices (since demand was not artificially con

strained). and minimized the likelihood that state officials 

would be able to act as a group against r~a1 interests. For 

these reasons kings attempted to recruit their own agents as often 

as possible from groups other than the nobility. 

The extent to which kings could control recruitment varied 

significantly across states in Western Europe. Their ability to 

do it successfully depended on noble power and unity. and on the 

availability of other groups (mainly the bourgeoisie) who were 

able and willing to compete with the nobility for access to 

positions in the state apparatus. In fact. since they had 

virtually no indigenous bourgeoisie. Swedish kings even used 

foreigners extensively to avoid relying exclusively on &~edish 

nobles. 

The problems kings faced in monitoring and sanctioning 

their agents are more complex. Monitoring the performance of 

r~al agents is especially difficult for two reasons: (1) the 

existence of non-standard conditions which prevented uniform 

monitoring procedures and (2) attributes of the performance of 

agents are costly to measure due to information a~mmetries 

(Hechter. 1984: 168). Collecting taxes provides a good example of 

these difficulties. The problem for kings was to insure that 

taxes made it to the royal treasury and were not pocketed along 
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the ~ .. ay by royal agents. Monitoring tax collection l'laS made 

difficult ~ the existence of non-standard conditions. Most 

Absolutist states ruled over areas of great economic diversity. 

Moreover. inadequacies in cartography meant that kings had only 

ve~ vague ideas of the exact extent of the lands over which they 

ruled (Mousnier. 1979: 689-698). The second problem concerns the 

difficulty of measuring the things to be taxed. the exact extent 

of landholdings. the exact volume of trade. etc., due to the 

inadequacies of existing statistics. These problems made uniform 

tax collection procedures (and thus detection of agents' devia

tions from these) ve~ difficult (Ardant. 1975: 176-181). 

Problems of monitoring gave royal agents a great deal of autonomy 

from control ~ the king and thus decreased the king's ability to 

use state power to realize his interests. 

A popular "solution" to this problem among Absolute 

monarchs was tax farming. Tax farming had the advantage of 

transferring monitoring problems from the king to the individual 

tax farmers. and generally substantially lowering the costs of 

collecting taxes. Moreover. rulers were insured of a reguJu£ 

revenue. the risks of seasonal variations or other disturbances 

lrlere born ~ the tax farmers. On the other hand. tax farming 

resulted in a large proportion of total revenues going to state 

agents and not directly to the state. Moreover. tax farmers eager 

to maximize their revenues often over-taxed and provoked revolts. 
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All in all~ trut: farming ~·]as a system that \-ras used only out of 

necessity--due to monitoring problems that could not be resolved .. 

Another problem facing kings was to set up a system of 

sanctions that would best insure the compliance of their agents. 

Kings general~ tried some combination of three types of sanctions 

to induce compliance: (1) monetaty rewards. (2) controlling the 

location of their agents~ and (3) removal of the agents from state 

office. Monetaty rewards were used to create dependence. If 

kings could afford to pay their agents they would be more likely 

to comply than if the source of their income t-ras economic activity 

outside of the state. Several examples illustrate the importance 

of monetaty rewards in insuring compliance. Finer (1975: 99-100~ 

117-121) argues that the unpaid. volunteer militia a~ in England 

was harder for the king to control than the paid standing armies 

of France and Spain. The l~alty of state officials to the crm-rn 

during the Fronde in France was also influenced ~ the source of 

their income. Members of provincial parlements whose income came 

mainly from their land tended not to support the Cro\07n. whereas 

court nobles and members of the King's Council and Sovereign 

Courts whose income came mainly from their offices generally 

remained l~al (Mousnier. 1979: 173-179. 209). The interaction of 

agency relations must also be taken into account. The ability of 

Icings to pay their agents depended on their resources. thus on the 

primaty principal-agent relation with the nobility. 

126 



If Icings 'vere able to remove agents from their p01"er bases 

v1ithin local networks and place them in areas in which they had no 

vested interests or connections. they could more easily induce 

compliance. This factor is one of the main differences between 

the French Intendents and the English Justices of the Peace. The 

locally-based Justices of the Peace ,,,ere much less likely to act 

in the interests of the Crown than the non-local Intendents (Nef. 

1957). Lastly. if the king had the ability to remove his agents 

from office he could control them much more easily than if the 

offices ,,,ere hereditary or O1I7ned as possessions for life. As 

Bendix notes (1978: 337). kings often had little control over the 

performance of duties in offices that they sold. Therefore. kings 

,,,ith available resources attempted to create commissioned offices 

dependent on regular salaries staffed ~ agents that could be 

removed at a~ time by the monarch. In fact. commissioned agents 

of the Cr01l7n were often used to monitor the activities of less 

reliable agents of the ruler (Hintze, 1975: 293-294). 

~vo things can be concluded from this brief discussion of 

mechanisms of control in relations beuveen principals and agents 

in the Absolutist era. First. these mechanisms were often 

ineffective, meaning that agents often had a great deal of 

autonomy from principals, in each of the three levels of 

principal-agent relations discussed above. Perhaps the reason for 

the general ineffectiveness of mechanisms of control is that the 

technology of "surveillance" only became 'tolell developed with 
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capitalism and the modern state (Giddens. 1981: 169-181; 

Foucaul t. 1979). Since both were only beginning to develop in the 

Absolutist era we would expect surveillance mechanisms essential 

for monitoring. such as communications technology and information 

processing. to be primitive. This is not to s~ that control is 

unproblematic in advanced capitalist societies. but only that 

technological advances have made it somewhat more feasible. The 

second conclnsion to be drawn is that the mecha~sms of control 

available to principals varied both over time and between coun-

tries. This variation. along with variations in the distribution 

of resources between principals and agents. should allow us to 

explain variations in Crown autonomy from dominant classes. 

Interests and State Policy 
Preferences of Classes and Honarchs 

The theoretical specification of the determinants of 

variations in Crown autonomy presented above is only the first 

step tm.;ard an analysis of state policy formation. One basic 

question remains unanswered: what \.;ill classes or rulers do when 

they control state pOt'ler? In order to answer this question it is 

necessary to discuss in some detail the interests and state policy 

preferences of nobles. merchant capitalists. and monarchs. This 

will provide an explanation of \l7hy specific choices of state 

policies were made. given existing structural constraints. I am 

assuming that the most general interests of all actors are to 

maximize their \"ealth and power. In order to realize these 
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interests. actors form particular state policy preferences. The 

policies preferred by actors will be a function of their general 

interests and the structural constraints which limit their 

available choices. 

The general interests of the nobili~J are fairly straight

forward. They want the Crown to insure that they are protected 

from external threats and can adequately exploit their peasants. 

Since land was the basis of wealth in the feudal era. the nobility 

had an interest in controlling as much land as possible. Since 

the power of the peasant~ was great enough in Western Europe to 

prevent the reimposition of serfdom (Brenner. 1976 8 1982). this 

control generally took the form of extracting exploitative rents 

from the peasant~. A second option open to the nobility \.]as to 

confisca te communally held peasant property. However. this • .;ras 

only possible when the peasantry lacked the organization and power 

to resist and when the Crown was not willing or able to intervene 

on their behalf. 

A third possibility was to support a state that could take 

land from other states and redistribute it among the nobility. 

This third option \.;ras by far the most risky and the least desir

able to the nobles since it would necessitate high taxes. the war 

might not be successful or. if it t.;ras successful the Crown itself 

might attempt to keep the confiscated land. 

The main problem t>Ji th t'lar from the nobles' perspective \'las 

that it required high taxes. and the nobility consistently 
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attempted to keep taxation low. It is obvious that the nobility 

would try to avoid being taxed directly. and they were usually 

successful in doing so (though not always) (see Behrens. 1963). 

But the nobility was also concerned with minimizing taxation of 

the peasantry. The reason for this is th~t nobles and monarchs 

were engaged in a basically zero-sum game of extracting a surplus 

from peasant production since peasant productivity tended to grow 

very slowly. if at all (Brenner. 1976: 69; Skocpol. 1979: 49). 

If Crown taxation of the peasantry got too high. noble revenues 

were threatened. Therefore. the main interests of the nobility in 

the agrarian sector of the econo~ were to control productive land 

and hold down royal taxation. 

Since the interests and policy preferences of classes and 

rulers are shaped by structural conditions. they should be 

expected to change when these structural conditions change. The 

nobility initially desired a minimal state that did not require 

large tax revenues. However. throughout the Absolutist Era. due 

primarily to periods of high Crown autonomy. this noble interest 

"(.;ras usually not realized. Absolutist states did grow, creating 

many net-1 opportunities for employment in the a~ and administra

tive bureaucracy. The primary interest of the nobility in this 

case was to use the state for "rent-seeking." According to 

Tullock (1980: 17) D "an individual t.;rho invests in something that 

t.,ill not actually improve productivity or t.,ill actually lower it. 

but that does raise his income because it gives him some special 
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position or monopoly power. is 'rent-seeking'. and the 'rent' is 

the income derived." I t<7ant to further distinguish between two 

types of rent-seeking: "political" and "market". Political 

rent-seeking involves purchasing a state office that will provide 

revenue for the officeholder (e.g •• tax farming). Market 

rent-seeking involves buying a privileged position in the market 

that will produce an income higher than that available by compet

ing equally in the market (e. g •• buying a royal monopoly). The 

nobility wanted these lucrative state offices. but they wanted to 

compete successfully against often richer merchant capitalists for 

them. Rent-seeking of a~ kind (political or market) can often be 

expensive as potential rent-seekers compete for scarce positions. 

Therefore. the nobility attempted to monopolize access to these 

positions based on their noble status. and thus to keep the price 

lower than if perfect competition existed. Needless to say. since 

rulers wanted to extract maximum revenues from their position as 

monopoly suppliers of rent-producing positions. it was in their 

interest to prevent noble attempts at closure. 

Merchant capitalists. 'tlTho became an important bridge 

beolTeen the feudal and capitalist modes of production during the 

transition period. had increasingly important effects on state 

policy during the Absolutist Era. The fact that they possessed 

liquid assets made them important to rulers in need of money 

quickly in order to fight 'tvars. Therefore. merchants' interests 

must be taken into account. 
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The interests of merchants in the Absolutist Era varied 

depending on the level of trade (or. more generally. aggregate 

demand) and the size of the class itself. At the risk of over

simplification. it is possible to distinguish between two general 

stages of merchants interests. It is not possible to date these 

stages since their timing varied in different positions in the 

world economy. In the first stage the merchant class is vezy 

small. aggregate demand is low. and merchants concentrated on long 

distance trade of lUXUry goods. The low level of trade meant that 

price differentials between different areas of the world economy 

't'1ere great. resul ting in large profits for merchants able to 

control particular product markets. Therefore. in this early 

stage merchants desired to engage in rent-seeking. and thus 

favored state policies promoting monopolies. protective tariffs. 

and other mercantilist legislation. The fact that there were fell1 

merchants to compete for rent-producing positions meant that a 

large proportion of the class could profit from mercantilist 

rent-seeking. 

The second stage in the development of merchants' inter

ests occurs 't'lhen the class grovls larger and both aggregate demand 

and the amount of trade increase. The growth in trade lessens the 

price differentials within the world economy making long distance 

trade less profitable and the increase in the size of the merchant 

class results in a large proportion of the class being excluded 

from rent-producing positions due to existing mercantilist 
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restrictions. Therefore D many merchants begin to support the 

abolition of mercantilist restrictions and the opening of mar

kets. Policies of laissez-faire come to be favored by the 

majority of the class (although th~ are opposed ~ the few who 

hold rent-producing positions in the market). Furthermore. the 

growth of home mass markets for textiles makes protoindustrial 

activities a vexy profitable strategy for merchants. 

This transformation in the interests of merchants occurred 

first in the Netherlands. then in England. and even later in 

France. Not only were internal structural changes responsible for 

the transformation. but imitation of successful rivals also played 

an important part (Bendix. 1978: 251). The Dutch econo~ was a 

model for English merchants in the seventeenth centuxy. (e.g., 

Petty and Mun) ~l7ho were instrumental in developing a new 

laissez-faire ideology (Appleby. 1978: 73-98). Merchants in 

Parliament in the early seventeenth centuxy argued against the 

artificial scarcity and high prices caused by royal patents and 

company privileges (Appleby. 1978). Later, French Physiocrats 

such as Quesnay and Turgot obtained pO\Olerful positions in the 

state and argued for the opening of markets in an attempt to 

imitate the success of the English (Neuman. 1952: 38-40). This 

transformation in merchants interests. along ~l7ith their increasing 

power. had important effects on the formation of state policy 

throughout Western Europe. 
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The general interests of rulers have been tITe11 described 

by Levi (1981) as "predatory. If meaning that the rulers of states 

are interested in maximizing their OilTn weal th and pot"er. However. 

the existing descriptions of royal interests do not go far 

enough. It is necessary to specifY the general interests of 

monarchs more fully and to outline in detail the state policies 

preferred by rulers attempting to realize their interests. 

t-lhen they were sutonomous enough to do so, monarchs 

attempted to pursue three basic policies: (1) protect and heavily 

tax peasant property. (2) build empires. and (3) use economic 

development for political accumulation through rent-seeking (using 

mercantilist policies). The first of these policies is the 

earliest and in some ways the most basic. I argued above that 

nobles attempted to control or even confiscate peasant property in 

order to increase their incomes. Rulers attempted to prevent this 

from happening (Brenner, 1976.1982). Since the agrarian sector of 

the econoII!Y ilTaS by far the largest. rulers had to get most of 

their revenue from taxing one of the two main social classes in 

this sector. Noble class power was in most cases strong enough to 

prevent the monarch from taxing them. so the only remaining 

alternative for rulers was to tax the peasantry. Therefore. it 

w'as in the Cro"m r s interest to keep land in peasant possession. 

Any land taken from the peasants by the nobility \lTas also taken 

from the tax base of the Crown. Once peasant property rights 

t.,ere protected. the policy aim of monarchs "las to tax them as 
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heavily as possible. This too conflicted with noble interests 

since it threatened to cut into their share of the surplus of 

peasant production. 

The second main policy preference of predatory rulers 

interested in political accumulation was much the same as that of 

the nobles during the era of feudal parcellized sovereignty. 

Since land was the main source of ,.,;real th and power in the feudal 

ere and the transitionaty era characterized by the rise of Absolu

tist sta teso both periods ~1ere marked by warfare as rivals tried 

to expand their landholdings. In the Absolutist Era discovery of 

netv lands t.,;ras also possible. All rulers t17anted to pursue 

empire-building policies. Th10 types of empire-building policies 

were possible: (1) building an intra-european empire through t ... ar 

and (2) building an extra-european empire through discovery (i.e. o 

a colonial empire). Both types of empires added prestige and 

status to the Crmvn. in addition to wealth and power. The 

revenues derived from empires made the Crown less dependent on 

taxation of the agrarian sector of the economy controlled by the 

nobility. All intra-european empire-building policies based on 

war in the Absolutist Era failed in the long run. due either to 

high overhead costs which led to internal opposition to the high 

levels of taxation required or the strength of competing core 

states (Chase-Dunn. 1981: 19-42). Extra-European colonial 

empire-building policies l:1ere generally more profitable. but 

required a favorable geographical position. Both types of 
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empire-building were among the most basic policy aims of all 

Absolute monarchs. 

The third basic Crown policy aim during the mercantilist 

era was to use economic development to serve royal interests. pri

marily short-term fiscal interests. Marx's analysis of the role 

of Absolutism in the transition is based on the very fertile 

metaphor of the state acting as a "hothouse" for capitalist 

economic development (1967: 751). This metaphor can be under

stood in 'tItlO tvays. Marx stressed the way the state hastened the 

development of capitalist social relations of production. 

HOl·lever. there is another. and I t'lould suggest more fruitful. t"ay 

of understanding h~v the state acted as a hothouse. The hothouse 

metaphor can also imply that the state controlled and channelled 

capitalist development. keeping it within specific parameters. 

Rulers did not generally intervene in the economy to hasten 

economic development. i.e •• to increase the gross national 

product. On the contrary. they intervened to insure that economic 

development served their interests (Stone. 1947: 103-20: Poggi. 

1978: 78; Mousnier. 1979: 473-75). Absolute monarchs generally 

had four main interests in economic development: (1) to maintain 

order internally ~ making sure people worked. (2) to provide the 

materials for war to decrease dependence on other states. (3) to 

provide luxury goods for Cruwn and Court consumption and most 

importantly. (4) to create the kind of economic development that 

provides Crmln revenue (i.e •• rent-seeking). These mercantilist 

136 



economic policies were oriented mainly to'tl1ard increasing state 

l>7ealth and pot-1er (Heckscher. 1955; Neuman. 1952: 9; Ekelund and 

Tollison. 1981). 

Rulers used economic development to increase their revenue 

through creating opportunities for rent-seeking in 1:'t110 ways. They 

sold favorable positions in the market which provided profits 

beyond those that would be available under conditions of perfect 

competition (r~a1 monopolies. protective tariffs. etc.) and they 

sold positions in the state bureaucracy (venal offices) which 

provided income for the purchasers. This type of Crown interven

tion in the economw tended to distort the development of capital

ism. The former channelled capitalist development in certain 

directions; the latter competed ~·1ith capitalist development by 

draining capitalists and capital from profit- seeking activities. 

These r~al strategies. contrary to Marx's discussion of hothouse 

effects. had negative consequences for capitalist development 

(Smith. 1937; Posner. 1980). 

As Baysinger et ale (1981) and Ekelund and Tollison (1981) 

argue. Absolutism was a uniquely favorable political situation for 

rent-seeking to develop. Although Weber does not use the termin

ology of rent-seeking. t'1hen he notes (1968: 1091) that "politi

cally oriented capitalism • • • is very much compatible 'olith 

patrimonialism." he is making a very similar argument. Since 

there is only one leader (as opposed to the divided sovereignty of 

a Parliament or Congress). the transaction costs of creating rent-
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seeking agreements t·1ill be very 10>01. Therefore. the demand for 

rent-producing positions from the state should be high. Most 

existing theories of rent-seeking (Buchanan. et. al •• 1980) 

concentrate on the demand side of rent-seeking behavior. explain

ing the prevalence of rent-seeking in terms of the demand for such 

positions. Although I am not denying the importance of demand. I 

think it is important to stress the policy aims of rulers which 

determine the supply of rent-producing positions. 

Now that both the determinants of autonomy and the 

interests and policy preferences of the relevant actors have been 

specified. we should be able to explain variations in state 

policies in Absolutist Western Europe. 

Conclusion 

This chapter suggests that the initial formation of 

Absolutist states can best be understood as a two stage process 

involving both cooperation and conflict between rulers and 

dominant classes. Problems faced by the feudal nobility through

out Western Europe encouraged them to set up "minimal states" to 

provide protection and enforce contracts. However. due to the 

inability of members of the nobility to control monarchs. the 

scope of state authority and the power of rulers expanded from 

that of the minimal state to Absolutist states. The significant 

differences across states in Western Europe in the process of 

sta te formation to7ill be documented and explained in the case 

studies to follo>o1 (Chapters 6-9). 
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Once Absolutist states are created. the central question 

becomes: how are state policies formed? I have argued that 

variations in autonomy are a central determinant of variations in 

state policy. The factors determining the actual degree of 

autonomy of rulers of Absolutist states are (1) the resources of 

rulers and dominant and subordinate classes and (2) the control 

capacities of dominant and subordinate classes. Variations on 

these two dimensions will be shown to affect the level of ruler 

autonomy in all Western European Absolutisms. 

The relationship between variations in autonomy and state 

policy can only be understood by taking the interests and strate

gies of the relevant actors into account. Only then can we know 

,,,hat different actors t>li11 do "lhen they control state power. 

Therefore this chapter provided an analysis of the interests and 

strategies of rulers. nobles. and merchant capitalists. However. 

one important question remains unanswered: how did the various 

policies of Absolutist rulers affect economic development? 
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CHAPTER 5 

CROWN AUTONOMY .. STATE POLICY .. AND 

ECONOHIC DEVELOPl1ENT IN WESTERN EUROPE 

In the preceeding chapter. I argued that variations in 

Crown autonomy and the interests and strategies of rulers and 

members of social classes together could explain variations in the 

policies of Absolutist states in Western Europe. In this chapter. 

the effects of different state policies on economic development 

will be discussed. 

The discussion will be divided on OvO dimensions: (1) 

degree of autonoII!Y and (2) position in the \l7orld-system. As I 

argued in Chapter 4. the primary determinant of variations in 

state policies in the Absolutist Era is the degree of autonoII!Y of 

rulers from dominant classes (coupled with the interests and 

policy preferences of each). In this chapter. I will demonstrate 

that the effects of state policies on economic development vary 
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~stematically depending on the position of the countty in the 

tvorld-~stem.1 

Generally low Crown autonomy results in policies favorable 

to economic development in the core. but high Crown autonomy is a 

necessaty condition for policies favorable to economic development 

in noncore countries. The different effects of Crown autonomy on 

economic development are a consequence of variations in the 

economic conditions in different parts of the world-~stem or. 

more specifically. the resources available in different positions. 

In core countries (England. France). nobles and merchant capi-

talists will generally have the resources necessaty to engage in 

the investment which tiTill result in economic development. They 

will thus be able to compete effectively on the world market 

without state assistance. The predatoty policies of monarchs with 

high autonomy will usually dissipate these resources and thus 

hinder economic development. Outside the core of the world-~stem 

(S~leden. Spain). dominant classes will not be able to compete 

effectively lIJith core producers since they ~Jill generally have 

fewer resources (i.e •• capital. skilled labor. and the most 

efficient technology). In this context. the resources necessaty 

1. I am using the development of a world market at this 
point as an exogeneous variable and will not discuss the factors 
leading to its formation (see Wallerstein. 1974. 1980. for such 
arguments). Hmqever e it is important to note that state policies 
tvere not only affected by an already existing world-~stem but in 
ma~ w~s helped to shape it. The relationship beniTeen state 
policies and the development and transformation of the t-lorld
~stem must thus be understood as reciprocal and dYnamic. 
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for the productive investment that t\Till spur economic growth can 

often by amassed only by highly autonomous monarchs able to 

maintain high levels of taxation. Of course. autonomous monarchs 

may or may not use their resources to produce economic growth 

(depending on structural conditions and their discount rates). 

High Crown autonomy outside the core of the world-~stem is thus a 

necessazy but not sufficient condition for economic development. 

State Policies and 
Economic Development 

The policies of some Absolutist states facilitated 

economic development while those of others hindered it. Moreover. 

similar policies had different effects on economic development in 

different industries and in different parts of the world-~stem. 

The causes of these significant policy differences and different 

consequences can be explained by the interests and strategies of 

kings. merchants. and nobles; variations in the degree of autonomy 

of the former from the ttlTo latter; and the specific characteris-

tics of core and noncore positions in the t\Tor1d-~stem. 

Prior to examining the consequences of variations in state 

policies. it is important to note that at a vezy general level the 

existence of a state (almost any state) has positive effects on 

economic development. There are at least three basic advantages 

of states over feudal parcellized sovereignty: (1) they could 

maintain order (at least to some extent) over a much larger area. 

(2) they could create a fairly uniform ~stem of weights and 
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measures. (3) they could create a standardized moneta~ ~stem. 

and (4) they could build the infrastructure necessa~ for economic 

development (roads. bridges. canals. etc.). Not all states did 

these things. but the existence of a state was a necessa~ 

condition for them to be done. Each of these features tends to 

l~ver the transaction costs of exchange and thus facilitates 

economic deve10pment. 2 

However. in spite of these general positive effects of 

state policies on economic development. variations in state 

policies led to ve~ different degrees of economic development 

across Western Europe. In this chapter I toli11 analyze the effects 

of state policies on economic development in two main areas: (1) 

agriculture and (2) indust~ and protoindust~. In so doing. I 

will tie together several general arguments concerning the role of 

Absolutist states in economic development (derived from Marxist. 

Weberian. and Neoclassical traditions) that up until now have 

never been combined. The combination of these arguments will 

provide a much fuller explanation of the interaction of political 

and economic factors in the transition from feudalism to capi-

ta1ism. 

The structure of this chapter will be as fo11~vs. I will 

first look at the core of the wor1d-~stem. Both agricultural and 

2. These "functions" of states for economic development 
of course do not provide an explanation for the formation and 
continued existence of states. State formation il\Ust be explained 
in a nonfunctionalist manner (see Chapters 3 and 4). 
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industrial development under conditions of high Crot-m autonomy 

will be discussed D fo11mved by an analysis of agriculture and 

industry t'1hen autonomy is lo'{v. The same pattern t1i11 then be 

followed for countries in semi-peripheral positions in the wor1d-

system. 

High Cr~wn Autonomy and the Development of 
Agriculture in the Core of the World-system 

As I argued in Chapter 4. the primary strategy of kings in 

the agrarian sector of the economy is to protect and heavily tax 

peasant property (Bath. 1977: 112; Kriedte D 1983: 26). The 

nobility. on the other hand. is interested in controlling or even 

confiscating peasant property '{vhen possible and keeping royal 

taxes 1mv on peasant land. The type of state policy that results 

is an outcome of the resources of kings, nobles, merchants. and 

peasants and the ability of the noble and merchant principals to 

control their royal agent. When the nobility is unable to control 

the king, state pOlicy t-1ill tend to reflect Crown interests. tihen 

the nobility is able to exercise control over the king. state 

policy will reflect noble interests. 

Agricultural productivity increased dramatically in some 

areas of early modern Western Europe due to important 
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technological improvements. 3 The most important advances in 

agricultural technique in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

were the use of "up and down" (convertible) husbandry. higher 

concentrations of manure. new fallm.; crops. and the floating of 

the water meadows (Kerridge. 1967). It was primarily these 

innovations that led to increases in agricultural productivity in 

some areas of Western Europe and the failure to adopt them that 

prevented productivity increases else~.;here. 

The important question therefore is under what structural 

conditions would actors controlling land choose strategies of 

innovation? I will argue that innovation occurred when actors had 

both the ability (i.e •• resources) and the incentive to inno

vate. 4 The incentive to innovate is due to the availability of 

markets for agrarian produce and the presence of capitalist social 

relations of production. Only when markets are available to sell 

3. The total output of the agricultural sector of the 
econ0llo/ in the Absolutist Era was increased in two ways. exten
sively and intensively. Extensive increase involves bringing more 
land under cultivation. often as a response to population pres
sure. The problem with extensive increase in early modern Western 
Europe (in addition to its obvious ecological limits) ~'1as that it 
quickly led to diminishing returns since the new land brought 
under cultivation t'1as usually of inferior quality and thus 
productivity was lower. I will therefore concentrate on intensive 
increases resulting from more efficient use of land already under 
cul tivation. 

4. This argument is in .direct opposition to those v7hich 
suggest that differences in economic development are due to 
differences in "mentalities" (La Roi Ladurie. 1974). In contrast 
to this form of cultural determinism. I am suggesting that when 
structural conditions change. they t'1ill transform incentive 
structures and thus (given adequate resources) lead to different 
behavior. 
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surplus produce lvilJ. actors choose to invest capital into innova

tions to increase agricultural productivity5 (North and Thomas. 

1973). When markets for food are not available. there is no 

incentive to produce above subsistence needs. The incentives are 

increased when population increases force up food prices (as in 

the sixteenth century "price revolution") (Bath. 1977: 97: 

Kallenbenz. 1976: 93) (see Appendix A). 

The consequence of high Crown autonomy in the agrarian 

sector of the econo~ is the dominance of small scale. mainly 

subsistence. highly taxed peasant agriculture (since the interest 

of the king is to protect and tax peasant property. and when 

autonomy is high. this interest tvill be realized). When land-

holding is kept small and in the possession of peasants. the 

transition to capitalist social relations is hindered and growth 

of agricultural productivity remains very slow (Brenner. 1976. 

1982). Several factors account for the slow development of 

agricul ture in this context. Economies of scale that \o1ould resul t 

from the concentration of landholding (Bath. 1977: 46: Kallen-

benz. 1976: 93) are absent. Only large landowners were likely to 

have enough money to save and eventually invest as capital 

5. The incentive to innovate is also a function of the 
existing social relations of production which determine the costs 
of labor. Even if markets exist D if labor is not costlYD there 
will be no incentive for land~Nners to lessen the necessary labor 
by technical innovation. The lack of innovation and l~w produc
tivity of Eastern European export agriculture can be explained by 
the maintenance of feudal social relations of production. Eastern 
European nobles had no incentive to replace cheap serf labor. 
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(Cipolla. 1976: 29-34).6 Therefore. a high concentration of 

landholding l'1as an important structural condition for agrarian 

innovation. 7 In general. the larger the size of units of agricul-

tural production. given the existence of markets and capitalist 

social r~lations of production. the higher their productivity 

(Brenner. 1976. 1982; Bath. 1977: 46. Ka11enbenz. 1976: 93). 

The effects of size of landholdings. as the effects of markets and 

demographic changes. are a1w'ays mediated by the existing social 

relations of production (Brenner. 1976. 1982). 

The fact that agricultural production is for use and not 

for exchange (i.e •• that feudal social relations still dominate) 

means that there is no necessity for peasants to improve 

productivity. Peasants not only lacked the means to innovate but 

even when they did have the means. they lacked the incentive. 

Only when agrarian producers are forced to compete on a ~rket to 

6. However, savings alone did not insure investment. 
Investment opportunities must also be present. and the level of 
uncertainty concerning returns of investments must be decreased. 
Othenvise. savings would simply be hoarded. Hoarding was very 
common in precapita1ist Western Europe. For one extreme example. 
Cipolla (1976: 42) relates the story of a rich merchant and 
government official who died in 1445 with 720 pounds of gold 
coins. Only when savings occurred in the context of market 
opportunities and relatively 1m] uncertainty did investment and. 
as a result. economic development take place. 

7. One very interesting exception to this is the case of 
the Netherlands. In spite of the fact that landholdings were 
generally small. productivity in the agrarian sector tvas very high 
(Bath. 1977: 81). This example suggests that lvhen markets and 
capitalist social relations of production are present. a high 
concentration of landholding may not be a necessaty condition for 
economic development in agriculture. 
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reproduce themselves is increasing productivity a necessary 

strategy (Brenner. 1976. 1982). 

There are also important negative multiplier effects of 

low agricultural productivity. Lm~ productivity in the agricul

tural sector limits the growth of towns (Gould. 1972: 100). 

Furthermore. the existence of a large subsistence sector in the 

economy limits aggregate demand. thus slm~ing the growth of other 

economic sectors (with the exception of the production of lUxury 

goods which do not require a large market). Lastly. tvhen the 

state (aided by the power of the peasantry) is able to keep land 

in the hands of small peasant producers. the concentration of 

wealth necessary for saving and investment is prevented. and rates 

of aggregate saving and investment "lill be very 1m., (Cipolla. 

1976: 29-39). For these reasons. when kings are able to use 

state power to pursue their interests in the agrarian sector of 

the economy. the result is to hinder the grm~th of agricul tural 

productivity (thus also preventing the multiplier effects that 

would resul t from such growth) and generally to slow down the pace 

of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. The intervention 

of autonomous rulers results in C3. form of "structural blockage" 

(Delacroix and Ragin. 1981) that prevents market-induced social 

differentiation that 't-7ould produce economic grm'1th in the core. 

\.Jhen the CrO'to]fl has a high degree of autonomy, it tvil1 not 

only protect small peasant proprietorships but also heavily tax 

the agricultural producers. These high rates of direct taxation 
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will decrease the ability of producers to use technologies that 

to1ould increase productivity by preventing capital accumulation. 

Moreover. ~'lhen tax rates went up as production increased (as they 

did in France). the incentive to increase production was dimin-

ished. Lastly. high taxes l'lould decrease the purchasing power of 

agricultural producers. depressing aggregate demand, and hus 

hinder grm'lth in other sectors. 

One of the main reasons that kings maintained high rates 

of direct taxation was to pursue an empire-building strategy. It 

is thus necessaxy to discuss the negative effects on the agrarian 

economy of state empire-building strategies (Lane. 1975; Cipolla, 

1976; Cole, 1941; Ames and Rapp. 1977; Tilly. 1985). I will focus 

not on extra-European colonial empires8 but intra-European 'world 

empires" (Wallerstein. 1980). The empire-building strategies that 

led to constant ,\'larfare throughout the Absolutist Era did have 

some positive economic effects. such as increasing demand in 

mining (for weapons) and textiles (for uniforms). However, these 

were far oun'leighed by the negative effects. Lane (1975). Ames 

and Rapp (1977), and Tilly (1985) stress the extent to which the 

8. Extra-European colonial empires did provide one impor
tant source of capital accumulation. Marx (1967: 713-764) and 
contemporaxy l'lorld-system theorists (Wallerstein. 1974) stress 
that the development of the core of the t'lOrld-system l'laS predi
cated to a large extent on the extraction of resources from the 
periphery. first through plunder (gold and silver from the 
Americas and slaves from Africa) and later through a process of 
"unequal exchange." With respect to extra-European colonial 
empire-building. the interests of the Crown and of merchant 
capitalists seem to be in accord. 
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extraction of "tribute" by kings in order to conduct wars (i. e •• 

the eJctent to which taxes collected for protection exceeded the 

actual cost to the state of providing protection) drained surplus 

and prevented economic development. Cipolla (1976: 5-10) adds 

that empire-building strategies usually lead to currency 

devaluation and inflation. a bloated state bureaucracy. and a 

"conservative mentality" that prevents economic innovation. 

The recurring fiscal crises that resulted from the 

constant wars of the Absolutist Era prevented kings from pursuing 

tax policies that 'vould result in the development of agriculture 

and greater tax revenues in the long run. Lower tax rates could 

have resulted in higher productivity. thus enlarging the tax base 

and in the long run increasing total tax revenues. Hmvever. the 

exigencies of \var meant that Absolute monarchs did not have the 

luxuIy of developing strategies that may have been more beneficial 

in the long term. The structural constraints on the actions of 

rulers dictated that short-term rationality. with unintended and 

150 



unforeseen negative long-term consequences~ lV'ou1d be dominant. 9 

In fact. Cooper (1978: 60) has argued that the main reason French 

agriculture lagged behind the English was the ruin caused ~ the 

constant warfare engaged in by the French state. 

High Crown Autonomy and Economic Development 
in Manufacturing and Protoindustry in the Core 

Beginning with Adam Smith's criticisms of mercantilist 

policies (1937) through Nef's (1957) comparison of England and 

France and North and Thomas' (1973) transaction cost analysis of 

9. The way autonomous monarchs reacted to the "price 
revo1ution u provides a good illustration of this short-term 
rationality. One of the most important agricultural "problems" 
that early rulers of Absolutist states had to confront was the 
sixteenth-century "price revolution" that caused an extended rise 
in food prices. In contrast to early arguments that attributed 
this long period of inflation to the influx of precious metals 
from the Americas (Hamilton. 1934). most contemporary w'riters 
agree that the primary cause was the population increase that 
increased the demand for food (Goldstone. 1983; Ka11enbenz. 1976: 
190-200). Hml7 were rulers to respond to this long period of 
demographically induced inflation? Since one of the main effects 
of the price revolution was to drain royal finances (Goldstone. 
1983: 162). it would seem to be in the interest of rulers to 
counteract it. Hhen they were autonomous enough to do so. that is 
exactly what rulers did. Ka11enbenz (1976: 191) lists four types 
of state actions oriented tml7ard counteracting the price revolu
tion: (1) freezes on prices and \l7ages. (2) forbidding excessive 
profits and monopolies. (3) passing 1cilY's against luxury consump
tion. and (4) putting duties on imports and exports. Again. 
however. these actions by autonomous monarchs in the core (with 
the exception of 1m'1s against monopolies) had negative effects on 
economic development. Hml7ever. a minority of economists have 
pointed to the positive effects of \01ar on economic development. 
citing the tendency for the pressure of \l7ar to force necessary 
social reorganizations (Organski and Kugler. 1980). Braude1 
(1984: 57) also argues that Har facilitated economic development 
in the Absolutist Era (fo11ml7ing Sombart). A general discussion 
of the relation beo17een war and economic development is beyond the 
scope of this paper. I will only attempt to demonstrate that its 
effects were on the ~]ho1e negative in Absolutist Western Europe. 
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Hestern history and contemporary analyses of rent-seeking (Eke1und 

and Tollison. 1981; Posner. 1980; Tullock. 1980), economists have 

argued that state policies that interfere with market mechanisms 

usually have negative long-term (and perhaps short-term) effects 

on economic development. These theorists differ according to 

whether they attribute the origin of these state policies to the 

interests and pm~er of merchants (Smith. 1937). of monarchs (North 

and Thomas. 1973), or to some combination of both (Eke1und and 

Tollison. 1981). but all agree that the general effects on 

economic development are negative. 

There are two central ~namics in the transition from 

feudalism to capitalism. The first is the transition to capital

ist social relations in agriculture. This included the concentra

tion of 1a~dho1ding. the creation of a landless labor force. the 

development of ne\~ techniques of agricultural production. and the 

vast increases in productivity that resulted from these changes. 

The second central ~namic of the transition involves the 

group that provided the link between the feudal and capitalist 

modes of production. merchant capitalists. Recent work on proto

industrialization indicates that the strategies pursued by 

merchant capitalists and not the "really revolutionary path" of 

producers coming up through the ranks (Marx. 1967. III: 323-327; 

Dobb. 1946) are the key to understanding the transition (Tilly, 

1982; Kreidte. 1983). The transformation of the strategies of 

merchants {due to the increasing size of the class and higher 
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aggregate demand from exploiting price differentials in 10ng

distance trade of 1wturies to controlling the protoindustrial 

production of necessities (mainly textiles) marks the beginning of 

nonagricultural proletarianization. the creation of a home market. 

and the primazy accumulation of capital. This combination of 

factors set the stage for the large-scale. mechanized. urban 

industrial production that was to follow. The stage of proto

industrial production in the countryside is thus a crucial stage 

in the transition (Kreidte. 1983. Reddy. 1985). and the "prime 

movers" in this stage t'lere merchant capitalists. 

Due to the importance of merchant capitalists in the 

transition. a~ discussion of the consequences of state policies 

for industrial and protoindustria1 development must concentrate on 

how those policies affected the strategies of merchants. In the 

Absolutist Era merchants had. very generally. two possible. 

strategies to pursue to gain wealth. profit seeking or rent 

seeking. Profit seeking involves competing with others in a 

market for the production and sale of goods or services. Rent 

seelcing~ on the other hand. involves obtaining a special position 

in the market or state that produces income (Tullock. 1980: 17). 

Profit seeking tends to increase total economic productivity 

whereas rent seeking generally 1m'lers it (Buchanan. 1980: 4; 

Tullock. 1980). 

The degree of autonomy of kings. through its effects on 

the types of state policies pursued. will partially determine 
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"lhether rent seeking or profit seeking is the optimal strategy for 

merchants. All kings. as argued above. attempt to control and 

channel capitalist development to serve their short-term fiscal 

interests. They build tax-producing "hothouses" that direct 

capitalist development. During Colbert's administratior,. the 

French Crown got half of its income from granting monopoly and 

cartel (guild) rights (i.e •• rent seeking) (Ekelund and Tollison. 

1981: 6). Autonomous kings will be able to pursue this strategy. 

whereas kings controlled by primary or secondary principals l'lill 

not. Autonomous Icings raised revenue by controlling capitalist 

development l'lith mercantilist policies such as protectionism. the 

sale of monopolies. and the strict regulation of the productive 

process (either using state officials or by strengthening existing 

guilds). These restrictions on production and distribution 

severely limited the opportunities of merchants to engage in 

profit-seeking strategies in protoindustrial production. As a 

resul t. when the merchant class t>las small and aggrega te demand 

limited. rational merchants pursued rent-seeking strategies 

instead. expending resources in attempts to buy privileged 

positions in the economy or rent-producing offices in the state 

(es "lell as buying and renting out land). 

As Buchanan (1980: 4) and Tullock (1980) point out. this 

type of rent-seeking behavior has negative consequences for 

economic development. Merchants eJcpend resources on obtaining 

rent-producing positions in the market or in the state that could 
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have been spent on productive activities. This amounts to a 

regular bleeding of the nascent capitalist class as the manpmler 

and capital of merchant capitalists are diverted from profit 

seeking through protoindustrialization to economically unproduc

tive rent seeki.ng. The effects on overall economic development 

ll7ere devastating since protoindustrialization was the main cause 

of increases in industrial productivity in this period (Coleman. 

1977: 81). The existence of only one ruler. lml7ering the 

transaction costs of making rent-seeking agreements. makes this a 

rational strategy for both merchants ('l7hen the merchant class is 

relatively small) and the Crml7n. However. the economic conse

quences of the creation of this type of rent-seeking society are 

slmv grmvth due to inefficient economic organization. in lvhich the 

private rate of return outruns the social rate of return (North 

and Thomas. 1973: 1). The granting of local monopolies keeps 

markets only regional (not national) and discourages innovation 

(North. 1981: 150). 

Mercantilism can be described as generalized rent seeking 

(Ekelund and Tollison. 1981). As I have argued thus far. rent 

seeking usually has negative effects on economic development. 

HmI7ever. in order to more fully understand the complex relation

ship beol7een mercantilist state policies and economic development. 

three other factors must be taken into account: (1) the relative 

timing of mercantilism. (2) the interests and strategies of the 

architects of mercantilism~ and (3) the extent and type of mercan-
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tilist economic regulation. Hilson (1967: 499) notes that 

historians have disagreed on both the motives and the merits of 

mercantilism. I want to suggest that these disagreements can only 

be resolved ~ elaborating the variations in merca. ilist policies 

on the three dimensions listed above. 

One of the main reasons that mercantilist policies had 

very different levels of success in different countries was the 

timing of their initiation. The first countries to adopt mercan

tilist policies benefited much more than those that initiated 

later. Due in large part to the relatively early consolidation of 

the state apparatus. England adopted mercantilist policies first. 

banning the export of raw \01001 and placing high tariffs on imports 

of finished textiles (Wilson. 1967: 496) and enj~ed advantages 

in economic development as a consequence. These early advantages 

made English goods competitive on the international market thus 

making free trade policies that would increase the overall volume 

of trade more advantageous than restrictive policies. Countries 

that adopted mercantilism later did not get such first mover 

advantages. Spain and Eastern European countries \V'ere the last to 

use mercantilism and had the poorest results (Hilson, 1967: 499). 

The timing of state mercantilist policies thus had important 

effects on the position of countries in the world-system. 

The second issue concerns the interests and strategies of 

the groups that formulated mercantilist policy in different 

countries. As both Hilson (1967: 530. 572) and Heckscher (1955: 
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29) note. the origin of mercantilist policy ~lTas different in 

England and France. and this very much influenced its form. 

English mercantilist policy llTaS constructed largely by merchants 

and manufacturers and thus to a large extent reflected their 

interests. In France. halTever. these groups had less economic 

power and less access to state power (Wilson. 1967: 572). The 

French Crown had more complete control of the decision-making part 

of the state apparatus. Therefore French mercantilist policy was 

created primarily by Crown officials and reflected the interests 

of the king much more than the interests of the nascent bour

geoisie. In general. when merchants constructed mercantilism. its 

effects were much more favorable for economic development than 

when it was created by highly autonomous rulers. This is especi

ally true when Crmvn empire-building strategies become primary. 

Wilson (1967: 529) argues that as wars increased the fiscal 

pressures on the Crown during Colbert's administration. the 

economic consequences of his mercantilist policies grew steadily 

worse. 

The type of mercantilism practiced in different countries 

also varied significantly with important consequences. The most 

important difference concerns whether mercantilist policies were 

restricted to trade or also included the internal regulation of 

industry. Internal regulation of industry hindered economic 

development much more than simple control of trade since it 

contributed directly to technological stagnation.,' Again. the most 

157 



important contrast in the core of the world-system is between 

England and France. In England there was much less internal 

industrial regulation (of qualitYD technique. etc.) (Wilson. 

1967: 527). This was not due to a difference in the interests of 

English and French kings but to a difference in their. ability to 

realize their interests. In short (this point will be developed 

in detail below). French rulers could control their official 

agents much better than English rulers. As a result. French kings 

\vere more "successful" in realizing their interests. and economic 

development tvas hindered. 10 

Crown empire-building strategies also had negative 

consequences on economic development in industry and proto-

industry11. When kings were autonomous enough to pursue an 

empire-building strategy. four results usually ensued: (1) high 

levels of direct taxation (discussed in the previous section). (2) 

state control (usually in the form of r~al monopolies) of 

industries of war. (3) devaluation of the currency. and (4) large 

(often forced) loans to the Crown that tvere often not repaid. 

10. This is all less true of France after 1715. In the 
eighteenth centuJ:Y Crmom autonomy declined (kings \vere less able 
to control state officials), and the French economy, stagnant 
throughout the seventeenth centuJ:Y. began to develop. 

11. Most economists have argued that in general war has 
negative effects on economic development since it tends to divert 
resources away from more productive investment D diminish the 
capital stock. and increase the national debt (PigouD 1940: 11. 
Rostmo1. 1962: 148). Thus the argument I am making could be 
generalized to other types of states. 
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In general. intra-European empire-building strategies 

meant that economic development was subordinated to the impera

tives of war. The state extracted a large proportion of the 

surplus of social production. draining savings and preventing 

investment. and spent it in mainly unproductive ~~a:ys. The primary 

accumulation of capital was dissipated ~ high taxes. the infla

tion that resulted from currency devaluation. and forced loans. 

Merchants. who possessed large amounts of liquid capital but ~l7ere 

not immune from taxation. were often hardest hit ~ royal tribute 

extraction. The result was to drain capital that could have been 

used for the development of the protoindustrial production of 

textiles. Moreover. Braude1 (1984. III: 325) suggests that the 

addition of land to France as a result of t'1inning wars had 

negative consequences for the economy since it made it much more 

difficult to crease a unified national market. Thus high Crown 

autonomy. allowing kings to pursue a strategy of empire building, 

has the same effect as the agrarian policy of autonomous monarchs 

--to hinder economic development. 

The outcome of empire-building strategies in the Absolu

tist Era ~.,as alway s the same j the only difference tl7as whether the 

negative effects were immediate or postponed. Losses at war. of 

course. had immediate negative consequences for the economic 

development of nations. but victories at t'1ar often had short-term 

benefits. Land or other sources of wealth were sometimes confis

cated. Whether these new resources went to the Crown or the 
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dominant class depended upon the relative power of the bqo. but 

unless new trade routes were opened up. capitalists seldom 

benefited. Moreover. within the international states ~stem of 

Absolutist Western Europe. empires could not last. From early 

Spanish attempts to those of Louis XIV. all potential empires 

eventually ran up against coalitions of states that defeated them 

(Chase-Dunn. 1981: 39-41). Even those that lasted quickly ran up 

against diminishing returns as they tried to protect geographi

cally distant holdings. The problems of the Spanish empire in the 

sixteenth century (in Italy and the Low Countries) provide a good 

example. Within this ~stem of competing states. all empires 

eventually became impossible or too costly to maintain. With few 

exceptions. rulers' searches for revenue through attempting to 

construct world empires were failures. 

If empire-building strategies so often failed. how can ,qe 

explain the fact that rulers continued to constantly fight wars 

tzying to build empires throughout the Absolutist Era? The an~er 

lies in their ~stematic misperception of the costs and benefits 

of this strategy (discussed in Chapter 2). Rulers of states also 

tended to ~stematica11y overestimate their chances of success at 

war. Wilson (1976: ix. xi) argues that rulers often entered into 

tilars in ignorance of the risks they faced and that their "ambi

tions tended generally to outrun their financial and administra

tive resources." Place (1970) refers to this as the "se1f

deception of the strong." 
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Lml7 Croon Autonomy and Agricul tura1 Development 
in the Core of the Wor1d-§ystem 

\-lhen Crotm autonomy is high in the core of the ltJorld-

~stem. economic development in both agriculture and industty is 

hindered. On the other hand. if Crown autonomy is low. i.e •• the 

nobility is able to insure that state policies follow their class 

interests. the situation is entirely different. Landholding will 

be concentrated as nobles and other landowners (e.g •• the famous 

"rising gentry" in England) are able to confiscate peasant land. 

This will generally result in more rapid economic grooth and a 

more rapid transition to capitalist social relations in agricul-

ture for three reasons: (1) economies of scale resulting from the 

concentration of landholding will increase productivity. (2) large 

landowners will have more money than small-holding peasants to 

invest in technological impovements. and (3) the dispossessed 

peasants will form an available labor force necessaty for indus-

trial or protoindustrial economic development (Gould. 1972: 100; 

Bath. 1977: 46; Brenner. 1976. 1982). 

Both Bath (1977) and Brenner (1976. 1982) have argued that 

the most important determinants of economic development in the 

agrarian sector are the concentration of landholding and the 

transition to capitalist social relations of production. Brenner 

(1976. 1982) has further suggested that the policies of Absolutist 

states played a key role in such a transformation (or lack of 

transformation) of agricw.ture. His argument is based on varia-

tions in the relative pO~l7er of monarchs. nobles. and peasants. In 
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short. Brenner (1976. 1982) suggests that \-lhen the nobility is 

strong and monarchs and peasants are relatively weak. landholding 

will be concentrated and the transition to capitalism will occur. 

On the other hand. when monarchs and peasants are relatively 

strong and the nobility weak, peasants will continue to control 

large proportions of land, rates of direct taxation of land will 

be high and relatively unproductive, subsistence agriculture \-lill 

be maintained, and direct tax rates will be high. 

From this perspective it is easy to explain why the "agri-

cul tural revolution" occurred much earlier in England than in 

France. The greater strength of the nobility vis-a-vis the 

peasantry in England than in France meant that the French Crown 

was able to protect peasant property (Brenner, 1976: 79). In 

England, the greater economic power and unity of the nobility 

(Brenner. 1982: 51). coupled with their superior ability to 

control their r~a1 agent due to the constitutional limits 

outlined in the Magna Carta and their ability to force royal 

complaince based on their institutionalized position in Parlia-

menta meant that English monarchs could not successfully intervene 

to protect peasant property. As Bath notes (1977: 112). English 

monarchs did try to protect peasant property against enclosures by 

pm'lerf ul landlords, but they \\1er e un succe ssful. 12 Landhol ding \-l as 

12. The first of a series of lm-ls against enclosures was 
passed in 1489 (Coleman. 1977: 36). The fact that so rna~ laws 
against enclosure had to be passed can probably be taken as an 
indication of the inability of the Crm-ln to enforce existing laws. 
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therefore much more highly concentrated in England than in France 

(Wallerstein •. 1974: 246). and the agricultural revolution 

occurred more rapidly in England than in France (Kerridge. 1967: 

Goldstone, 1983). French agriculture in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries was generally in a relatively "poor state" 

(Kallenbenz. 1976: 237).13 Somewhat paradoxically. noble power. 

translated into control of their royal agent. results in both the 

concentration of landholding and lmver levels of direct taxation 

of land. producing a much more rapid transition to capitalist 

agriculture in the core. 14 

The productivity of agriculture was one of the main causes 

of economic development in general in the Absolutist Era. due not 

only to its direct effects but to indirect effects as well. 

Increases in agricultural productivity have important effects on 

other sectors of the economy. I t17i1l discuss n'lO of these: 

market effects and factor effects. Market effects concerning 

changes in demand caused by increases in agricultural productivity 

13. The contrast benveen northern and southern regions of 
France also illustrates the differential productivity of large and 
small holdings. Morineau (1970: 178-179) shows that productivity 
of regions in northern France (t-lhere landholding t17as much more 
concentrated) was in some cases more than double the productivity 
of southern regions in t17hich small plots predominated. 

14. This does not mean that the activities of nobles 
alw~s had positive effects on economic development--far from it. 
Through their creation and maintenance of monopoly positions (toll 
roads. privileges of running a mill. etc.) and exploitative rents 
on land. they often used their local political power in ways that 
hindered economic development. 
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are of n~o types: demand in the agrarian sector and demand in 

other sectors. Demand in the agrarian sector is a function of the 

standard of living of agricultural producers. which would be 

expected to rise as agrarian productivity increases. Since such a 

large proportion of the work force was involved in agriculture. 

demand in the agrarian sector was a primary component of total 

home demand. Home demand was especially important since mercan

tilist barriers to trade often limited access to foreign markets. 

Increases in agricultural productivity also increase demand in 

other sectors of the economy by lowering the price of food so that 

people will have more money to spend on manufactured goods. On 

the other hand. underproduction in agriculture will lead to an 

underconsumption crisis in the manufacturing sector as people will 

be forced to spend all of their income on foo.d (Kriedte. 1983: 

11). High agricultural productivity can also have factor effects 

on economic grmvth. since factors of agrarian production (capital 

and especially labor) can be released to other sectors while 

agricultural output is maintained. The growth of towns is 

directly dependent on the production of a surplus in agriculture. 

In addition to this. there are factor effects on urban develop

ment. Due to high death rates in towns (a consequence of poor 

sanitation and susceptibility to plagues). urban populations 

required a steady influx of rural immigrants to expand (Kreidte. 

1983: 8). 
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Low CrO" .. m Autonomy and the 
Development of Industry in the Core 

Lm~ Crmln autonomy tends to facilitate the development of 

industry in the core for three reasons: (1) it hinders Crown 

rent-seeking. (2) it decreases the ability of the Crown to enforce 

its control over the economy. and (3) it prevents a large-scale 

empire-building strategy. 

When either primary or secondary principals were able to 

limit Crmvn autonomy. state policies tended less to favor rent 

seeking. and economic development occurred more quickly.15 Three 

factors account for this outcome in the core of the ~~orld-system. 

First. when primary and/or secondary principals were able to 

control institutions having the power to regulate r~al expenses 

(e.g •• English Parliament). the transaction costs in creating and 

maintaining rent-seeking agreements would be higher than when the 

king alone could make state economic policy. A second factor is 

the growth in the size and power of merchant capitalists in the 

core of the world-~stem. As the class grew. its interests 

changed from favoring mercantilist rent seeking to favoring more 

laissez-faire policies (for reasons given above). Perhaps the 

15. One important exception to this generalization should 
be noted. Hhen merchants controlled state policy. they often were 
able to use the state to extract "protection rents" (Lane. 1975). 
Protection rents can be gained by national merchants when the 
state threatens foreign merchants (through state-sponsored piracy. 
for example) thus increasing the costs of protection for these 
foreign merchants. The national merchants then have a competitive 
advantage (due to lOt'ler protection costs) on the international 
market. 

165 



best historical example of this is the opposition of English 

Parliaments in the seventeenth century to the creation of royal 

patents and monopolistic companies (Appleby. 1978: 34). Ths main 

result was that merchants enBaged more in profit-seeking and less 

in rent-seeking. with generally favorable economic consequences. 

In fact. one could argue of both seventeenth century 

England (pre-1640) and late eighteenth century France (1750-1789) 

that the predatory policies of the Crown were constrained by the 

existence of two powerful classes. nobles and merchant capi

talists. Contrary to what a class-struggle equilibrium theory 

would predict (Engels. 1972; Elias. 1982). the autonomy of the 

Crm~n in both of these cases was not increased but significantly 

decreased (Kiser" 1985). Kings found it difficult to act against 

the interests of either primary or secondary principals and in 

both cases faced fiscal and legitimation crises that resulted in 

revolutions. 

The second way in which the predatory policies of monarchs 

were constrained and industrial development facilitated was 

through limiting tax revenues necessary for the king to be able to 

control his agents in the state bureaucracy. The contrast 

between the "success" of the economic policies of England and 

France illustrates this point .,lel1. The English kings l~ere no 

less eager-than the French to constrain and channel capitalist 

development to serve r~al interests (Stone" 1947: 110-115); the 

dif ference betlqeen the tl~o is due mainly to the Engl ish CrOt'1n' s 
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lack of ability to enforce lm~s such as the Statute of Artificers 

(Nef. 1957: 56). Due to the fact that nobles and merchant 

capitalists in Parliament controlled taxation. English kings 

lacked the resources necessary to provide monetary rewards to 

their agents in the state to insure compliance. French kings, 

with more autonomy and more control over taxation. did have the 

necessary resources to pay state empl~ees. Therefore. English 

kings could not count on the unpaid Justices of the Peace to 

support state policy in the same way that the French Crm~n could 

count on the paid Intendents and even venal officers (Geisey. 

1983: 206). As a result. the predatory policies of the English 

Crown were ineffective. and economic development proceeded whereas 

the "successful" economic policies of the more autonomous French 

kings slm~ed economic growth in France. 

Third. when the dominant class principal was able to 

control its royal agent and prevent the Crown's pursuit of an 

empire-building strategy. the ruinous effects on industry (due to 

high taxation. diverted resources. and debasement of money) were 

prevented. Such control 1I1aS possible when the dominant class was 

economically powerful and able to set of constitutional limits and 

monitor and sanction Icings. The English dominant class was 

generally much more able to limit Crm~n autonomy (Tilly, 1975: 

35; Kiser. 1985) and thus to prevent English monarchs from 

pursuing intra-European empire-building strategies. The strategy 

of building a colonial empire that 1I1aS pursued by the English 
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sta te was much more economically beneficial to the two pOiverful 

social classes in England. As a result. economic grOivth and the 

transition to capitalism proceeded at a much faster pace in 

England. Again. the unintended consequence of a noble victory 

over the Crown is a victory for capitalist development. 

Crown Autonomy and Economic 
Development in Noncore Countries 

The relationship between Crown autonomy and economic 

development is very different in countries in noncore16 positions 

in the world-~stem. Garst (forthcoming) explains the difference 

in a passage ~vorth quoting at length: 

Outside the core • • • highly centralized and extensive 
state apparatuses that are insulated from societal 
pressure are indicative of strength because they enable 
the state to provide the "extra-market" assistance that is 
necessary to increase the efficiency of their Oivner
producers. And for a state to acquire this strength. its 
dominant class must be too weak to block the extractive 
measures and other actions the state must undertrute to 
provide such "extra-market" assistance. 

In noncore countries. high state autonomy is a necessary (although 

not sufficient) condition for economic development. Low state 

autonomy will generally result in a high level of dependency and 

economic stagnation. 

16. The arguments in this section apply to both 
peripheral and semi-peripheral countries. and I tvi1l not differen
tiate between the nvo. In spite of the many differences between 
them. the effects of Cr~1n autono~ on economic development are 
basically the same. The no10 examples on which I will concentrate. 
&veden and Spain. are semi-peripheral throughout most of this 
period. 
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~~o general factors account for the opposite effects of 

Crmln autonomy in noncor,e countries, one political and one 

economic. The political factor is very simple: economic develop

ment requires, at the very least. that a country not be conquered 

or subjegated militarily. While high autono~ in core nations 

meant monarchs could attempt to build empires, high autonomy in 

noncore countries \~as necessary to extract sufficient resources to 

prevent milita~ sUbjegation at the hands of more powerful 

rivals. States with lml autono~ outside the core were relatively 

easy prey. For example. the Italian city-states. lacking a strong 

central government. \~ere virtually helpless t"hile Spain and France 

fought over them throughout the sixteenth century. Poland. whose 

elected monarch was the least autonomous in all of Europe (Ander

son. 1974), was constantly invaded by stronger states. Economic 

development was impossible to sustain in this context. 

The economic factor concerns the relative international 

strength of dominant classes in nonr.ore nations and the level of 

development of merchant capitalism. Dominant classes in peripher

al and semi-peripheral countries are weaker than core dominant 

classes and thus unable to compete effectively in international 

markets and often even in their internal home markets. In the 

Absolutist Era. countries outside the core contained f~~ indige

nous merchant capitalists. Foreign merchants controlled most of 
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t'lhat little trade there tiTas. 17 Therefore. both capital and entre-

preneural talent tended to be very scarce (Gerschenkorn. 1966: 

14). If economic development is to occur in such a situation. it 

will have to be the result of some type of "state capitalism" 

imposed from above (Kallenbenz. 1976: 223). The state would in 

some way have to "interj ect entrepreneurship" (Rueschemeyer and 

Evans. 1985: 45). Not only does the state have to provide 

capital (and take the risks) of creating new industries. it must 

also instigate some mercantilist protectionist policies to allow 

these industries to compete effectively with more productive core 

producers. The imposition of state capitalism requires the 

extraction of high taxes that tiTi1l be opposed by dominant 

classes. Therefore. only a state with a fairly high degree of 

autonomy will succeed with such a policy. 

The assertion that an autonomous state was necessary for 

economic development in noncore countries in the Absolutist Era 

does not in itself provide an explanation of why economic develop-

ment in fact occurred when rulers had a high degree of autonomy. 

Such an explanation must be based on an analysis of the interests 

and strategies of the relevant actors (rulers. nobles. and 

merchants) and the structural contraints tiTithin tolhich they acted. 

TtiTO things must be demonstrated: (1) tiThen royal agents had little 

17. Kallenbenz (1976: 135) notes that in the sixteenth 
century StiTedish trade t'las still primarily in the hands of foreign 
merchants. 
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autonomy from noble principals and state policies primarily served 

the latter's interests. economic development ~'1ould be hindered and 

(2) when rulers had a high degree of autonomy and policies mainly 

served their interests. economic development would be facilitated. 

The class configuration in Iloncore countries is generally 

dominated ~ tightly knit oligopolist foreign merchants and a 

patrimonial agrarian elite of feudal nobles (Rueschemeyer and 

Evans. 1985: 45; Evans. 1985: 193-194). Both of these groups 

tend to be "nonentrepreneural" and "parasitic,,18 (Delecroix and 

Ragin. 1981: 1316). Their interests are tied more to foreign 

interests (Wallerstein. 1974: 12). mainly core capitalists. than 

to national development (Rueschemeyer and Evans. 1985: 45). 

Noncore dominant classes generally attempt to keep international 

markets open for both the export of raw materials (to keep prices 

and thus their profits high) and the import of manufactured goods 

(to keep prices low) and thus reproduce the dependent position of 

their countries economy and prevent the structural differentiation 

that would lead to development (Delecroix and Ragin. 1981). 

Mercantilist policies. which generally tax or prevent raw material 

exports and prohibit or tax manufactured imports (to facilitate 

industrial development) are contrary to the interests of land-

mIning dominant classes outside the core. Therefore. when 

18. The dominant value systems outside the core are often 
detrimental to economic development. Payne (1973: 268-269) notes 
that in Spain work and entrepreneurship were generally devalued. 
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autonomy is lo~ .... mercantilism is prevented. and dependency is the 

economic result. Spain is a clear eJcample. ~l7here the power of the 

sheepherding guild. the Mesta. forced the Crml7n to adopt policies 

favorable to \'1001 exports 0 Prohibiting exports of wool to 

facilitate the textile industry (as was done in England) was not 

possible due to the weakness of Spanish merchants and lack of 

Crown autonomy. Moreover. noncore dominant classes attempt to 

limit the power and autonomy of the state (Rubinson, 1977: 211). 

further reducing the chances that economic development ~l1ill occur. 

Why would autonomous rulers pursue policies that \'1ould 

lead to economic development in noncore countries? We need not 

assmne that rulers in the periphery (unlike those in core 

countries) act in the general interest of their subjects. Rulers 

in noncore countries are also self interested and predatory. The 

reason they attempt to overcome dependence on core powers must 

therefore be that it is in their interest to do so. The reason it 

is in their interest is that dependency reduces total state 

revenue (since it stunts economic grml1th and thus limits the tax 

base) (Rubinson. 1977; Delecroix and Ragin. 1981: 1323). Without 

such revenue. rulers cannot pursue any of their other interests 

(e.g., fighting wars). 

Given that rulers want to avoid dependency and facilitate 

economic development. huw do they do it? First. rulers can solve 

the problem of a lack of capital by using taxation to create 

"involuntary saving" (Gould. 1972: 174) and "involuntary 
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investment" (ThirlNall. 1972: 229). Once the state has accumu

lated capital through taxation. it tends to spend it on the 

production of basic industrial materials that can be used for war 

(Le •• mining. textiles. gunpowder) (Gerschenkorn. 1966: 20). It 

is in the ruler's interest that he not be dependent on other 

countries for producing the means of warfare. Therefore. autono

mous rulers lqill tend to pursue policies of both "generative" 

mercantilism (creating new industries) and Protectionist mercan

tilism (to allow their growth against stronger core competition). 

Only the latter type of mercantilism generates revenue for the 

Crown in the short term. generative mercantilism produces revenue 

in the long term. but most importantly. serves immediate militaIy 

interests. Whether or not rulers outside the core can pursue a 

strategy of generative mercantilism depends on factors affecting 

their discount rates (see Chapter 3). Through pursuing these 

forms of mercantilist "state capitalism." rulers create an 

indigenous capitalist class and shape it to act in the ruler's 

interest. These activities of autonomous rulers lessen depen

dency. increase the structural differentiation of the economy. and 

facilitate economic development (Rubinson. 1977; Delecroix and 

Ragin. 1981: Amsden. 1985). 

Not all of the policies of rulers with high autonomy 

outside the core facilitated economic development. High autonomy 

is a necessaIy condition for economic development but not a 

sufficient one. The reason is that the economic consequences of 
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high autono~ outside the core are mixed; some policies of 

autonomous monarchs that have negative effects in the core also 

have negative effects in noncore countries. High Crown autonomy 

resul ts in high levels of taxation. lvhich are necessaJ:Y to promote 

and protect industrial development but which also diminish 

aggregate demand and make saving and investment in agriculture 

more difficult. Autonomous monarchs are also generally able to 

keep land in the possession of (taxable) peasants. preventing 

economies of scale and increased investment that l'lould result from 

the concentration of landholdings. 19 The lmv productivity of 

agriculture (Astrom. 1973: 62 shmvs that yield ratios in some 

parts of Slveden l'lere as lmv as 1:2.7) in turn makes the develop

ment the development of protoindustrialization more difficu1t. 20 

In general. the most significant positive effects of high Crown 

autonomy in noncore countries is on industrial development (and 

multiplier effects resulting from it). In the agrarian sector of 

the economy. high Crown autonomy has the same negative effects as 

19. Another problem with agriculture outside the core is 
that it is usually characterized by a relatively high land/labor 
ratio (Wallerstein. 1974: 104). This encourages extensive grmvth 
(by farming previously unused lands) and not intensive development 
(lvhich tvould increase productivity). Elliot (1964: 107) and 
Payne (1973: 277) shmol that this is exactly Nhat happened in 
Spain. 

20. Protoindustrialization is also made more difficult 
outside the core ~ the existence of foreign merchants and 
lando'Vmers. When merchants and landowners speak a different 
language than peasants. the transaction costs of creating and 
maintaining protoindustrial "putting out" agreements lvi1l be too 
high for such exchanges to be profitable. 
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in the core. In spite of the many negative consequences of high 

autonomy. tvithout the positive effects c·n industrial development 

it makes possible. (as can be seen in Sweden. Prussia. and Russia) 

the result for noncore countries is dependency and economic 

stagnation. 

The importance of high autonomy for development outside 

the core can best be illustrated by briefly comparing the policies 

of Absolute monarchs in S~l1eden and Spain. The Spanish Crown was 

generally tightly controlled by a powerful nobility (Tilly. 

1975). The Spanish nobility. who owned well over half of the land 

in Spain (Lynch. 1964: 13). 'tl1ere richer than nobles in any other 

Western European country (Payne. 1973: 268. 271). Moreover. the 

Crown was fiscally very dependent on a fraction of the nobility. 

the sheepherding Mesta. who provided monarchs with their largest 

single source of revenue early in the Absolutist Era (North and 

Thomas. 1973: 85). Therefore. Crml1n policy tended to reflect the 

interests of the sheepherding fraction of the dominant class. 

This low autonomy resulted in Spain remaining throughout the 

Absolutist Era in a dependent position in the ",orld economy. 21 in 

spite of the strong political position of the Spanish state 

internationally early in the period. The Spanish economy was 

21. Other factors t-lere certainly important determinants 
of the economic decline of Spain. Elliot (1964: 1) notes that 
poor soil and mountains which left many regions in isolation and 
prevented adequate communication and transportation tl1ere "crip
pling" natural disadvantages. 
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based on the export of one ra~v material. wool. Since Spanish 

flocks were migratory. CrOlvn support for the sheepherders had 

disasterous consequences for the agricultural base of the Spanish 

economy (Chudoba. 1952: 99). Agriculture was further disrupted 

by the expulsion of the Jews and Moriscos (who provid.ed capital 

and labor. respectively). This policy. with its disasterous 

economic consequences. can only be understood as the result of the 

CrOlvn's dependence on revenues from the church. Guilds also 

remained strong. and the protoindustrialization of textiles (now 

lacking both Jewish capital and Morisco labor) did not develop on 

a large scale. Due to the lack of economic development in Spain. 

the money that flowed in from Spain's external possessions passed 

right through (to England. the Netherlands. and France) without 

having any favorable economic consequences. The low autonomy of 

the Spanish monarchy thus resulted in stunted economic developm

ent. It is no wonder that the seventeenth-century "crisis" was 

nowhere more severe. 

On the other hand. Swedish kings generally enj~ed a high 

degree of autonomy from the Swedish nobility. The nobility was 

small and economically l>leak in S~oJeden. OIoJning only about 20 

percent of all cultivated land (Roberts. 1968: 38). The weakness 

of the nobility meant that even their position in the Swedish 

legislative body, the Riksdag. did not allow them to seriously 

contest royal policy (Roberts. 1979: 77-80; Scott, 1977: 145). 

The autonomy of the Swedish Cr~ln resulted in the rapid 
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development of state-run industry in Slveden. 22 The Stvedish Crown. 

surrounded by relatively "leak nations. wanted to expand Swedish 

territory militarily. To do this monarchs needed to be able to 

produce the materials necessary to wage war. Therefore. the 

Swedish state developed copper23 and iron24 industries that came 

to dominate the world economy in the seventeenth century (Roberts. 

1979: 49). Heckscher (1954: 85) suggests that "the copper 

industry was the strongest link between Slveden's political 

expansion and her economic development." The Swedish CrOto1n also 

founded towns for both trading and military reasons (Riis. 1981: 

49; Kallenbenz. 1976: 50-52). helped finance the textile industry 

(Astrom. 1973: 68; Kallenbenz. 1976: 267). and generally 

maintained a fairly effective mercantilist policy in the seven-

teenth century (Kallenbenz. 1976: 198; Wallerstein. 1980: 204). 

This development of mercantilist "state capitalism" in Sweden 

would not have been possible without a fairly high degree of CrOto1n 

autonomy. As a result. Sweden was relatively immune to Europe's 

seventeenth-century "crisis." 

22. Very similar arguments could be made for the rela
tionship benleen Crown autonomy and industrial development in 
Prussia and Russia (somewhat later). 

23. In 1690 Slveden accounted for half of the total 
European production of copper (Kallenbenz. 1976: 252). 

24. In the seventeenth century the Swedish state not only 
provided most of the capital for the forging of bar iron but "{'las 

also the main consumer of Slvedish iron (Wallerstein. 1980: 209). 
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Conclusion 

I have argued in the first and second chapters of this 

dissertation that one of the major problems with all analyses of 

the transition from feudalism to capitalism is a failure to fully 

specify the interaction of political and economic factors. Since 

I believe this failure is in large part due to inadequate general 

theories of the state and. more specifically. of state policy 

formation in the Absolutist Era. I attempted to develop such 

general and specific theories (in Chapters 2 and 48 respec

tively). The value of the principal-agent theory can only be 

demonstrated ~ its application to the very difficult problem of 

variations in rates and types of economic development in the 

transition. To provide an outline of an explanation of the causes 

of variations in economic development that links the political and 

economic qynamics of the transition was the goal of this chapter. 

I have at this point provided only an outline. one that will be 

filled in ~ the case studies of France. England. Sweden. and 

Spain to follow (Chapters 6-9). 

In the core of the world-system. it was in the context of 

states with little autonomy from primary or secondary principals 

",hose policies thus did not reflect the predatory interests of 

monarchs that economies developed best. Therefore. Wallerstein 

(1974) and Braude1 (1984) are t'lrongi:o associate "strong" states 
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'tvith economic development in the core. 25 The Netherlands. with no 

Absol utism. and England3 ,·Ii th a strong primary (and later 

secondary) principal in Parliament able to control monarchs. 

provide the best examples of weak states facilitating economic 

development. These states were strong enough to protect markets 

against other nations (unlike the Italian city-states) but not 

autonomous enough to subvert economic development internally by 

making it subservient to r~a1 interests. France. on the other 

hand. with a higher degree of royal autonomy. developed economi-

cally much more slowly. In sharp contrast to theories that tend 

to see the Absolutist Era as one characterized mainly by a 

conflict between nobles and capitalists over state power cul-

minating in "bourgeois" revolutions. the principal-agent theory 

presented here suggests that noble class pmver. translated into 

the ability to control kings. is a necessary condition for 

capitalist economic development in the core. It is ironic that 

the unintended consequence of noble control over kings was to 

facilita te the development of a class that 't'lould soon supplant 

them. 

The situation was much different outside the core of the 

world-sy stem. Due to initial differences in agricultural 

25. Braudel (1984: 51) argues that "at the centre of the 
world-economy. one always finds an exceptional state. strong, 
aggressive and priv ileged. dynamic. simul taneously feared and 
admired • Hm<l could these I central' governments fail to be 
strong?" 
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productivity and the development of industry. peripheral and semi

peripheral dominant classes could not compete effectively on the 

world market. Without the intervention of an autonomous state. 

they fell into dependency relations with core countries. These 

relations often benefited noncore dominant classes. tvho could make 

high profits ~ exporting raw materials. but did not lead to 

economic development. The development of industry outside the 

core required the capital and protection of states strong and 

autonomous enough to extract high taxes from their societies and 

maintain control over an administrative staff. In building 

industries for the provision of war materials. serving their own 

short-term interests and attempting to add to their power. 

autonomous reulers outside the core were creating the foundation 

f or economic dev el opmen t. 

This dissertation began with a discussion of theories of 

the state and an outline of a novel principal-agent theory. The 

second stage in the argument involved the application of this 

general theory to the specific context of the formation and 

economic effects of state policy in the Absolutist Era in Hestern 

Europe (Chapters 4 and 5). It is necessary nmy to move to a third 

stage in lyhich the general theory loJill be used to explain much 

more specific historical transformations. Theoretical compara

tive-historical sociology must always attempt to encompass each of 

these three levels. from the formation of general theories through 

their engagement of historical particulars. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ABSOLUTISM AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN FRANCE 

In the next four chapters. case studies of specific 

Absolutist states will be used to illustrate the explanatory power 

of the principal-agent theory developed in the preceeding four 

chapters. The value of these case studies ,.;rill thus lie neither 

in the new facts that will be presented (there will be none) nor 

in the completeness of the historical accounts (many things will 

be left out). The goals of the case studies to follow are to (1) 

elaborate and clarifY the principal-agent theory by applying it in 

specific causal arguments and (2) demonstrate the way in which the 

principal-agent theory can improve our understanding of the 

complex interactions between crown autonomy. state policy. and 

economic development during the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism. 

Each of the case studies will be ordered both chronologi

cally and theoretically. Within each time period. the three major 

questions derived from the principal-agent theory motivating this 

study will be addressed: (1) what are the determinants of 

variations in the degree of autonomy of rulers of states (as 

agents) from social classes (as principals)? (2) what are the 

consequences of variations in autonomy for state policy? and (3) 
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what effects do these state policies have on economic develop-

ment? Throughout each case study. ~~o different temporal dimen-

sions will be discussed: (1) the general. enduring characteris-

tics (i.e •• longue dur~e) that make each country different from 

the others and set the broad parameters within which other 

variations occur and (2) the more short-term (although these will 

sometimes cover as much as a century) vacillations in autonomy. 

policy. and economic development. One good example of the way in 

which these ~~o temporal levels interact is provided by stat~ 

formation. since the conditions under which Absolutist states are 

initially formed often set important limits on their subsequent 

development. 

State Formation: Why Was 
a Minimal State Formed in France? 

I argued in the first two chapters that the initial 

formation of a pre-Absolutist minimal state can be explained by 

two factors: (1) the desire of noble principals to protect 

themselves from an external threat (and their inabilility to do so 

individually) and (2) a transformation in the relative class power 

of nobles and peasants. leading to a decline in the ability of 

nobles to extract surplus from peasants and an attempt to enlist 

the aid of a state to help them do so. The argument represented a 

combination of Weberian (concentrating on the former) and Marxist 

(concentrating on the latter) positions. The case of France 



strongly supports the \~eberian argument about external threat but 

seems to refute the Marxist class struggle position. 

The primary impetus for the formation of a minimal state 

by the nobility was the Hundred Years War. The war created a 

situation in which the king was no longer expected to live totally 

"on his own" (from revenues from his lands) but was granted 

"extraordinary" taxes to pay armies. The English occupied the 

northern third of France during part of the war. depriving the 

French nobility of their income through plunder and confiscation 

(Quinlan and Fisk. 1984: 16). The vast increase in the cost of 

war1 made it possible for individual nobles to defend themselves. 

The war thus necessitated the formation of a minimal state and ad 

hoc taxes on nobles in the unoccupied south to prevent England 

from taking more land. However. at this point noble principals 

maintained tight control over their r~a1 agent. The nobles 

controlling provincial parlements used these organizations to 

control the circumstances and amount of Crown taxation. They 

\vanted to insure that the state remained minimal. that revenues 

~'1ere temporarily under their control (Holfe. 1972: 21-22). 

The argument made by some Marxists (Anderson. 1974; 

Brenner. 1982) that class struggles lolere important determinants of 

state formation in France cannot be sustained by the evidence. 

The reason is not that the nobles did not need help controlling 

1. In France the cost of royal artillery alone increased 
tenfold benleen 1375 and 1410 (Zolberg. 1980: 696). 
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their peasants but that the state could not possibly provide such 

aid. France was far too large and the state far too small. Even 

as late as 1505 there were only 120000 royal officials in France. 

a nation of 15.000.000 inhabitants and 480.000 square kilometers. 

or one official for every 1.250 inhabitants and 40 square kilo-

meters (Major. 1960: 5). Under these conditions,- it is clear to 

us and must also have been obvious to the nobles at the time that 

the state could not adequately serve to police the population 

(Maj or, 1960: 5-10). 

From a Minimal State 
to an Absolutist State 

Exactly \.;rhen 'l.;ras the minimal state in France transformed 

into an Absolutist one? Before providing an explanation of the 

transformation o it is necessary to discover the extent to which 

the French state was actually transformed from minimal to Absolu-

tist in the fifteenth (and even sixteenth) century. an issue on 

which there are sharp disagreements among historians of the 

period. 

Three major positions can be distinguished on the extent 

to \o1hich the French state \01as transformed between 1400 and 1600. 

Elton (1963: 299) argues that the French state \01as not trans-

formed at all o that the monarchy of Francis I in the sixteenth 

century \-1aS no different from the medieval monarchy. Maj or (1960. 

1980) argues that there \'1as a minimal transformation during this 

period. He distinguishes ben.;reen three types of monarchies: 
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medieval D Renaissance. and Absolutist. Unlike Elton D he sees an 

important difference bet~ .. een the medieval and Renaissance (roughly 

1430-1600) monarchies. but he continually stresses the limits on 

the power of Renaissance monarchs (Major. 1960: 3-20; 1980: 160-

200). Wolfe (1972) makes distinctions ben .. een the same three 

types of monarchies but stresses the radical nature of the trans

formation much more than Major, even referring to "Renaissance 

Absolutism" to indicate the extent of the increase in Crown 

autonomy (1972: 24). 

The principal-agent theory should allow us to decide 

which of these three very different arguments best explains the 

nature of the early French state. The transformation from a 

minimal to an Absolutist state should be marked by two develop

ments: (1) a significant lessening of control capacities in the 

primary principal-agent relation due to a shift in the relative 

power of noble principals and the royal agent in favor of the 

latter and resul ting in a significant increase in Crown .autonomy 

and (2) a transformation of the internal principal agent relation 

giving the Crown more control over its staff. thus allowing rulers 

to successfully use state policies to realize their interests. 

The principal-agent theory has provided a precise formulation of 

the question. We must not .. turn to the historical evidence to 

discover the extent to which the above n .. o developments occurred. 
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The Evolution of Crown Autonomy: 
Principal-Agent Relations in the Fifteenth Century 

When the French minimal state \'18S first formed. the Crown 

in normal times was supposed to "live on its own." as any other 

feudal lord. from the revenues of the Crown lands. This type of 

revenue was considered the "ordinary" revenue of the Crowni all 

forms of taxation were considered "extraordinary" and were 

available to the Crown only with the approval of national and 

regional organizations controlled by the nobility. These organi-

zations were the control mechanisms through which noble principals 

(and bourgeois secondary principals) monitored and sanctioned 

their royal agent and thus maintained the minimal state they 

desired. The strengths and weaknesses of these control mechanisms 

should provide the key to understanding how the French Crown was 

able to increase its autonomy in the fifteenth century. 

Noble primary principals and to a lesser extent bourgeois 

secondary principals had b~o levels at which they could control 

their royal agent: national and regional. Early in the fifteenth 

century (prior to the reign of Charles VII in 1422). French kings 

had to obtain permission from the national legislature assembly 

(Estates General) controlled by the nobility (although all three 

"orders" were represented) for taxation. Principa1s--and not the 

royal agent--had effective control over the fiscal power of the 

state. The Estates General not only controlled taxation but had 

direct decision-making poer as l~e11 i they advised the king on both 

domestic and foreign policy. Since they controlled state 



revenues, the king could not afford to ignore their advice. 

Regional control. through provincial estates. included the 

capacity to both monitor and sanction rulers. Representatives of 

nobles dominated provincial estates monitored by auditing the 

accounts of the royal officials (~lus) in charge of collecting 

taxes (Major. 1960 40). Protests against high taxation by 

provincial estates often sanctioned rulers by actually lowering 

taxes (Maj or. 1960: 39-40). 

The existence of these ~vo levels of control can be 

interpreted in two ways. They could be seen as an indicator of 

strength. since two levels should provide more control than one. 

Hmqever. in reality the existence of ~vo separate levels of 

control proved to weaken the position of principals. The ~vo 

levels battle against each other over whether control over taxes 

should be national or regional (Major. 1960: 116). and the king 

was able to use this to his advantage. The sharp conflict between 

the national and provincial estates divided the principals. and as 

I have argued, such disunity tends to increase Crown autonomy. 

Along with the control problems of class principals. the 

tide of the Hundred Years War '{<las beginning to turn toward the 

French. In 1428 the Crown won Burgundy back and in 1436 achieved 

more important victories. Such victories at war, especially since 

these resulted in land acquisition. increased the relative power 

of the Crown and thus its autonomy. 

187 



The principal-agent theory suggests that under these 

conditions CrOt'ln autonomy should increase. in this situation 

transforming the minimal state into an Absolutist one. and that is 

exactly what happens. Charles VII begins increasing Crown fiscal 

control when he undermines the power of the Estates General by 

going only to provincial estates for taxes (Major. 1960: 38; 

loJolfe. 1972: 27). Major (1960: 38) argues that this represents 

not increasing Crown autonomy but "decentralization" of power. 

This position is not supported by the evidence since only TIvO

fifths of France even had provincial estates at this time and even 

those that did exist. unlike the national estates. could only 

prevent tax increases in most cases (Wolfe. 1972: 40-47). 

Full de facto (if not de jure) Crown control over both 

direct (taille) and indirect (aides. gabelle) taxation came with 

the ordinances of 1437 and 1439. At the same time Charles VII was 

able to increase the power of the Crown and decrease the power of 

the nobility. He created a standing army and outlawed noble 

armies. and as he took control of fiscal power himself. he 

outlawed noble taxation. The French Absolutist state. charac

terized by Crown control over taxation and a standing army. llTaS 

born. 

The consequences of higher CrOtlTn autonomy should be an 

increase in taxation since rulers lI1i11 try to maximize their 

wealth. In this case. the tax increase that the principal-agent 

theory predicts was not immediate. Taxes did not go up during the 
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reign of Charles VII (although he did use devaluation of the 

currency to increase Crown revenue).2 However. the reforms in 

fiscal control initiated by Charles VII did lead to significant 

tax increases for his successor. Louis XI (1461-1483) tripled 

taxes in his reign (Wolfe. 1972: 54-55). 

In spite of its increased autonomy. the French Absolutist 

state in the fifteenth century was still very weak. partly due to 

its size but also because control mechanisms in the internal 

principal-agent relation \l1ere weak. The Crml1n ~7as generally 

unable to control state officials. either nationally or locally 

(Major. 1960: 13). Nobles still staffed most important positions 

in the state. and Crml1n revenues were still far too low to finance 

the monitoring and sanctioning mechanisms necessary to obtain 

their compliance. Provincial estates in some regions (i.e., 

Languedoc. Burgundy) appointed many royal officials (Wolfe. 1972: 

49). Provincial governors in charge of the military. almost 

always from. the high nobility. controlled large patronage networks 

(Shennan. 1969: 60). The many provincial parlements created in 

the fifteenth century to take care of local ju,:!icial functions 

were "manipulated by the nobility" (Presn·dch. 1957: 107-108). 

Rulers did attempt to gain more control over the state 

apparatus. Both Cha,rles VII and Louis XI tried to recruit more of 

their officials from non-noble origins to decrease the explicit 

2. Gold coins were debased by 25 percent in the decade 
benl1een 1420-1430 alone (Wolfe. 1972: 28). 
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class content of the state bureaucracy (Major. 1960: 11-12). A 

royal court, the Grand Conseil. t'las created to settle judicial 

disputes that the king did not trust parlements to resolve in 

accordance with his interests (Shennan. 1969: 45-46: Parker. 

1983: 8). However. on the whole noble principals were still in a 

position to control many parts of the inchoate state apparatus. 

and this lack of royal control of its staff separates "Renaissance 

Absolutist" from the more powerful and autonomous states that were 

to follow it. The principal-agent theory thus seems to support 

Wolfe's (1972) thesis that a radical break with the past did occur 

in the fifteenth century but that additional significant trans

formations were yet to come. 

What w~re the effects of this increase in Crown autonomy 

on state policies affecting economic development? By far the most 

important policies were those concerning agriculture. in 'Vlhich the 

Crm~n acted to maintain small peasant control of the land. Rulers 

protected the customary rights of peasants to land (cens tenure). 

abolished the remnants of feudalism. allowed peasants to try their 

claims in royal courts instead of noble courts. and strengthened 

the peasant village community by giving control over the collec

tion of the taille (Brenner. 1982: 79-80). By protecting peasant 

property in this t·lay. the Crown 'V1as maintaining its tax base 

(since noble land t~as exempt from taJcation). The result of this 

Crown consolidation of peasant holdings was stagnation in French 

agriculture (Bois. 1978: Brenner. 1982: 77. 97-100). Since the 
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primary innovations that lo70Uld increase productivity such as the 

"floating of the water meadm'1s" and "up and dot·m" husbandry took 

more capital than small peasant proprietors had (Kerridge. 1969: 

127-128; Brenner, 1982: 98) • 

State policies toward trade and industry also had 

generally negative effects for economic development. Louis XI was 

called the ''king of merchants" (Zeller. 1970: 130) because of his 

professed desire to promote trade. but even he allowed his short

term fiscal interests to take precedence over economic develop

ment. He made the towns pay large forced loans. draining capital 

away from productive investment. and generally controlled the 

towns tightly. He also failed to remove or even lower the 

internal tolls that raised the transaction costs on trade within 

France (Wolfe. 1972: 57-58). His establishments of silk making 

in Tours was a small accomplishment compared to the economic 

damage of his fiscal policies. 

French nobles in the fifteenth century were not about to 

give up their control of state policy without a fight. In 1465 a 

group of nobles used their most drastic type of sanction; the 

Grandees (high nobility) of France organized a revolt against the 

new Crown control of taxation called the '~ar for the Public 

Weal." Their willingness to use this drastic measure is an 

indication of the extent of the increase in Crotm autonomy and the 

degree to which dominant class principals perceived it as contrary 

to their interests. 
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The "Har of the Public Heal" did not successfully stop 

the increase in Crown autonomy. but the regency that occurred \olhen 

Louis XI died in 1483 did. Since the heir to the throne was only 

13. a council of great nobles ruled in a regency government 

(Major. 1960: 62-63). As the principal-agent theoxy predicts. 

state policies changed to the detriment of the Crown when these 

noble principals ruled directly. The noble regency reversed the 

trend of tax increases ~ cutting the taille ~ 25 percent (Major. 

1960: 64). This limitation of Crown taxation had important long-

term effects: taxes remained basically unchanged benveen 1484 and 

1507. Noble control capacities tvere increased when the Paris 

parlement was first given the right to voice its objections to 

Crmoln policies (remonstrances) (Major. 1960: 13). Lastly. many 

nobles who had been jailed or exiled for acting against the Crown 

were released (Major. 1960: 76-80). The fifteenth centuxy thus 

ends with a noble reaction to increasing Crown autonomy made 

possible by the ''wild card" of Absolutist monarchies. a royal 

minority. 

Autonomy. Policies. and Economic Development 
in the Early Sixteenth Century: Francis I 

The histoxy of Crown autonomy in sixteenth-centuxy France 

can be divided almost in half into nolO vexy different periods. 

The first period. covering the reign of Francis I (1515-1547). is 

a p~riod of increasing Crown autonomy. The last half of the 

centuxy is just the opposite. marked by defeats at war. fiscal 
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crises. regencies. and the Religious Hars. all of tvhich greatly 

weakened the Crown and led to a resurgence of noble dominance. 

The primary limitation to Crmvn autono~ in the fifteenth 

century. as noted above. was the inability of the ruler to control 

state officials due to the weakness of control mechanisms in the 

internal principal-agent relation. The key to the power and 

autono~ of Francis I is to be found in his ability to strengthen 

internal control mechanisms by reorganizing the state apparatus. 

Probably the most important transformations in the state initiated 

by Francis I were his Edicts of 1523. in which he centralized and 

gained control over the fiscal system. He created the office of 

tr~sorier del'Epargne in order to centralize the collection of 

taxes and Crmvn spending. One official who could be easily 

monitored and sanctioned by the ruler replaced a ~riad of uncon

trollable local officials. Francis I then used his new cen

tralized fiscal system to build a war chest (Wolfe. 1972: 87-89) 

which would allow him to pursue an empire-building strategy (in 

this case an on-going war with Spain over control of Italy). 

Francis I also consolidated his control over decision 

making (and decreased the control of noble principals) by creating 

the Council of State. Unlike earlier organs of advice. in which 

the high nobility had the right to participate. the king could 

choose the members of his Council (Shennan. 1969: 39). The "King 

was alt"ays anxious to break any precedent tvhich might support an 

aristocratic stronghold over the council. by asserting his right 
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to nominate his 0~'lD councillors" (Shennan. 1969: 40). The king 

also increased his ability to sanction state officials ~ creating 

the chambre de justice. a special royal tribunal set up to punish 

r~al officials caught embezze1ing state funds (although it was 

often used for more political purposes) (Bosher. 1973: 31-32). 

In all of these ways Francis I was able to increase Crown 

control over the state apparatus. These transformations in the 

nature of the state highlight the importance of understanding the 

interaction between internal. primary. and secondary principa1-

agent relations. Just as a relatively strong class principal can 

use its pmqer to decrease the control of rulers over their staff 

(as in the fifteenth century). so too a monarch able to centralize 

and control the state apparatus can greatly increase his autonomy 

from class principals. It is much easier for class principals to 

gain control of the vairous parts of a decentralized state 

apparatus than to control a very centralized one (Rueschemeyer and 

Evans. 1985: 56). Since one of the most important '!lays that 

class principals can monitor and sanction royal agents is from 

within the state apparatus. internal. primary. and secondary 

principal-agent relations overlap in the context of the battle to 

control the state bureaucracy. 

I do not mean to indicate that the Crown had anything 

close to complete control over all state officials in the first 

half of the sixteenth century. Nobles still controlled many 

specific parts of the state. including the Estates General. Paris 
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parlement. provincial parlements D and provincial estates. 

Provincial governors provide a further counter-example to Cr()\oln 

control of the state. The governors invariably came from the high 

nobility (Parker. 1983: 8): in fact. specific noble families came 

to control many governorships (Shennan. 1969: 60). Their 

functions. initially only militaxy. expanded in the sixteenth 

century, and they were able to use their posts to build large 

clienteles (Major D 1964: 638-641). The advances made by Francis 

I thus did not consist of replacing old positions in the state 

dominated by the nobility by more easily controlled positions but. 

as would be the case throughout the histoxy of French Absolutism. 

by adding layers to the already existing bureaucracy. The French 

state would in this way become a huge system of uncertain and 

overlapping jurisdictions. 

In spite of the exceptions noted above. it is undeniable 

that the Crmvn did increase its control over state officials in 

the first half of the sixteenth century. and as the principal

agent theoxy predicts. this led to an increase in Crown autonomy 

and state policies favoring Crown interests. Due to his high 

autonomy. Francis I was able to (1) ignore and subvert the 

interests of primaxy and secondaxy principals; (2) increase Cr~ln 

revenue through higher direct and indirect taxation, rent-seeking. 

and forced loans; and (3) engage in an intra-European empire

building strategy. 
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Francis I was able largely to subvert the control 

mechanisms of both primary and secondary principals. He "disre-

garded par1ement' s complaints about fiscal abuses" (Parker. 1983: 

12) • Moreover. he took many important cases away from them and 

had them tried instead in the Grand Consei1. a court subservient 

to the Crown. Secondary principals. the :bourgeoisie. \vere 

l'leakened when royal control over the tOtVilll was extended by the 

creation of royal officials whose functi~ it was to monitor 

municipal activities. 

One of the most important indicw~~rs of incnaased Crown 

autonomy was the fact that government r.ewemues increB!!i'lEi:l signifi-

cantly. '1.'axes doub1ed during the reign aif :!Francis .1.., :lmcreasing 

at a rate of 2.2 percent per year (Wo1f.e .. li972: 99.D... lRent-

seeking activities of the more ar.ntonomcml£ [lx1own al.sIl) :lim:creased. 

Political rent-seeking. in thE ;[~DD of tilifl! sale air offi.<ees. began 

to be employed on a large scal'.l'! (althou.gll llllOt that C'lfi '!toe seven-

teenth century) (Wolfe. 1972: 102; Park1::I:. 1983: '2Ji). Mercan-

tilist economic rent-seeking was also plIl1:1Bued. in spii::te of the 

fact that an Assembly of Towns represen~~g seconda~ principals 

opposed the policy (Major o 1960: 128-129). Last1y .• :in the early 

part of his reign Francis I used forced .il.o:oans from tt:Gl:lwns and royal 

tax officia1s o on ~lhich he usually paid mID interest. -to raise 

revenue quick1y3 (Wolfe. 1972:: 63). When the magist!:;rates of the 

3. These forc·ed loans \Were 1a1:e-z mep1aced ~ a more regu
larized f ODD of roy a1 Dorrm·Jing" ~Ji th in':tG:nr:.est. ba:clre).(l by the city 
of Paris (rentes sur l'hGte1 d~ ville de ~aris). 
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Bordeaux par1ement refused to give such a loan. they t-lere im

prisoned (Parker. 1983: 12) • 

The fiscal reforms and increased taxation of Francis I 

were all intended to serve one purpose--war. Throughout his 

reign. France was involved in a long. increasingly costly. and 

ineffectual war with Spain over control of the Italian city

states. The tolar t .. as fairly popular in France at first. mainly 

because it cost little since the troops lived by plundering the 

regions in which they fought. However. as it wore on. it became 

increasingly costly. eventually leading to an acute fiscal crisis 

in the decade following the death of Francis I. 

What were the consequences of the policies of this highly 

autonomous monarch for economic development in France? The 

disregard of the interests of primary and secondary principals led 

to a situation in which the king had a very high degree of control 

over decision making. Parker (1983: 12) argues that "Francis I 

had the means to rule more or less as he wished." The outcome of 

such a system of individual rule. as Weber (1968) realized. will 

often be arbitrary and capricious policies that undermine the 

predictability necessary for rational capitalists to make deci

sions. Furthermore. higher rates of taxation decreased purchasing 

power and thus lowered aggregate demand. Venal offices and forced 

loans drew capital away from more productive uses. Lastly. the 

positive effects of r~al empire-building strategies (such as the 
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increase in iron production) (Meuvret b 1970: 134) did not 

compensate for the vast resources spent unproductively in Har. 

The Decline of Crown Autonomy and the 
Wars of Religion. 1559-1598 

TI~o things happened in the middle of the sixteenth 

century to drastically lessen Crown autonomy. The Italian Wars 

against Spain. lasting half a century. finally ended in the reign 

of Henry II (1547-1559) with the state facing virtual bankruptcy 

and no territory gained. must be considered a serious defeat for 

the French. This devastating loss made the high taxes necessary 

to support the largest army in Europe (50.000 troops in 1557) less 

and less legitimate. 

At the same time the Crown was weakened ~ a succession 

of kings either too young or too weak to rule. Without an adult 

king of "relatively sound mind. strong government was impossible" 

(Dent. 1973: 42). The trouble for the Crown began with the rule 

of Francis II (1559-1560). Although not an official regency. the 

Guises (one of the most powerful noble families) were able to 

"totally dominate" the sickly king (Parker. 1983: 28). Noble 

domination of the government continued with the regency of Charles 

IX. 

The vacuum in state power induced many nobles to compete 

for control. leading to the intra-noble conflicts kn~7n as the 

Wars of Religion. The Wars of Religion. as many have noted 

(Thompson. 1967: 2; Romier. 1967; Robiquet. 1967; Parker. 1983: 
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41). lvere motivated more by politics and economics than by 

religion. Both the Catholic and Huguenot sides l'lere manned by 

nobles who wanted to regain control over the Crown or plunder the 

wealth of the church. During this period power became very 

decentralized. Provincial nobles. especially governors. con-

trolled their mqn armies and collected taxes (for themselves) 

locally (Parker. 1983: 32). Towns were able to reject Crown 

control (Shennan. 1969: 31). Provincial estates became much 

stronger and more able to successfully oppose Crown taxation 

(Parker. 1983: 34). 

The most important consequence of the decreased autonomy 

and power of the Crown was an inability to collect "ordinal:}''' 

revenues (direct and indirect taxes). As a result. the weakened 

Crown had to resort to "extraordinary" revenues to a larger 

extent. primarily rent-seeking.4 The sale of offices is greatly 

expanded as ma~ new and redundant positions &re created. Wolfe 

(1972: 131-136) refers to the period after 1562 as one of "a11-

out venality." Henry III in 1581 passed an edict that extended and 

standardized guild institutions. The sale of monopoly privileges 

to these guilds became an important part of Crown-induced economic 

rent-seeking. The motives for the Crmvn's support of the guilds 

4. The position of the Stuart kings in England in the 
sixteenth century is similar in this respect. Their inability to 
collect "ordinary" taxes forced them to depend primarily on rent
seeking and loans. 

199 



is in this case vexy clear; they did it not to improve the economy 

but to fill the royal treasuxy (Zeller. 1970: 136-137). 

The economic consequences of this period of low autonomy 

in French histoxy make it clear that the relationship between 

Crown autonomy and economic development is more complicated than 

previous arguments would indicate. I have argued that generally 

lmq autonomy facilitates economic development in the core. 

However. this is not the case when state power breaks down 

entirely leading to a decentralization of authori~ and prolonged 

conflict as in the Religious Wars. The relationship benqeen Crown 

autono~ and economic development in the core must thus be viewed 

as curvilinear; very high autonomy and very low autonomy (break

down) hinder economic development whereas a moderate to low level 

of autonomy facilitates it. 

The evidence of the negative economic consequences of the 

total breakdown of Crown authority during the Religious Wars is 

clear. Support for the monopoly power of guilds limited markets 

and innovation. The bourgeoisie ~lere aware of these negative 

consequences (especially for the profits of merchants) and thus 

opposed the edict of 1581 making guild mandatory (Zeller a 1970: 

135). The increase in venality of offices also had negative 

economic consequences (Parker. 1983: 40). This period in French 

history is marked by an "ebbing rut1ay of ••• economic prosperity" 

and the "diminished vitality of the rural economy" (Parker. 1983: 

38-39) • 

200 



201 

opposed the edict of 1581 making guild mandatory (Zeller. 1970: 

135). The increase in venality of offices also had negative 

economic consequences (Parker. 1983: 40). This period in French 

history is marked by an "ebbing away of • • • economic prosperity" 

and the "diUlinished vitality of the rural economy" (Parker. 1983: 

38-39) • 

The Seventeenth Century: 
The High Point of Crown Autonomy 

The seventeenth century is perhaps the most important in 

the entire history of French Absolutism. It opens at the end of 

the most significant threat to the Absolutist state prior to the 

revolution. the Wars of Religion. and is divided neatly in half by 

another threat, the Fronde. However, in spite of these serious 

threats to Absolutism. and in fact partly because of them, the 

seventeenth century is a period in which royal power and autonomy 

dramatically increase. Explaining the causes and economic 

consequences of this increase in Crown autonomy should thus 

provide a good test of the principal-agent theory of the state. 

The seventeenth century actually opens in 1598 \vi th the 

peace \vith Spain and the Edict of Nantes ending the Wars of 

Religion. beginning a decade of peace. Peace \Vas exactly what 

Henry IV and Sully. his most important minister. needed. since 

they we re confron ted \o]i th a weakened state and faced a fiscal 

crisis. The primary short-term goal of the Crown thus had to be 

an improvement in its financial position. Sully was a "master 



financier" (Treasure. 1981: 63) l'lho greatly improved the fiscal 

position of the Crown (Parker. 1983: 47-48). As the principa1-

agent theory would predict. he was able to do this by tightening 

the internal principal-agent relation. Strong control of the 

state apparatus was the means not only to a better financial 

position but also to the main goal of the Crown. to undermine the 

control capacities of the nobility in the primary principal-agent 

relation (Major. 1980: 2). 

How was Sully able to tighten control in the internal 

principal-agent relation and improve the financial position of the 

Crown? First. by improving both monitoring and sanctioning in the 

state fiscal apparatus. Sully began by making all tax farmers. 

who \V'ere notoriously corrupt (Prestwick. 1957: 117). pay directly 

to the Crown. thus removing many of the intermediate links that 

drained off Crown revenue. He also made all tax farmers turn 

their accounts over to their successors. who would be responsible 

for all earlier malpractices they did not detect. inducing 

monitoring within the staff (Treasure. 1981: 63). Monitoring is 

of course useless without sanctions. so in 1601. 1605. and 1607 

Sully convened a special court to try to punish tax offenders, the 

chambre de justice. Second. Sully improved the Crown's short-term 

financial position (at the price of alienating many Crown credi

tors) by defaulting on many debts and actually running an unde

clared bankruptcy (Parker. 1983: 47-48) • Third. Sully ration

alized political rent-seeking in 1604 with the paulette. The 

202 



paulette basically transformed revenue from venal offices from 

lump sum lvindfall payments to the Cro\vn to small. annual payments 

(1/16 of the value of the offic~ per year). Its most important 

effect ''las to provide a regular revenue from political rent-

seeking for the Crown (replacing the earlier sporadic income). 

Furthermore. it served the political function of removing control 

over offices from local magnates (e.g •• the Guises) who had used 

their power to appoint officeholders to establish large patronage 

networks (especially in the Wars of Religion) (Major. 1980: 4).5 

By making offices the hereditaty property of the officeholder the 

Crm'ln not only decreased the power of nobles to control these 

officers but in the long run decreased its own power as well. 

Sully's reforms had the desired fiscal effects; Crown revenue 

increased from 27 million livres to 60 million livres during his 

term. One-third of all revenue between 1605-1609 came from rent-

seeking funds. primarily a consequence of the paulette (Treasure. 

1981: 63). 

It spite of these improvements in fiscal administration. 

the Crown still did not have a high degree of autonomy at the 

beginning of the century. In fact. the reason that Henry IV and 

Sully had to resort to extraordinaty revenues to such an extent is 

5. Historians have debated whether the primaty motivation 
for the paulette '-las money or power (c£.. Mousnier. 1945; Major, 
1980; Bonney. 1981: 61). Hmvever. this seems to be a rather 
trivial dispute. I have argued that predatory monarchs wanted 
both wealth and power and. moreover, that each was a means to the 
other. 
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that primary and secondary principals still had a. great deal of 

control over ordinary taxation. Provincial estates were often 

able to resist Crown demands for taxes (Parker. 1983: 47). The 

Estates General was also still in existence (until 1614). Noble 

principals devised ways to successfully monitor Crown spending. 

Early in his reign. the king was forced to keep an emergency war 

chest in the Louvre that could not be opened except in the 

presence of members of the Paris Parlement and the Chambre de 

Comptes (Bonney. 1981: 51). Lastly. far from being able to 

command the obedience of his subjects. Henry IV was forced to buy 

the allegiance of important nobles. For example. it cost him 24 

million livres to buy off some of the prominent leaders of the 

Catholic League (Parker. 1983: 47). Major (1964: 643) documents 

the fact that noble rebellion could often result in payments from 

the Crcmn to maintain order. 

However. in spite of the temporary ability of nobles to 

limit Crown autonomy through existing control mechanisms. the 

long-term structural \'leakness of noble principals ,'lould soon 

result in increasing Crown autonomy. Throughout the sixteenth 

century the traditional "sword" nobility t'1as becoming economically 

t'leaker (Maddalena. 1974: 291-292). Their basically fixed income 

from customary (noncapitalist) rents on land and for various 

services could not keep up with the sustained inflation of the era 

of the "price revolution." In sharp contrast to the concentration 

of landholding that was occurring across the channel during this 
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period (Wallerstein. 1974: 246). peasants still controlled 40-50 

percent of the land in France (Brenner. 1976: 73). In short. 

their position within the agrarian class structure was relatively 

weak. Moreover. their lack of unity weakened them further. 

Religious divisions and. most importantly. divisions between the 

traditional "sword" nobles and the relatively newly created nobles 

of the "robe" (office holders) created constant conflicts within 

the class. The long-term result was a weakening of the nobility 

relative to the Crown (Dumont. 1976: 56) and an increase in Crown 

autonomy. 

The increase in Crown autonomy that should have followed 

from the weakness of the principal ."as temporarily postponed 

because of the regency government that took over when Henry IV was 

assasinated. Nobles immediately moved to the vacant center of 

state power. filling many of the important council positions for 

the regent. Marie de M~dicis. Noble unrest also increased 

(Bonney. 1981: 77). The weakened state. unable to repress these 

revolts. again had to resort to buying off their leaders. Ten 

million livres were spent on bribes between 1610-1614 (Bonney, 

1981: 76; Parker. 1983: 49). Sully \"as forced to retire by the 

now pm"erful nobility in 1611. They then demanded (and got) a 

meeting of the Estates General in 1614. By 1616 the weakness of 

the Cro\Oln was about to provoke another crisis; France "teetered on 

the brink of open conflict" (Parker. 1983: 49) • The crisis \vas 

only averted when Louis XIII assumed power. ending the regency. 
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The rule of Louis XIII and Richelieu ~vas marked by 

increasing Crown autonomy (Briggs. 1977: 54). tighter Crown 

control over its staff. and. and a result. increasing taxation 

(Treasure. 1981: 176) and a push for empire in the Thirty Years 

War. The rise in crown autonomy was in part due to the reaction 

against the earlier crises. No one wanted a repetition of the 

chaos of the Wars of Religion. and there was also a reaction 

against the theories of tyranicide that had justified the assasin

ation of Henry IV. Generally. people were willing to tolerate 

royal power in order to avoid a repetition of those events. 

Moreover. in addition to the economic weakness and lack of unity 

of the nobility. primary and secondary principals nm ... no longer 

had a national assembly; the Estates General would not meet again 

until just prior to the revolution. 

These facts allowed the Crown to take the initiative 

against the nobility. reducing their control capacities and thus 

increasing autonomy. The most important transformation concerned 

control over the provinces. Throughout the sixteenth and into the 

seventeenth century. provincial governors ~vere probably the most 

important officials for noble control of state policy. All royal 

officials had to have cover letters from provincial governors to 

supplement their papers from the Crmvn if their orders were to 

carry any weight locally (Treasure. 1981: 72), giving noble 

governors virtual veto power over Cr~]n policies in the pro

vinces. Thus Richelieu's revocation of the hereditary character 
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of provincial governorship l'las a serious blow to noble control 

capacities. Only four of the sixteen governors holding office 

when Riche1ieu came to power were still there when he died; the 

rest had been replaced ~ men 1~a1 to the Crown (Treasure. 1981: 

165-166). Riche1ieu also used intendents (who he could control 

since they were highly paid. nonloca1. and their commissions 

revokable) as temporary. ad hoc r~al officials in the provinces.6 

The central government was also brought more under CrOlvn control. 

The executive branch ",as made more compact and centralized 

(Treasure. 1981: 171) as the state (in some respects at least) 

became more bureaucratic and less patrimonial. The activities of 

the Par1ement of Paris were limited to only judicial matters. 

The principal-agent theory suggests that an increase in 

Cro~vn autonomy and control over its staff should resul t in state 

policies favoring r~a1 interests, i.e., maximizing the wealth and 

power of the ruler. Therefore. we would expect both taxation and 

warfare to increase. and both do. Every branch of r~a1 revenue 

increases during the reign of Louis XII. the tai11e doubles and 

the gabe11e more than doubles between 1626-1636. Extraordinary 

revenue. especially the sale of offices. provides five times the 

revenue between 1630-1640 as it did bettveen 1610-1620 (Prestwick. 

6. The intendents were as of yet neither as numerous nor 
as powerful as they lvere to become during the reign of Louis XIV. 
They were only part-time and only worked in 12 provinces. Even 
though their impact tvas not as great early in the seventeenth 
century as later. it \>1as still significant. 
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1957: 123. Parker. 1983: 65).7 A comparison \l7ith England is 

very instructive. Nef (1957: 126-128) shows that whereas per 

capita taxation levels in England and France were equal in the 

mid-sixteenth century. by the mid-seventeenth century. per capita 

taxation was three to four times higher in France than in Eng-

land.8 the reason for this high taxation was to finance a 

tremendous military build-up necessary for victory in the Thirty 

Years War. The French army grew from 60.000 troops in 1625 to 

150.000 troops in 1635. In addition to this. France paid one 

million livres per year to &l7eden beginning in 1631 to keep 36.000 

Swedish troops in the field (Treasure. 1981: 186). In this case. 

military spending would payoff for the Crown; the Thirty Years 

War would end with France clearly the dominant military power in 

Europl:!. 

In spite of the existence of several structural factors 

pointing to a continuing rise in Crown autonomy. the conjunctural 

''wild card" of Absolutism. a royal minority and regency. would 

again temporarily stop the momentum. As usual in a regency. 

nobles gravitated to the center of power. The "faltering leader-

ship" (Moote. 1971: 64) under the regency of Anne of Austria had 

7. In fact. so many offices \l7ere sold that by 1639 the 
market t<las flooded. prices dropped, and many offices even went 
unsold (Prestwick. 1957: 123). 

8. This relative change of course reflects not only the 
grml7th in power and autonomy of the French state but also the 
decreasing autonomy, eventually leading to revolution. in England. 
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two immediate effects: (1) noble-controlled organizations assert 

control over the CrOim and (2) rev 01 ts against Crown authority 

increase. The Paris Par1ement immediately assumes an "obstruc-

tionist" stance toward regency initiatives in 1643 (Moote. 1971: 

91) • Provincial par1ements also take on a "more aggressive 

attitude" (Moote. 1971: 92). Rev 01 ts in the provinces against 

the high taxation necessitated by war increase (Parker. 1983: 96-

97). culminating in the Fronde (1648-1652). 

Historians have offered three conflicting interpretations 

of the Fronde. Although each is complex and detailed. they can be 

simply contrasted by concentrating on the main issue separating 

them. i.e •• what exactly were the divisions separating and 

coalitions uniting the various groups involved? Porchnev (1963) 

presents the Marxist argument that the primary division was 

benveen the exploited ( lower classes. mainly peasants) and the 

exploiters (nobles and the state).9 The nobility and the Crown 

are seen here as partners in exploiting the peasantry. sharing an 

interest in. maintaining order. Mousnier (1945) argues that all 

social groups were united in their opposition to the high taxation 

of the Crown. Trevor-Roper (1965) sees the conflict as primarily 

intra-noble. betvleen those holding state office ("court") and thus 

9. The origin of the name given to these revolts. the 
"Fronde." seems to support Porchnev's contention that they were 
primarily lower-class revolts. The Fronde refers to a catapult 
with which Parisian street urchins liked to pelt the carriages of 
the rich as they passed. 
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benefitting from high levels of taxation and provincial nobles 

living off rents on land ("country") and opposed to high taxes. 

Most hist orians not'l accept some version of Mousnier' s position 

{Salmon. 1979: 1; Moote. 1971),10 and I will argue for it here. 

In short. I will argue that the Fronde was an attempt by the 

nobility to reassert their control over the Crown. made possible 

by high taxation and famine that prompted peasant unrest (which 

the nobles used to pressure the Crot'ln) and the existence of a 

regency which temporarily weakened the state. 

~'lo separate revolts comprised the Fronde: (1) the 

Par1ementary Fronde (1648-1649) and (2) the Noble Fronde (1649-

1652). Both of these can be interpreted as attempts by the 

10. Even contemporary Marxists have abandoned Porchnev's 
analysis of the Fronde. The weakness of the Marxist dominant 
class theory is illustrated by Anderson's (1974: 55) attempt to 
explain the Fronde in terms of the false consciousness of the 
nobility: '~o class in history immediately comprehends the logic 
of its own historical situation. in periods of transition: a long 
period of disorientation and confusion may be necessary for it to 
learn the necessary rules of its own [sic] sovereignty. The 
Western nobility in the tense age of 17th century Absolutism was 
no exception: it had to be broken into the harsh and unawaited 
discipline of its ot'lU conditions of government." The nobility in 
the seventeenth century ~las not at all "confused" about its 
relation to the Crown. The conflicts ben ... een the interests of 
principals and agents in this case were not imagined but real. 
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nobility11 to lessen the autonomy of the Crown. The first. less 

radical. parlementary Fronde was an attempt by nobles to reassert 

the control of noble-dominated national organizations over state 

policy formation. They wanted more direct control over decision 

making in what amounted to a "constitutional monarchy" (Prestwick. 

1957: 114). Their main demands of the Paris Parlement were tax 

reduction (reduce the taille ~ 25 percent). removal of the 

intendents. and protection of the rights of office holders against 

arbitrary actions of the Crown (Moote. 1971: 35. 45-52). They 

wanted not to crush the Crmvn. as their English counterparts were 

doing. but to control a "limited monarchy" within a strengthened 

principal-agent framework (Treasure. 1981: 224). 

vlhen the Crown arrested prominent Parlementary leaders 

and tried to avoid compliance with their demands. the second. more 

radical. noble Fronde began. The primary goal of this stage of 

the rebellion v7as to regain the privileges Richelieu had taken. 

mainly local noble control (Treasure. 1981: 215). The primary 

11. Although I am generally following Mousnier's analysis 
of the Fronde. I disagree with his contention that the noblesse de 
robe vlere part of the bourgeoisie. To make his argument. he 
relies on the opinions of contemporaries. 'tIlho viewed the "robe" 
nobles as upstart bourgeois. not really nobles at all. However. 
this SUbjective analysis cannot take the place of an analysis of 
the objective class position of the parlementaires and other robe 
nobles. In terms of the source of their income. they lived like 
other fractions of the nobility. from "proprietary" rents (Taylor. 
1967). Therefore. the influx of bourgeois into venal offices must 
be interpreted not as the embourgeoisiement of the state (as 
Mournier. 1945) but as the "feudalization" of the bourgeoisie 
(Lublinskaya. 1972). 
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means used ~lere the most drastic sanctions available to noble 

principals. the instigation and failure to repress rural revolts 

against Cr~ln taxation (Salmon. 1967: 27). 

Why did the French nobility who organized the Fronde fail 

to achieve lasting control over the Crown. while the English 

Revolution. occurring at the same time. succeeded? First. class 

principals in France lacked a unified conception of what the goals 

of the rev 01 t should be. Robe nobles were very conservative. 

~..ranting only more control over state policy and to be less 

controlled ~ commissioned staff (intendents). Provincial nobles. 

on the other hand. desired a much more minimal state (including 

many fe,..rer officers) and much more local control. Because of 

these divisions, coupled \'1ith the lack of a national assembly 

within which they may have been able to negotiate some compromise. 

the r~701t that resulted was unorganized and bound to fail. 

When Louis XIV assumed personal rule in 1661. the condi

tions were right for another increase in Crown autonomy, and the 

rise in the power and autonomy of the French Crown during his 

reign is legendary. The pm..rer of the royal agent relative to 

noble principals was increased ~ two factors. As argued above. 

the nobility • ..ras divided. and they were further weakened by their 

loss in the Fronde. The pmo1er of the Crown was increased ~ the 

"substantial gains" made • ..rith the Treaty of vlestpha1ia (Treasure. 

1981: 209). Spain \'7as no longer the dominant military pm..rer in 

Europe; that position belonged to France. 
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Louis XIV made the best of his relative power by acting 

quickly to decrease the control capacities of noble principals and 

increase his control over state apparatus. The best (i.e •• most 

dependable) royal agents. the intendents. were by this time fu1l-

time Crown officials in all of the provinces. Provincial gover-

nors. once a major stronghold of local noble power. were not given 

three-year revokable terms (they had earlier been reduced from 

hereditary possessions to life terms). Later these governors were 

to be moved to Versailles. away from their local bases of power. 

Louis XIV also lessened noble control capacities by removing all 

high nobles from the High Council (Goubert. 1970: 65) and 

generally choosing his ministers from non-noble origins (Treasure. 

1981: 313). The provincial parlements were silenced when their 

traditional right of remonstrance (an important monitoring device) 

was revoked (Hardy. 1967: 11). The entire judicial system was 

generally made more subservient to the Crown (Dumont. 1976: 

70).12 When the parlement of Brittany rebelled against royal 

authority by "encouraging" a tax revolt in 1675. the Crown 

"admonished and humiliated" them by removing them from their seat 

and lowering their salaries (Hurt. 1975). The days in which the 

CrO'tvn was forced by buy loyalty t'lere over j it could now command 

it. Internal control was further strengthened with the creation 

12. Treasure (1981: 316) goes so far as to argue that 
parlements t-lere "entirely submissive" to the Crown during the 
reign of Louis XIV. 
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of Europe's first police force in Paris in 1667 and throughout 

France in 1698. Cr~]n control of the military was strengthened ~ 

the use of more merit promotion and a regular pay scale (Treasure. 

1981: 257-264). All of these factors contributed to the autonomy 

of Louis XIV. 

This high degree of autonomy allowed the Crown to 

increase state revenue and its military power. Partly due to the 

unprecedented ability of Louis XIV to impose new taxes on the 

population due to the lack of noble control. net revenues of the 

state doubled in the first decade of his reign (Treasure. 1981: 

22). The army grew to about 300.000 by the time he died 

(Anderson. 1974: 102). Perhaps the best indication of the power 

and autonomy of the Crown is that in spite of extremely high taxes 

and tight royal control. there were no major revolts in France 

after 1675 (Parker. 1983: 136). In spite of his formidable army. 

the military adventures of Louis XIV in the latter part of the 

seventeenth century resulted either in "costly draws" or outright 

losses for France (Anderson. 1974: 104-·105). Part of the problem 

was what Place (1970) calls "the self-deception of the strong." 

Louis XIV consistently overestimated his chances of victory at 

war. His losses culminated in the War of Spanish Succession which 

marked the end of the clear dominance of France in the world 

geopolitical order. 
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State Policy and Economic Development 
in the Seventeenth Centu;y 

What effects did the extended increase in Crown autonomy 

throughout the seventeenth century have on economic development in 

France? The principal-agent theory suggets that high Crown 

autonomy in a core country should hinder economic development. 

French kings used their high autonomy to pursue an intra-European 

empire-building strategy through war. For this goal the Crown 

required high revenues. These revenues were raised in three 

primary \vays. all of \>lhich had negative effects on economic deve1-

opment: (1) rent-seeking. (2) devaluation of the currency. and 

(3) high direct taxation. 

Partly because it was the easiest type of revenue for the 

Crown to collect (Eke1und and Tollison. 1981: 76). both political 

and economic rent-seeking flourished in the seventeenth century. 

The seventeenth century marks the high point of the sale of 

offices in Francej by 1715 there were 500.000 venal office holders 

(Treasure. 1981: 467). As a result of this rampant political 

rent-seeking. the "economy of the country suffered severely" 

(Presnlick. 1957: 124). Capital \vas diverted from commerce and 

industry to unproductive use. Parker (1983: 108) argues that 

there was a ''tvidespread flight from productive and commercial 

activity into office." Because of the existence of safe opportuni-

ties for political rent-seeking conferring noble status. "only 

those \'lho could not afford nobility remained in trade" (Grassby. 

1975: 202). The flight from commerce and industry can be best 
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explained not by the restricted. feudal "mentalit~" of French 

bourgeois but as a rational response to the unique opportunities 

available for political rent-seeking (Ekelund and Tollison. 1981: 

81). 

Economic rent-seeking had equally devastating effects on 

economic development. Seventeenth century monarchs. like their 

predecessors. continued to support a tightly controlled guild 

monopoly production. primarily of luxury commodities. By 

Colbert's time. rent-seeking via monopoly grants provided one-half 

of total Crown revenue (Ekelund and Tollison. 1981: 82).13 

Economic rent-seeking served not only fiscal ends but purely 

poli tical ones as tolell. It is in this context that l-Je can best 

understand Marx's (1967: 823-824) famous comment that Absolutist 

states aided. in "hothouse fashion." the development of capi-

talism. The image of the hothouse can be interpreted in two l'layS. 

with very different implications for understanding relations 

between the Crown and the bourgeoisie. Marx used it to symbolize 

the many ways that he thought Absolutist states hastened capi-

talist economic development. However. the hothouse image can also 

imply that the Crown controlled and channelled capitalist develop-

ment. keeping it within specific parameters. Gerschenkorn (1966: 

13. The postal monopoly formed by Colbert brought in 
1.000.000 livres per year after 1673. and by 1683 transportation 
monopolies netted 5.500.000 livres and the tobacco monopoly 
another 600.000 livres per year. These are only a few examples of 
the amount of money the Crm'ln could obtain through economic rent
seeking. 
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11) uses the term in this latter t'lay \vhen he argues that in post

Absolutist France "the French government destroyed the hothouse in 

which French indust~ had been kept for decades and exposed it to 

the stimulating atmosphere of international competition." 

Treasure (1981: 57) also sees a political motivation for the 

Crown holding down the scale of industrial undertakings: "Through 

the guilds. the Bourbons pursued a po1i~y of keeping down the 

bouyant capitalists. who were giving their Stuart contemporaries 

such troubles." Tight control of the tOl'lnS was another important 

aspect of the "hothouse" treatment of the economy by seventeenth

centu~ monarchs (Parker. 1983: 122) which paid both economic and 

political dividends. 

The primary negative effects of economic rent-seeking 

include hindering technological development and innovation. 

preventing the concentration of capital. and slanting productive 

capacity toward 1uxu~ items and away from mass production of 

necessities (Treasure. 1981: 59). Jacobs (1984) has demonstrated 

that tight central control of the economies of towns also hinders 

economic development. Contemporary merchants were well 8V7are that 

these Crotm policies were stifling economic grot'lth and consis

tently argued for more freedom of trade to replace mercantilist 

rent-seeking (Lemarchand. 1975: 237; Treasure. 1981: 459. 

Parker. 1971: 79). 

The second \'lay in l:lhich autonomous seventeenth centu~ 

monarchs hindered economic development l:7aS through devaluation of 
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the currency. One of the easiest ,,,ay s f or the Crown to increase 

its revenues (or merely decrease the burden of its debts) lias to 

lessen the value of currency. The high point of currency deva1ua-

tion was reached in the later years of the reign of Louis XIV 

(1686-1709). Devaluations had three main negative effects on the 

economy: (1) the decreased predictability necessaty to adequate 

calculations by merchants. (2) they led to inflation (Lemarchand. 

1975: 237). and (3) they often led to a shortage of currency 

which raised transaction costs (Goubert. 1973: 66). 

Lastly. and perhaps most important. the generally high 

autonomy of the Crown resulted in high rates of direct taxation 

which had negative effects on the development of agriculture. The 

existence of high direct taxation "stunted agricultural deve1-

opment since it \vas raised • • • as the yield increased" 

(Prestwick, 1957: 124). Therefore. landholders had little 

incentive to increase productivity. land was left unimproved, and 

farming methods remained inefficient. French agriculture in the 

seventeenth century was characterized by "technical stagnation" 

(Goubert. 1970: 32). As a result. agricultural output in France 

was "stagnant" or "falling" in the seventeenth century (Cooper. 

1978: 24; Goubert. 1973: 58).14 The low productivity of 

14. It is important to note that there were important 
regional differences in agricultural productivity in France. 
Northern France. \"here holdings toJere generally much larger. had 
higher productivity than southern areas dominated by small peasant 
holdings. 
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agriculture had one vexy significant multiplier effect. the high 

grain prices that resulted tended to keep aggregate demand lmq 

(Prestwick. 1957: 124-125). hurting other sectors of the economy. 

Seventeenth centuxy France is a classic case of high 

Crmqn autonomw resulting in state policies that block economic 

development and as such seems to confirm the predictions of the 

principal-agent theory. The eighteenth centuxy is in almost all 

respects vexy different and will thus provide a "test" of the 

ability of the principal-agent theoxy to explain the outcome of 

decreasing Crown autonomy. 

The Eighteenth Century: Declining 
Autonomy and Economic Development 

Up to this point I have documented a more or less steady 

increase in Crown autonomy. b~oken only by regencies and losses at 

war. culminating in the seventeenth centuxy with the reign of 

Louis XIV. His reign \qas to mark the highest autonomy that rulers 

of the French Absolutist state would enjoy. The eighteenth 

century. actually beginning when Louis XIV died in 1715. is a 

period of declining Crm-m autonomy in ~lhich control.::: in the 

primaxy principal-agent relation are tightened. As the principal-

agent theoxy predicts. the result is an end to increases in state 

revenue. less fiscally induced interference in the economy. and 

the beginning of economic development in France. 

The principal-agent theory suggests that Crmqn autonomy 

is a function of the relative power of principals and agents and 
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the efficacy of the mechanisms available to class principals to 

control their royal agent. Both of these factors changed in fav or 

of noble principals when Louis XIV died. 

Three factors came together early in the eighteenth 

century to drastically decrease Grown autonomy: (1) losses at 

war, (2) the increased unity of the nobility. and (3) the occur

rence of a regency government in 1715. The internal autono~ of 

an Absolutist ruler relative to class principals is to some extent 

dependent on his external power relative to competing states. For 

the last half of his reign. Louis XIV found himself alone against 

all of Europe. but in spite of those long odds he continued to 

pursue an empire-building strategy. The predictable result was a 

series of increasingly costly failures. \·Jith the War of Spanish 

Succession being perhaps the most devastating. 

The second and probably most important factor limiting 

Crown autonomy was an increase in the unity of dominant class 

principals. Throughout most of French history. the nobility had 

been \oleakened by conflicts between Catholics and Huguenots and 

"robe" and "sword" nobles. The eighteenth century sm·] these 

divisions minimized as the robe and sword nobility became almost 

completely fused (Ford. 1953; S~e. 1968: 113; Lucas. 1973: 98; 

Doyle. 1972: 109). This ne'lll unity of the nobility. \'.lhich was to 

increase their pOv]er relative to the Crmm. 'II]as actually an 

unintended consequence of the short-term fiscal rationality of the 

French rulers in previous centuries. The venal offices that were 
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so important to rulers ah'1ays in need of money carried noble 

status with them. Merchants who desired to replace their risl~ 

investments with much safer investments in offices (\'1hich also 

carried a status promotion) \'lere often willing to invert in this 

fom of political rent-seeking. The Crown \'1as therefore con-

stant1y adding to the ranks of the dominant class. In the 

seventeenth centuty the Crown was not hurt by these additions as 

the newly created nobles of the robe t'1ere not accepted by the 

traditional nobles of the sword. However. as the decades passed. 

this distinction became less and less important. and the Crown was 

faced \'1i th a large and united dominant class principal. Lastly. 

Louis XIV died without an adult heir to the throne. which allowed 

a noble-controlled regen~y government to gravitate to the vacant 

center of pOt'1er. 

The increased pO\'1er of noble principals had to be con-

verted into tighter control capacities in order to achieve their 

primaty goal. i.e •• to limit the autonomy of royal agents. On 

this point. all fractions of the class agreed. 

In the main. the great nobles at Court and in the Parle
ments yearned for participatoty politics. the lesser 
provincial nobles desired a ~stem in which they could 
protect their interests ••• all disliked the steady 
extension of central control over local affairs since 
1660·e (Lucas. 1973: 117) • 

Increased control t'1ithin the primaty princip&l-agel.1t relation "las 

achieved in a number of ways. One of the first policies of the 

regency government was to restore the right of remonstrance to the 

noble-controlled par1ements. The remonstrances of these 
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parlements became increasingly important throughout the eighteenth 

century. serving to initiate public protest of Cr~~n policies 

(Hardy. 1967: vii). The ~stem of poly~nodie. also created 

during the regency. gave high nobles positions of control in all 

decision-making councils (Beloff. 1954: 65). Provincial gover-

nors also gained back some of their lost po~er. The restriction 

of the tenure of their office to three years. forced on them by 

Louis XIV, did not survive into the eighteenth century (Doyle. 

1972: 101). The S~gur ordinance passed in 1781 gave the nobility 

full control of the officer corps in the military (Doylea 1972: 

111). Even the intendents. who in the seventeenth century had 

represented Crown interests. began in the eighteenth century to 

support local noble interests against the Crown. Noble control 

over the rulera and thus over state policYa was stronger than it 

had been for a century. 

The most important effect of the tightened control 

capacities in the primary principal-agent relation was the ability 

of the nobility to halt the rise in levels of taxation. Neither 

total tax revenues nor total government expenditure increased in 

the eighteenth century (Mathias and O'Brien. 1976: 604-605; 

15. The share of total commodity output appropriated as 
taxes was 11 percent in 1715 and only 10 percent in 1785 (Mathias 
and O'Brien. 1976: 608). Total government expenditure as a 
percentage of gross physical product looks very much the same. 
After increasing from 3 percent in 1660 to 14 percent bebqeen 
1711-1717 (during the high autonomy of Louis XIV). it remained at 
only 15 percent as late as 1781-1790 (Marcz~vski. 1961: 372). 
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Marczewski D 1961: 372) .15 A comparison ,.,.i th England is very 

illustrative. Hhereas per capita taxation was three to four times 

higher in France than in England in the middle of the seventeenth 

century (Nef. 1957: 126-128). by the early eighteenth century per 

capita taxes in England were more than double those in France 

(Mathias and O'Brien. 1976: 611). The eighteenth century also 

t-litnessed a decline in the "hothouse" control of the French 

economy. especially after 1750. The peak of French mercantilist 

rent-seeking had been reached during Colbert's era. Rent-seeking 

in the eighteenth century became less and less successful as a way 

for the Crmvn to raise revenue. mainly because it had over

exploited this source throughout the seventeenth century. Se~ 

(1968: 132) notes that by the middle of the century many of the 

guilds had been forced deeply in debt by Crmvn extractions. and 

Temple (1966: 30) suggests that the same was true of the tmms. 

The principal-agent theory suggests that lower autonomy. 

resulting in a diminishing (or at least not increasing) tax burden 

and less Cr~n manipulation of the economy for its ~n ends. 

should lead to economic grm"'th. The performance of the French 

economy in the eighteenth century seems to support the theory. 

The most general measure is provided by Marczewski (1961: 171) 

,,,,ho shows that the total gross physical product of France (mea

sured in millions of francs) 'vas relatively stagnant during the 

reign of Louis XIV (increasing only from 1400 to 1470 in the 

period 1660-1710) but then more than doubled in the eighteenth 
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century (from 1470 in 1710 to 4000 in 1788). Economic development 

in the ei~teenth century occurred in both agriculture and trade. 

Cooper (1978: 23-24) argues that l-lhereas English agriculture out

performed the French through the seventeenth century. in the 

eighteenth century the efficien~ and productivity of French 

agriculture was about the same as the English. Morineau (1970: 

181) agrees. pointing out that from 1640 to the end of the War of 

Spanish Succession agricultural productivity seems to have 

declined, but after 1715 yields increased. 

Marczewski (1961: 172) and Bromley (1957: 

Lastly» both 

152-153) document a 

significant increase in trade in the eighteenth century. 

Conclusions 

As I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, the 

principal-agent theory should help us understand both the longue 

dutee of French history in the transition period, the enduring 

factors that set it apart from other Western European countries. 

and the more short-term. conjunctural vacillations in autonomy. 

policy. and economic development. The most striking character

istic of the longue dutee of French Absolutism is the relatively 

high degree of Crown autonomy. This can be explained by the 

relative power and control capacities of principals and agents. 

The control capacities of dominant class principals vlere vleakened 

when they lost control over taxation in the fifteenth century and 

further weakened by the atrophy of the national assembly early in 

the seventeenth century. The comparison with England, where such 
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control mechanisms were maintained. is very informative (see 

Chapter 7). Secondly. the power of the dominant class principal 

was not great in France. In both England and Spain dominant 

classes controlled a much higher proportion of land. Moreover. 

the dominant class in France. at least until the eighteenth 

century. lacked the unity necessary to exercise power. As a 

result, state policies in France tended in general to reflect 

Crown interests. i.e., protection and high taxation of peasant 

property. rent-seelcing. and empire-building. The result of such 

policies in the core of the ~<1orld-system, for the many reasons 

given above. is economic stagnation. Again. the comparison with 

England is illustrative. 

However, within the broad general picture given above. 

there are obviously many important factors. that change benl7een the 

fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. The principal-agent theory 

should also help us understand these vacillations in Crown 

autonomy, state policies, and economic de~elopment. The case of 

France provides one very striking contrast that demonstrates the 

explanatory power of the theory. The principal-agent theory 

directs attention to the decreasing power and ineffective control 

capacities of class principals 'tl7hich result in high autonomy. 

state policies favoring Cro~·m interests. and economic stagnation 

in the seventeenth century. Conversely. the increased power and 

control capacities of noble principals in the eighteenth century 

produce lml7 autonomy. state policies that fail to realize Crm1n 
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interests. and economic grOt .. th. These "facts" of French history 

cannot "speak for themselves:" a clear and powerful theory of the 

formation and economic effects of state policy is necessary to 

order wld explain them. I have attempted to show in this chapter 

that the principal-agent framework provides Ruch a theory. 
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CHAPTER 7 

ABSOLUTISM IN ENGLAND: CROWN WEAKNESS AND ECONOMIC STRENGTH 

I will make two main arguments in this chapter concerning 

Crown autonomy, state policies. and economic development in 

England. First. as a result of the distribution of resources and 

the ability of class principals to control their royal agent. 

Crown autonomy \.;ras generally lm.;rer in England than in continental 

Absolutisms. This low autonomy resulted in state policies with 

favorable consequences for economic development in England. such 

as relatively low taxation. fewer wars. less rent-seeking. and an 

inability to enforce state economic controls. Second. due to 

shifts in resources and control capacities. Crown autonomy varied 

over time in England (fairly high in the early Tudor Era. decreas

ing through the long reign of Elizabeth I. and lower in the Stuart 

period). These variations in autonomy had important effects on 

economic development. with more rapid growth occurring during 

'periods of lovler autonomy. Thus the explanatory pm.;rer of the 

principal-agent model 't.;rill be demonstrated on n'IO levels: (1) by 

a general comparison of England with other Absolutist states and 

(2) by a comparison of different periods within the history of 

English Absolutism. 

227 



The Formation of English Absolutism 

There are UqO main reasons that a dominant class principal 

would ~.,ant to delegate some decision-making authority to a royal 

agent: (1) the existence of an external threat that cannot be 

handled ~ individual members of the dominant class or (2) 

internal disorders that threaten the safety and/or the surplus 

extraction of members of the dominant class. The formation of 

Absolutism in France 'tqas in response to the external threat of the 

Hundred Years War (see Chapter 6). English Absolutism. on the 

other hand. was formed in an attempt to restore order internally. 

The dominant class wanted a ruler strong enough to stop the 

Hobbsean ''war of all against all" that had been devastating them 

for a century. 

Prior to the formation of Tudor Absolutism. England was 

plagued ~ high crime rates and constant intra-noble conf1ict1 

(Williams. 1979: 12-13). Nothing like a state monopoly of the 

means of force existed as individual nobles controlled land and 

commanded armies against kings. In the nqenty-five years before 

Henry VII took over. three kings 't'iere "thrust violently from their 

thrones (Bindoff p 1950: 44). The pre-Absolutist state was weak. 

limited ~ its "chronic insolvency" (Braun. 1975: 258). and thus 

1. Note that the problem was not. as some Mar~ists have 
argued (Manning. 1955: 48; Anderson. 1974). that the dominant 
class needed a state to maintain its control over peasantry. The 
type of internal disorder leading to state formation in England 
was intra-class not inter-class conflict. 
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unable to maintain order internally. The dominant class felt 

themselves threatened ~ this social disorder (Williams. 1979: 

17). They had been both weakened and divided ~ the Hundred Years 

War and the War of the Roses (Bindoff, 1950: 29). lessening both 

their ability and their desire to oppose the strengthening of the 

monarchy. 

A stronger monarchy is exactly what emerged in England. 

beginning with the reign of Henry VII. The first Tudor "struck 

down" the feudal magnates \vho had challenged the Crown and 

reinstated social order (Braun. 1975: 259). The Tudors were able 

to control the ~stem of noble military retainers and essentially 

take military pmver away from the nobility by putting county 

militia under the control of Crmvn officers (Hexter. 1979: 146-

147). The Crown's ability to do this was based on a series of 

"drastic innovations" (Harriss. 1963: 24) that together consti

tuted the formation of an Absolutist state. The executive ~stem 

\vas ''vastly extended" (Braun. 1975: 259); royal prerogative 

justice \vas asserted. especially with the Star Chamber (Harriss. 

1963: 27); and England's first permanent military force was 

created (even if only 250 men) (Bindoff. 1950: 51). By the end 

of the reign of Henry VII" "the restoration of royal authority was 

complete" (Harriss. 1963: 34). Even Elton. who attempts to 

minimize the significance of Henry VII's "Ne\ol Monarchy" (1953: 

19). admits that the new Tudor state vIas much more "strong and 

effective" than those that preceded it (1953: 20) • 
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In spite of the impressive improvement in CrOlm pmver. 

there were important limitations to the English Absolutism created 

by Henry VII. Constitutional limits set out in the Magna Carta 

and Provisions of Oxford constrained the independent legislative 

power of the CrOlvn. These constitutional limits were enforced by 

two types of organizations. Parliament and the common law courts. 

Since the fourteenth century. Parliament had control of direct 

taxation and a history of denying revenues to kings (Williams. 

1979: 34). The Statute of Northampton had given power to judges 

in common law courts to ignore royal orders which disturbed the 

due course of law (Williams. 1979: 8). There were no important 

regional noble organizations g so the Crown in England did not have 

the option of pl~ing national organizations against regional ones 

to the detriment of both. as was so deftly done in fifteenth

century France (see Chapter 5). Moreover. since England was not 

directly threatened by other states at this time. the dominant 

class did not feel compelled to grant the Crown control of a large 

standing army. 

Given the extent of the limitations on CrOlvn power. some 

scholars have argued that Tudor England should not even be called 

"Absolutist" (Cooper. 1960; Zolberg, 1980: 697). This vie'lv holds 

the English state up to the impossible standard of absolute power. 

lvhich admittedly it did not possess. But in this respect no 

Western European monarchy could be called "Absolutist." All 

Western European monarchies faced constitutional and institutional 
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limits of various sorts; Creim pOloler l<laS limited not only in 

England but in France. Stoleden. and Spain as l'lell. The contempor-

ary distinction benveen "Absolutism" and "Despotism" was intended 

to differentiate between the monarchies of Western Europe and the 

much more tyrannical East 2 (see Hartung and Mousnier. 1955: 4-15. 

21-29). The limits on Crown power in England were somewhat 

greater than on the continent. but this meant only that the 

English Crown generally had lower autonomy not that it tolaS not 

Absolutist. 3 

Crown Autonomy in Tudor England 

Crown autonomy is a function of the resources and control 

capacities of principals and agents. One question raised by this 

formulation of the problem in the English case is who are the 

principals attempting to control the royal agent? In France the 

nobility was clearly the primary principal. but in England. due to 

primogeniture. the nobility (i.e •• peers) is very small. Many of 

the largest landowners are not nobles but gentry. Do the gentry 

and the nobility form two classes, the former "capitalist" and the 

latter "feudal" and thus two separate. even competing. principals? 

2. Contemporary theorists of Absolutism like Sir Walter 
Raleigh and Jean Bodin agreed that England and France had the same 
kind of monarchies (Cooper. 1960: 67). 

3. Manning (1955) agrees that England was Absolutist but 
for a very different reason. He argues that "the mark of an 
absolute monarchy is not necessarily the absence of representative 
institutions; its fundamental characteristic is the continued 
domination of the big landowners." Needless to say. I do not 
accept this Dominant Class definition of Absolutism. 
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All evidence indicates that the distinction bet~veen a feudal 

nobility and a capitalist gentIY exists only in the minds of 

Marxist historians and has little to d~ with the reality of 

Absolutist England. The incomes of nobles and gentIY overlapped 

significantly; intermarriage was veIY common (Russell, 1971: 17). 

they both shared the right to have heraldic arms and in general 

shared similar lifestyles (MacCaffrey. 1965: 52-53); and. perhaps 

most important. their source of income as large agrarian 1and

mvners was the same, and they shared political pmver in Parlia

ment. For all of these reasons, I ~vi11 use the term aristocracy 

(including both nobles and gentry) to denote the primaIY principal 

in Absolutist England (merchant capitalists are. of course. the 

most significant secondary principal). 

The English Crown. in contrast to continental Absolutisms. 

both arose earlier as an autonomous power and was constrained 

earlier ~ a strong dominant class. The history of English 

Absolutism is one of moderate autono~ in the Tudor period and 

veIY low autonomy during the reign of the Stuart kings. As with 

the French case, shifts in the resources and control capacities of 

the relevant actors are the key to understanding these variations 

in autonomy. It is veIY difficult to separate the effects of 

resources and control in the English case, since the effects of 

the distribution of resources are directly mediated by control 

capacities. The nvo will therefore generally be discussed 

together. 

232 



The primary resource of the English aristocracy lvas land. 

The aristocracy in England came out of the "crisis of feudalism" 

in better shape than Franch nobles (although not quite as well as 

Spanish nobles). Peasants in England controlled only about 25-30 

percent of English land. compared to 40-50 percent in France 

(Brenner, 1976). Secondly. the early enclosures contributed to 

the increased consolidation of landholding in England and to "a 

substantial increase in landed wealth" (MacCaffrey. 1965: 56). 

The pelver of the dominant class was l'1eakened somewhat by the 

intra-class warfare of the War of the Roses that had just ended. 

but the organization of the aristocracy in England was unparal

leled on the continent. The English Parliament had been strong 

long before the onset of Tudor Absolutism and was the most 

pOll7erful instrument of principal control of state policy in 

Western Europe (Nef. 1957: 150-151; Williams. 1979: 34). 

Parliament provided the dominant class with the organiza

tional capacity to both monitor and sanction the actions of 

monarchs. keeping r~al authority within the constitutional limits 

set by the Magna Carta. Parliament allowed the aristocracy to 

monitor state policy in several l·layS. It functioned. first of 

all. "largely for exchange of information." somewhat like a party 

congress of the dominant class (Russell. 1971: 39). Second. 

Parliament had the right to directly examine all r~al accounts 

(Russell. 1971: 40). Third. since many MPs also served as 

Justices of the Peace. the information gained in London could 
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easily be spread from "court" to "country." The most important 

sanction available to Parliament lv8S the granting or tdthho1ding 

of revenues. which often also a110tved the aristocracy to partici

pate directly in state policy formation (especially in the 

seventeenth century). 

Because the aristocracy had such a powerful sanctioning 

mechanism with which to control rates of direct taxation in 

Parliament. they did not have to resort to more risky methods of 

sanctioning the Crown such as failing to suppress or instigating 

anti-fiscal peasant rev 01 ts. There tvere some such rev 01 ts in 

England (the ones in Cornwall in 1497 and during Emvard VI's 

minority in 1548-1549 were nvO of the most prominent) but far 

fewer than in most other Absolutist countries. The relative lack 

of agrarian anti-fiscal revolts in England can be easily explained 

by principal-agent theory: the dominant class principal had much 

easier. more effective. and much less rislcy 'tvays of sanctioning 

the Crown and minimizing direct taxation here than elsewhere. 

The common law courts. usually manned by 1ruvyers with 

aristocratic ties, could also control the royal agent by enforcing 

the constitutional limits set in traditional common law. Common 

law courts "could not nullify a statute, but they could and did 

interpret it. sometimes against its literal meaning" (t'Jil1iams, 

1963: 43) • 

The vast economic and organizational resources of the 

aristocracy seem to indicate that the autonomy of the Tudor 
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monarchs should have been very low. H~lever. the early TUdors had 

ample resources of their Ot-In and ll1ere thus able to maintain a 

moderate degree of autonomy. This is true in spite of the fact 

that unlike the French monarchy, which was christened with a 

military victory. the English monarchy was developed on the heel's 

of a military defeat. All of the French possessions except Calais 

had just been lost. The most important resource of the Tudor was 

the internal revenue derived from Crown lands and customs and 

tolls on commerce. Henry VII not only stopped the alienation of 

CrOll1n lands but was able to resume some lands aliena ted earlier 

and confiscated the property of the "traitors" who had fought 

against him at Bosworth Field (Dietz. 1921: 10). By the end of 

his reign. revenue from Crown lands provided over 37 percent of 

total revenue (Williams. 1979: 58). Customs and tolls on 

commerce provided over 35 percent of the total revenue of Henry 

VII at the end of his reign (up 28 percent since 1485) (Williams. 

1979: 58. 70). This increase in customs revenues ll1aS due in part 

to the enforced substitution of an official scale of valuations of 

goods in place of merchants declarations in 1507 (Dietz. 1921: 

10). Payments from cities and guilds. an early form of Crown 

rent-seeking, also contributed to the fiscal independence of early 

Tudor Absolutism (Dietz. 1921: 27). 

The increase in the solvency and autonomy of the first 

Tudor king tV'as due in part to his transformation of the internal 

principal-agent relation resulting in increased Crml1n control over 
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sta te officials. Henry VII replaced many of the high nobles "lho 

had filled the council before with. men of "lower rank and smaller 

fortune." thus lowering direct aristocratic participation in state 

policy formation" (Bindoff. 1950: 60). "Henry made it plain that 

the power of the council was only the reflected pmqer of the 

Crown. the councillors were the king's deputies. appointed by him 

and responsible to him" (Elton. 1953: 34). He used the Chamber 

instead of the Exchequer to handle finances. making the fiscal 

~stem much more efficient. and her personally audited all of the 

accounts (Bindoff. 1950: 66). Henry also improved the management 

of the Crown lands. thus increasing their value (Batho. 1967: 

260-261). Organizations that he could not fully control. he did 

not use. "Henry [VII] availed himself of Parliament 1I1hen he had 

use for it. and ignored it when he did not" (Bindoff. 1950: 63). 

Elton (1953) is correct to stress that the form of government dif 

not change under HenIY VII. it was still patrimonia1~ not bureau

cratic. and thus highly dependent on the personal efforts of the 

king. But Henry VII. , .. i11ing and able to manage the details of 

government himself without delegating a lot of authority (very 

similar to Louis XIV in this respect). l:las able to make this 

patrimonial ~stem of "household" government work. 

The massive internal resources and improved internal 

control capacities of the early Tudor kings provided them lIlith a 

great deal of fiscal independence from the Parliament controlled 

by the aristocracy and (to a much lesser extent) merchants. The 
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Tudor monarchs did not have to get the consent of Parliament for 

money from Cro .. m lands or indirect taxes on commerce (the latter 

were granted for the life of the king at the beginning of his 

reign). Furthermore. Henry VII had left a surplus in the treasury 

when his son took over. Henry VIII lolas able to take advantage of 

his relative fiscal independence and his moderately high degree of 

autonomy by (1) decreasing the control capacities of Parliament. 

(2) further strengthening CrOloln control in the internal principa1-

agent relation (especially in Cromwell's era). (3) extracting 

revenue from multiple sources. and (4) engaging in frequent 

~varfare. 

The primary shortcomings of the aristocratic reliance on 

Parliament as its main control mechanism was that the major source 

of leverage Parliament had over the king was financial. When the 

king had adequate revenues from other sources. the ability of 

Parliament to control state policies ~olas significantly diminished. 

The king could simply do toli thout convening Parliament (which lolas 

his choice). or even if Parliament was convened for some non

fiscal reason. a lack of royal fiscal dependence would mean that 

the demands of Par1iament p lacking adequate sanctions. would car17 

much less .. ,eight. Only t'1hen the Crm·m desperately needed the 

financial resources controlled by Parliament could the dominant 

class principal dictate state policies (as the Stuarts would later 

discover) • 
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The fiscal independence made possible by the Crotm lands. 

customs duties. and the general good management of Henry VII led 

to a decline in the pOv1er of Parliament in the early years of 

Henry VIII's reign (Russell. 1971: 41-42). The three longest 

intervals without a meeting of Parliament in the Tudor Era 

occurred at the end of the reign of Henry VII (1504-1509) and the 

beginning of the reign of Henry VIII (1515-1522 and 1524-1529). 

The financial position of the Crown was then further enhanced by 

the confiscation of church lands 'vi th the Act of Supremacy in 

1534. vastly increasing Crown lands. Beoveen 1536 and 1544. the 

Crown took in an average of lli 112.390 on the sale of these lands. 

a figure roughly equal to the entire ordinary revenue of Henry VII 

at his death (Williams. 1979: 63). Partly as a result of this 

nell7ly acquired weal tho Henry VIII did not even request that 

Parliament grant any direct taxes in six separate sessions 

(Williams. 1979: 35). Thus Parliament. the main control mechan

ism of the aristocracy, was either absent or impotent during much 

of the long reign of Henry VIII. 

The second way Henry VlrI increased his autonomy was ~J 

strengthening CrO\l7n control over the staff of the state apparatus 

ll7ith l-lhat one historian has called the "Tudor revolution in 

government" (Elton. 1953). After 1530 changes were made in all 

sections of administration--finance. the secretariats. the 

council. and the king's "household" (Elton. 1953: 5). These 

included the reform of the Exchequer. the strengthening of the 
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Privy Council. the elevation of the secretary. and the development 

of the Court of Augmentations. 

Elton (1953) argues that these changes constitute the 

transformation from a patrimonial to a bureaucratic state in 

England. This interpretation. however. cannot be sustained. 

Williams (1963: 45) has shown· that "the dependence of the 

administration upon Cromwell appeared quickly enough in the years 

after his fall. \l7hen the Courts of Wards and Augmentations rapidly 

declined and the government \'1as faced \l7ith financial crisis." 

Moreover. he suggests that generally the reforms of Cromwell 

"produced a flexible organization. very effective in dealing \olith 

emergencies, utterly dependent upon the driving-power of the man 

at the head of the government. unlikely to survive its creators" 

(Williams. 1963: 48). This is not the description of a 

bureaucratic transformation but of a charismatic one. produced by 

and dependent on Cr0~l7e11. Cromwell's reforms were vezy effective 

in the short term, doubling ordinazy Crown revenue (Williams, 

1979: 64). but because they were essentially charismatic and not 

bureaucratic. they did not have long-term effects on Crown 

autonomy. The decline in Crown autonomy that began in the middle 

of the sixteenth century can in part be traced to the necessarily 

limited effects of the CroIm-Jel1ian "revolution" in government. 

The early Tudor. period marks the high point in CrOt>1D 

autonomy in England. As MacCa£frey (1965: 54) puts it. in the 

years roughly between 1490 and 1540. "the monarch continued to 
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call the tune. the aristocracy to dance at the royal pleasure." 

Henry VIII was generally able to realize his al70 most important 

interests. to increase his wealth by extracting revenue from 

mul tiple sources and to attempt to increase his power by going to 

war. Henry VIII's autonomy made it possible for him to extract 

revenues from many different sources. Moreover. the legitimate 

justifications for the granting of Parliamentary subsidies (direct 

taxes) broadened during his term. The Statute of 1534 was the 

first parliamentary grant under the Tudors for purposes other than 

defense. and the acts of 1540. 1543. and 1553 expanded the 

traditional justification "almost to the point ~l7here mere royal 

activity alone was the requirement for taxation,,4 (Alsop. 1982: 

5. 10). Henry VIII ~l7as able to raise 1Ii 650.000 in Parliamentary 

subsidies to fight the French wars. In 1544 and 1545 he extracted 

nonparliamentary direct taxes. called "benevolences. ,,5 ~l7orth 

another lli 185.000. His ability to get direct taxes without 

parliamentary consent "shows that Henry had achieved a powerful 

grip on the nation" (Williams. 1979: 67). Lastly. Henry used 

4. There is a great deal of debate about the novelty of 
these statutes. The traditional vie't'l. developed by Dietz (1918. 
1923). '·013 that all direct taxation tl7as designed solely for 
extraordinary purposes. Elton (1975) ~'las the first to criticize 
this position. arguing that the Statute of 1534 tvas a "revolu
tionary" break 'Vii th the past (one aspect of the larger Cromwellian 
revolution). Alsop (1982) does see some change but argues that it 
was an evolutionary change that began in 1534 and was partially 
reversed during Elizabeth's reign. 

5. The use of euphamistic terms for taxation. such as the 
contemporary "revenue enhancement." is not a modern phenomenon. 
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debasements in 1526 and 1544 to help finance his wars (further 

debasements occurred in 1547 and 1549) (Russell. 1971: 9). 

Henry VIII, like all other Absolute monarchs. "las pri

marily interested in expanding his territory through war. His 

autonomy allowed him to expand greatly the navy (Williams, 1979: 

45) and to engage in frequent warfare. However. his empire

building strategy was going to prove to be very unprofitable. 

During the Lancastrian epoch. the advanced development of the 

English feudal monarchy allo\ved England to aggressively invade 

both France and Spain. But ~ the sixteenth century. the nvo 

continental pmvers had caught up with English state consolidation. 

and their greater size and population propelled them ahead. In 

1530 France had about three times the population and six times the 

state revenue of England. and Spain had about nvice the population 

and nine times the revenue (Russell. 1971: 26). In the long run. 

it t'lould be impossible to win against these odds. Henry VIII 

demonstrated England's new military impotence with a series of 

aimless and expensive wars. His first tvar (1511-1514) did produce 

a small monetary compensation from France. but the next three 

(1522-1525. 1528-1529. 1542-1546) ended tdthout any gain of either 

money or land. 

In spite of the accomplishments of Henry VIII. it is not 

toJise to overstate the degree of Crown autonomy in this period; it 

tV'as moderate. not high. The position of Henry VIII was not that 

of Louis XIV. One important event illustrates its limitations. 
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In 1539 Henry VIII tried to push his advantage wi th the Bill of 

Proclamations which would have i~ essence transferred legislative 

functions from the Parliament to the Crmln. If this bill had 

passed .. the "last constitutional barrier to royal supremacy" would 

have fallen (Hurstfield. 1973: 43). But the bill did not pass. 

Even at the high point of Crown autonomy in England. the king was 

not able to dislodge the dominant class from its position within 

the state apparatus. The English Parliament would not suffer the 

same fate as the Estates General in France. 

The failure of the Bill of Proclamations. along with the 

failure of the Great Contract in 1610 (which will be discussed 

belmv). are two of the most important turning points in the 

history of English Absolutism. At both junctures. the Crmvn's 

attempts to increase its autonomy were thwarted. and the constitu

tional limits on the Crmvn. enforced by aristocratic control in 

Parliament. T11ere maintained. 

The death of Henry VIII in 1547 initiated a period of 

declining Crown autonomy in England. for which his policies were 

in large part responsible. The relative decline in the military 

position of England during his reign 'vas a maj or factor in 

producing lmler autonomy. Not only did the downward mobility of 

England in the world geopolitical order lead to a decline in Crmln 

legitimacy as taxpayers failed to support an increasingly costly 
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empire-building strategy6 (Williams. 1979: 62). but the once vast 

resources of the Crm~n were depleted as well. The moderate degree 

of autonomy of the English Crm~n in the sixteenth century had been 

maintained largely ~ the fiscal independence provided by confis-

cated church lands. In order to pay for his expensive wars. 7 

Henry VIII was forced to sell at bargain prices a large portion of 

the agrarian property confiscated from the church. These sales 

continued through the rqyal minority following Henry's death. as 

the nobles who took over state power took full advantage of their 

position. This huge transfer of property tipped the balance of 

power beno}een the Cro'tom and the dominant class of agrarian 

landowners in favor of the latter. From this point on the Crown 

was to have no significant independent economic base and was thus 

dependent on the support of the aristocracy in Parliament. which 

t~ould come only at the price of more control over state policy. 

Lastly. many of Cromwell's reforms. leading to more Crown control 

within the state. died with him. 

The minority of Edward VI (1547-1553) gave the dominant 

class the opportunity to rule directly and further shifted the 

6. One indication of hm·] the people felt about the 
policies of Henry VIII to}as that he had to pass a law in 1534 
making it an act of treason to call him a "tyrant." Would such a 
la"1 have been necessary if no one was calling him that? 

7 • Every aspect of war in this period was very expensive. 
but it seems to have been especially costly to provide food and 
drink for armies. The daily rations for one soldier included. 
among other things. one and one-half gallons of beer (Russell. 
1971: 29). 
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balance of pm\7er a\'lay from the Crm'ln and toward the ari.stocracy. 

As soon as Henry died. aristocrats \'lere "reaping a golden harvest 

of new titles and embarking on an orgy of political piracy. 

looting both church and crown" (MacCaffrey. 1965: 56). Lands 

with a capital value of m 1.500.000 passed from r~al to aristo

cratic possession (MacCaffrey. 1965: 56). State power crumbled 

in the face of financial collapse. agrarian unrest. and adminis

trative corruption. creating a situation of "acute crisis" in 

which "society itself seemed in danger of imminent dissolution" 

(Stone. 1947: 116). The short and turbulent rule of Mary did 

little to revitalize the power and autonomy of the Crm'ln. 

It was the last of the Tudors. Elizabeth I. who would pay 

for the policies of Henry VIII and the chaos of the minority that 

followed. Yet her autonomy was not yet low even though it was 

declining; either of the Stuart kings would have loved to have 

been as autonomous as the "virgin queen." The main problem 

Elizabeth faced was her lack of fiscal independence. Over 75 

percent of the confiscated church lands were already gone by the 

time she took the throne (Coleman. 1977: 43). and the value of 

the remaining CrOtvn lands had been decreased by the "price 

revolution." Elizabeth continued to sell the remaining Crown 

lands during her reign. further depleting state resources. but 

these only brought in an average of m 24.800 per year (Batho. 

1967: 268) • Thus. unlike Henry. t-lho often did not have to 

request money from Parliament. Elizabeth had to ask for money in 
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all but one parliamentary session (Williams. 1979: 35). In the 

early part of her reign. she. like her predecessors. was generally 

able to get what she wanted from Parliament. She convened 

Parliament eleven times to ask for money and was never denied 

(Smith. 1967: 33). However, toward the end of her reign the 

situation began to change. The dominant-class-controll~d Parlia-

ment was becoming more powerful and beginning to constrain the 

autonomy of the Crown (Smith. 1967: 12). "Each successive 

Parliament of Elizabeth I s reign w'as to reveal greater boldness. 

more determined ~vill. and clearer purposes" (MacCaffrey. 1965: 

54-55). Toward the end of her reign, she "hardly dared demand 

even minimal aid. let alone the large funds which foreign war 

required, lest the door be opened to embarassing policy debates" 

(MacCaffrey. 1965: 60) • The fiscal dependence of the Crovm was 

now allowing the reemergence of aristocratic parliamentary control 

of state policy. 

Tudor State Policies and Economic 
Development in Agriculture 

What were the agrarian policies of the moderately autono-

mous Tudor monarchs. and what effects did they have on economic 

development in agriculture? I have argued that it ~vas in the 

interests of all Absolutist rulers to protect peasant property by 

preventing the concentration of landholding and to maintain high 

rates of direct taxation on land. Tudor monarchs did consistently 

attempt to protect peasant property (Bath. 1977: 112). 
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"Commissions of enquiry. proclamations~ and statutes [concerning 

enclosures] form a continuous series from the beginning of Henry 

VII's reign to the end of Elizabeth's" (Thirsk, 1967: 200). Acts 

against enclosures , .. ere passed in 1488~ 14890 1515. 1533. 1536, 

and 1597 (Thirsk. 1967: 214-228). 

At first glance the motivation for these actions of a 

fairly autonomous Crm .. n against the basic interests of the 

pm .. erful aristocracy (and yeomen. who also enclosed) is unclear. 

Continental monarchs had obvious fiscal reasons for protecting 

peasant property since noble property w'as generally not taxed. but 

no such exemptions existed in England. Why then did the Crown 

risk the antagonism of aristocrats hungry for more land by 

consistently opposing enclosures? 

The Crown attemp~ed to protect peasant property for two 

reasons: to maximize state revenues and to maintain social order. 

First. it is incorrect to suppose that just because English peers 

did not enj~ the formal exemption from taxes as their continental 

counterparts that the fiscal relations between Crm .. n and 

aristocracy were vastly different. As Behrens (1963) has sh~lnD 

the differences between English and continental nobles in this 

respect have been vastly overstated. English peers were not 

exempt from taxes, but they did have the right to declare their 

own tax assessments, a right which doubtless allowed them to 

minimize their tax burden (v1illiams. 1963: 41) • Hill (1981: 

111) suggests that their land .-las generally assessed at only 2 
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percent of its value. Moreover. the general scale of assessment 

was "ill-adj usted. II such that all of the w~al thier landlords 

(peers or not) "escaped very lightly" (Ramsey. 1963: 37). So 

just as on the continent. the Crown lost money if landholding 

passed from peasant to aristocratic hands. Second, enclosures 

often led to ma~r forms of social disorder. such as depopulation. 

unemployment. vagabondage and crime. and peasant riots (Ramsey, 

1963: 36). Thus ~ protecting peasant property by at least 

slowing down the concentration of landholding, finances could be 

maximized and social order maintained. 

In spite of the efforts of the Crown to keep land in 

peasant possession by preventing enclosures. there was a great 

deal of consolidation of landholding into larger farms in six-

teenth-century England (Russell. 1971: 18-19). This consolida-

tion of landholding aided economic development in agriculture 

because larger farms were generally more efficient than smaller 

ones in this period8 (Brenner. 1976. 1982; Ramsey. 1963: 23). It 

is estimated that two acres of enclosed land t-lere t-lorth three in 

the open fields or seven on the commons (Fisher. 1957: 16). 

Paradoxically. it ~'las the failure of Crotm policies that ~vas 

responsible for the success of English agriculture. 

8. One rather less remarked upon reason that larger farms 
~vere more productive has to do t·1ith knml7ledge. Many books were 
available in sixteenth-century England on agricultural technique 
(Ramsey. 1963: 46). Since the aristocracy w'as generally more 
literate than the peasantry. they would have been more able to 
take advantage of the availability of this new information. 
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Why did Crmvn policies not succeed in realizing Crmvn 

interests? This question can only be anmqered ~ pointing to the 

limitations on Tudor autono~ and especially to the interaction 

between the primary principal-agent relation (aristocracy and 

Crown) and the internal principal-agent relation (Crown and state 

officials). Laws against enclosures were first of all often 

modified by large landowners in Parliament. removing a great deal 

of their force. But aristocratic control of state policy did not 

stop there. The main problem with r~al anti-enclosure 1egisla-

tion was that it was not enforced (Thirsk. 1967: 216: Ramsey, 

1963: 38). Because the dominant class through Parliament was 

able to set limits on royal revenues. the English Crown had to 

rely on unpaid, locally based civil servants in the country. 

There unpaid civil servants. primary among them Justices of the 

Peace (JPs). were recruited from the local aristocracy. Over half 

of the JPs were gentry. and many more were peers9 (Gleason. 1969: 

52). Although the Crown was able to sanction JPs. kings appointed 

them and could fire them; these sanctions were used very infre-

quent1y (Gleason, 1969: 47, 65). The main problem the Crown 

faced was the lack of any other. more l~al officials (comparable 

to the French Intendents) to monitor the activities of the JPs. 

Because they shared economic interests and neuvork ties with other 

local aristocrats. they generally did not enforce Crown policies, 

9. In 1562 over three-fifths of all peers served as JPs 
(Gleason. 1969: 53). 
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such as enclosures. that conflicted with the interests of the 

dominant class. As Ramsey notes (1963: 40). "it ~.,as virtually 

impossible to enforce over a long period a policy directly 

contrary to the interests of the landed classes." The power of 

the aristocracy within the primalY principal-agent relation had. 

by withholding the revenue necessary for the Crown to adequately 

sanction state officials, decreased the power of the Crown in the 

internal principal-agent relation. 

The Effects of Tudor Policies 
on Industry and Trade 

The economic policies of the Tudor state. like those of 

continental Absolutisms with at least a moderate degree of 

autonomy. were generally directed toward controlling and chan-

ne11ing economic development to produce state revenues. Over 300 

statutes were passed in the Tudor Era to regulate the economy 

(Williams. 1979: 144). and these generally reflected the shared 

interests of monarchs and rich merchants in rent-seeking (Eke1und 

and Tollison. 1981). With increasing frequency throughout the 

Tudor Era. 10 laws were passed granting individuals or companies in 

10. The earliest Tudor king is somewhat of an exception 
to the argument made here. The policies of Henry VII were 
oriented less to rent-seeking and the production of short-term 
revenue and more tm7ard fostering trade and thus increasing 
customs revenue in the long term (Dietz, 1921: 24-25). Perhaps 
the reason that Henry VII could afford to adopt a strategy that 
t"lou1d payoff only in the long run ~.,as that he \'las under less 
direct fiscal pressure than other Tudor monarchs (often running a 
surplus). In general. the extent of fiscal pressure t-1i11 deter
mine whether monarchs choose short-term or long-term strategies of 
wealth maximization (see Stone. 1947: 114). 
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both vroduction and trade favored positions (by restricting 

markets) that l.Jould result in monopoly profits for a fee to the 

CrOl.Jn. 

Economic rent-seeking in the Tudor period benefited both 

the Crown and rich merchants. but since it resulted in higher 

prices for commodities and higher rates of unempl~ment (threaten

ing social order). it was against the interests of most aristo

crats (with the exception of those directly involved in rent

seeking). Therefore. at least a moderate level of Crown autonomy 

from aristocratic control was necessary to maintain rent-seeking 

agreements. 

The primary benefit of rent-seeking for the Crown lvas 

revenue. whether in the form of fines. fees. gifts. or loans. 

Generally. the more the Crown needed money (e.g •• to finance 

wars). the more rent-seeking. The list of revenue producing 

rent-seeking agreements if practically endless: the Muscovy 

Company provided credit to the government for the purchase of 

naval stores. the Levant Company offered a new imposition on 

currants and made the Crown a shareholder. the Spanish Company 

paid a lump sum for its privileges. industrial monopolies "tolere 

auctioned to the highest bidder (Stone. 1947: 114). the Turkey 

Company gave a JE 5.000 "gift" to the CrOlI7O (Brenner. 1972: 369). 

fines lrlere derived from the violation of many minor economic 

regulations (Williams. 1979: 173). and the Merchant Adventurers 

and East Company often loaned money to the Crown (Coleman. 1977: 
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59). Another benefit of rent-seeking for the Crot\ID ~las that such 

control could be used to avoid the negative side effects of rapid 

economic development. Stone (1947: 111) suggests that 

"security. not prosperity. was the main obj ect of Tudor economic 

policy. " 

As for the merchants, rent-seeking agreements freed them 

from competition and allowed them to make very high profits. It 

has been estimated that the profits for one of the largest trading 

ccmpanies. the Merchant Adventurers who controlled the cloth 

trade. were as high as 15-25 percent per year (Ramsey. 1963: 64). 

Moreover. organization into trading companies gave merchants "an 

effective means of bringing their grievances to the ear of 

government and asking for administrative remedies" (Davis. 1973: 

47) • Merchant companies were often able to obtain "crucial 

political controls over the conditions under which their new trade 

""ould be organized" (Brenner. 1972: 369).11 Not only were the 

primary principals, the aristocracy. in a position to control 

state policy. but secondary principals, merchant capitalists. were 

using their high level of organization to have an impact as well. 

What effects did these Crown policies have on the deve10p-

ment of industry and trade in the Tudor Era? A moderately high 

degree of autonomy resulting in a high level of economic 

11. The Spanish Crm~n also found out that rent-seeking 
often leads to 1mqer autonomy in the long run in their relations 
with the national sheepherding guild, the Nesta. 
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rent-seeking usually has negative economic consequences. and the 

case of Tudor England is no exception. Bindoff (1950: 64) 

expresses the relation between autono~ and economic development 

when he notes that "few of the many paradoxes of the period are 

more penetrating than that which points to Tudor political mastery 

as a prime cause of Tudor economic inepti tude. " Partly as a 

result of the intervention of the rent-seeking Tudor stateD "the 

material achievements of Tudor commerce were a little unimpres

sive" (Ramsey. 1963: 82). This is not to s8:j that the economy 

~qas peT.forming very poorly compared to other at the time. In 

fact. between 1475 and 1550 the volume of sales of English goods 

abroad began to grow rapidly. However. the causes of this growth 

were external to England. having to do with the expansion of 

purchasing power in other countries (Davis. 1973: 7). This 

raises an important point. I am not attempting in these case 

studies to provide a complete explanation of the factors affecting 

rates of economic growth in Western Europe. I am concentrating on 

only one factor. the effects of state policies on economic grmqth. 

This does not mean that I am offering a mono-causal explanation of 

economic development but only that this studY is focused on only 

one of many important factors. 

Rampant economic rent-seeking. especially with the 

fonnation of monopolistic trading companies. generally hindered 

economic development. Merchants \'lhose high monopoly profits were 

protected by la\q had no incentive to innovate or take any kind of 
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risks t'lhich are necessary for economic grm'1th. The Merchant 

Adventurers. the most important of these monopolies in the first 

half of the century» l'1ere far from adventurous. They did not 

innovate in commercial technique and did not even attempt to 

expand markets or products (Ramsey. 1963: 63). They had no 

reason to--they could rely on high monopoly profits. averaging 

about 20 percent per year (Ramsey. 1963: 64). Most of the other 

merchant organizations with monopoly privileges also became more 

restrictive and conservative over time (Coleman. 1977: 59). 

Monopolistic rent-seeking restrictions not only limited progress 

but also artificially constrained the volume of trade. The Turkey 

Company patent of 1581 gave the whole Middle East market to just 

twelve merchants. Many more could have easily participated. 

increasing the volume of trade and decreasing the prices of 

commodities. were it not for monopolistic restrictions (Brenner. 

1972: 369). Data on the volume of trade in the sixteenth century 

show that it is highly correlated with the extent of rent-seeking. 

Trade expanded rapidly in the first half of the century. l.;hen 

rent-seeking was less common but did not expand during the reign 

of Elizabeth. which was marked by an increase in restrictive. 

monopolistic state policies (Ramsey. 1963: 79). 

In spite of these problems with trade. it would be very 

misleading to suggest that the English economy tolaS in bad shape in 

the sixteenth century. In fact. historians have argued that 

benqeen 1540 and 1640 England experienced its first industrial 
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"revolution" (Nef. 1957; Braude!, 1984: 552). An analysis of 

Crown autonomy and state policies can also help us understand ~v1w 

the English economy prospered. especially in the last half of the 

century. First. the period of economic growth in England coin

cides with a period of declining autonomy in Elizabeth's reign. 

One of the main reasons is the frequency of ~'lar. Henry VIII. with 

more revenue. greater fiscal independence. and thus more autonomy. 

fought wars frequently. Bindoff (1950: 72) suggests that the 

third war in his reign "struck at the sources of wealth by 

paralyzing the nation's industry and trade." Elizabeth's reign. 

due to her decreasing fiscal independence. ~'las much more peaceful. 

facilitating economic development. Second. in spite of the 

efforts of the Crown. agricultural growth occurred and had 

positive multiplier effects on industry and trade. Third. proto

industrialization. perhaps the main cause of the increase in 

industrial productivity in this period (Coleman. 1977: 76). ~'las. 

due to its small and scattered nature. practically impossible for 

the Crown to disrupt. Fourth. some Crown policies had positive 

economic effects. Because the Crown did not want to be dependent 

on other countries for war materials. the development of mining in 

England was facilitated (Stone. 1947: 112). Fifth. political 

rent-seeking, so detrimental to economic development in 
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seventeenth-century France. was not practiced on a large scale in 

Tudor Eng1and. 12 

Probably the most important reason that economic develop-

ment occurred in English trade and industry. as in agriculture. 

was that the Crown could not enforce its policies. Justices of 

the Peace. as noted above. could not be counted on to enforce 

Crown policies contrary to aristocratic interests. and other 

officials. including constables (Kent. 1981) and customs officials 

(Russell. 1971: 45). t'1ere no better. Because of a chronic lack 

of revenue. all Crmln officials were either unpaid or underpaid. 

Their money came from "fees" and "gifts" that tvere often little 

more than bribes (Russell. 1971: 45). The actions of state 

officials thus generally reflected their source of income t'lhich. 

unfortunately for the Tudor monarchs. tolaS not the state. More-

over. Crown officials t'lere overworked (Gleason. 1969: 52). They 

would have had a difficult time enforcing Crown policies even if 

they had tried. This last point partially explains why the 

monopolies on trade had negative economic effects and the economic 

restrictions on production (such as the 1563 Apprentices Act which 

tried to generalize the guild structure) did not. Government 

regulation of trade Nas much easier to enforce because trade Nas 

easier to monitor since the vast majority of it passed through 

12. Some political rent-seeking did occur under the 
Tudors. For example. licenses were sold to individual nobles to 
keep private armies. 

255 



London ports. Production. on the other hand. ~las practically 

impossible for the understaffed state to control (Ramsey. 1963: 

101). Ironically. the strength of the economy l'laS based on the 

weakness of the state. 

CrOl'ln Autonomy in Stuart England 

When James I took the CrOl'ln at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century. he had a very clear conception of the royal 

office. James wanted to be a "free and absolute monarch." by 

which he meant one free from all control (Davies. 1959: 32). 

However. the situation he had inherited was not likely to produce 

such high autonomy. Elizabeth had left many problems for the 

Stuarts. not the least of which was a debt of m 430.000 (Kenyon. 

1978: 54). Moreover. James lacked the personality of Elizabeth 

(Davies. 1959: 15) and her strength of character (Scott. 1976: 

264) .13 

The most important obstacles to Crm'ln autonomy in the 

Stuart Era 1I1ere the resources and power of the aristocracy. From 

the end of the Tudor period through the reign of the Stuarts most 

13. His rather open homosexuality did not exactly endear 
him to his subjects either. 
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of the aristocracy Has getting richer14 (Hexter a 1979: 133. 

Davies. 1959: 268-269). The price revolution "acted more as a 

selective ~qeed-killer on the landowning nobility rather than as a 

plague of locusts" (Cooper. 1960: 86). The aristocracy was also 

becoming more unified. greatly increasing their capacity to act 

collectively. The peers in the House of Lords ,qere becoming 

increasingly alienated from the Crown due to James' lavish 

creation of peerages (especially for his Scottish cronies) and 

their hatred of Buckingham (Davies. 1959: 30). As a result. they 

began to side more frequently with the previously more strongly 

anti-royalist gentry in the House of Commons (Rabb. 1981: 67). 

The nvo Houses of Parliament would often present a "unified front" 

against Stuart attempts to assert Crmln autonomy (Davies. 1959: 

30). 

For the Stuart monarchs to have a~ chance of maintaining 

the moderate level of autono~ enj~ed by the Tudors in the face 

of an aristocracy whose resources and unity were increasing. the 

resources of the Crmm ~vould have to grow substantially as well. 

14. Both Tawney (1941) and Stone (1965) have argued. to 
the contrary. that the peerage was declining economically through
out much of this period. Tmvney's argument is flawed by the sharp 
distinction he drmvs benveen the capitalist. businesslike gentry 
(~lho he thinks were rising) and the feudal. unproductive nobility 
(who he thinks t'lere declining). As I have argued above. there is 
no basis for such a distinction among large lando~mers. Stone's 
attempt to quantify Tawney's argument has been strongly criticized 
on methodological grounds (Thompson. 1972). The most definitive 
commentary on the debate about the effects of the price revolution 
on class power has concluded that reports of the decline of the 
nobility "were greatly eJcaggerated" (Hexter. 1979: 124). 
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James was fortunate to come to the throne at a time lvhen the Irish 

rebels had just faltered and the power of Spain was declining 

rapidly (Scott. 1976: 264). The new king was also able to bring 

in lfi 400.000 by increasing the sale of CrOl·m lands and increased 

customs revenues by lfi 100.000 per year (Scott. 1976: 308). Yet 

these measures did not give him fiscal independence. In fact, the 

Crown debt steadily increased from lfi 597.337 in 1608 to lfi 900.000 

by 1620 (Kenyon. 1978: 54-77). The fact that James could not 

just repudiate his debts and start over (as rulers of Spain and 

France did so often) is indicative of his low autonomy. The pmver 

of his aristocratic and merchant creditors 1'10u1d not allow it. 

James' attempts to improve his financial position by extracting 

''benevolences'' and forced loans ''met ll7ith little success" (Kenyon. 

1978: 39-40). In sharp contrast to the large yields brought in 

by these methods under Henry VIII. the benevolence James ordered 

in 1614 brought in only lfi 23.500 (Kenyon. 1978: 71). The 

resources avai1ble to James not only could not provide him with 

fiscal independence from the arist ocracy. they lvere barely 

sufficient to avert a serious fiscal crisis. 

In spite of the strength of their resources and control 

capacities. aristocrats in Parliament feared that the Crmvn may 

become independent of them (Davies. 1959: 12: Hill. 1981: 109). 

These fears could have been realized in 1610 had the Great 

Contract been successful. If the failure of the Statute of 

Proclamations. an attempt by the Crown to become legislatively 
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independent in the reign of Henry VIII. marks the first turning 

point in English Crmm autonomy. the Great Contract. an attempt at 

fiscal independenceo mar.ks the second. In return for giving up 

some of its old feudal privileges (i.e •• purveyance. wardship). 

the Crown would receive a permanent tax without further parliamen

tary consent. Members of Parliament realized that this would 

seriously threaten their control capacities and that Parliament 

may go the w~ of the Estates General. and thus the Great Contract 

was defeated. The failure of the second attempt ~ the Crmvn to 

institutionalize high autonomy left James in "desperate financial 

straits" (Scott. 1976: 320). 

There ,,,as a "persistent and rising expression of opposi

tion to official policies from 1604 omvard" (Rabb. 1981: 78) as 

Parliament began to assert its pOt>Jer. Appeals to the constitu

tional limits on Crown autono~ were more frequent (Cooper. 1960: 

70). and control capacities '>Jere generally increasing. James had 

dissolved Parliament in 1610 after the failure of the Great 

Contract. but when he was forced to call it again in 1614. the 

aristocrats failed to address any new issues until the questions 

upon which the last Parliament was dissolved ,,,ere settled (Scott. 

1976: 336). The subsidies so desperately needed by the Crm"n 

were made contingent on aristocratic control of policy. vllien the 

CrOOln tried to intervene in the elections of members to the House 

of Commons. it was soundly defeated (Scott. 1976: 282-283) • 
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1\<10 new control mechanisms also surfaced to\<1ard the end of 

James' reign. The first concerns foreign policy. Until the 

seventeenth centuxy control of foreign policy rested exclusively 

in the hands of the sovereign (Davies. 1959: 47). However. 

James' failures in foreign policy. his unpopular alliance with 

Spain. and the disruptions of trade that could be caused by \<1ar 

all made the increasingly powerful Parliament want to exert more 

control (Davies. 1959: 47-48). Thus beginning in 1621 foreign 

policy was seriously discussed in Parliament for the first time. 

In order to obtain revenues the Crown would from this time on not 

only have to meet aristocratic demands in domestic policy but in 

foreign policy as \<1e11. The second novel control mechanism 'l7as 

the use of parliamentary impeachment of Crown appointees. Often 

threatened earlier. it was used successfully for the first time in 

1624. With the use of this new weapon to sanction the most 

powerful people working for the king (it was used first on the 

lord treasurer). the prerogatives of Parliament had grown "im-

mense1y stronger,,15 (Scott. 1976: 405). 

Not only did the Stuarts have to contend with a powerful 

aristocracy. their problems "lere compounded by the existence of a 

pm<1erful secondary principal, merchant capitalists. The power of 

merchants was based on their organization in monopolistic trading 

15. James \<1as totally unable to control Parliament by 
regular means and t'las forced to resort to strong-arm tactics that 
could decrease his legitimacy. He imprisoned MPs after sessions 
in 1614 and 1621. 
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companies. the control over tax farming by merchant syndicates 

l17hom the Crown depended upon as a source of credit (Ashton. 1956: 

312-313). their control over most of the important positions in 

the city government of London (Brenner. 1972: 373). and of course 

their position in the House of Commons. 

As a result of their resources. organization. and posi

tions within the state. merchants were able to control some 

aspects of state policy. They opposed war. since it disrupted 

trade. and were instrumental in preventing Crmln empire-building 

strategies (Gregg. 1981: 187). lbeir opposition to increases in 

customs rates (Rabb. 1981: 68) and in some cases even a refusal 

to pay customs (Gregg. 1981: 183) hindered the ability of the 

Crown to raise revenues. Most importantly. Stuart monarchs 

encountered more opposition than the Tudors had to rent-seeking. 

When the merchant class in England began to grow. and thus more 

merchants were excluded from rent-producing monopoly positions. 

excluded members of the class began to use their position in the 

House of Commons to block royal rent-seeking. Monopolies were 

denounced in the House of Commons as early as 1571 (Neale. 1957: 

352). and by the session of 1597-1598 the Queen was forced to deal 

'ttTi th the "abuses" of monopolies. Another blow against rent

seeking came just after the turn of the century when the Crm.;rn had 

to agree that the legality of all monopoly grants could be tested 

in court (Davies. 1959: 24). Beginning with the famous Darcy 

versus Allen decision. courts ruled that monopolies t-7ere in 

261 



viola tion of both common law and statute 1at'1. The Commons 

continued to oppose monopolies throughout the reign of the Stuarts 

(Scott. 1976: 378). R~al rent-seeking was of course never 

totally terminated since laws against it were frequently broken 

(as Parliament complained in 1606. 1610. and 1614); but the 

transaction costs of creating and maintaining rent-seeking 

agreements were raised. and this strategy was made less profitable 

to the English Crown than to its French counterparts. 

The Stuarts were also plagued ~ their inability to 

control the staff of the state. which \'1as. if anything. even worse 

than in the Tudor Era. l~e Crm'1n's attempts to collect benevo

lences were hindered not only by the refusal of many subjects to 

pay but also ~ the reservations of many of the JPs instructed to 

collect them (Davies. 1959: 18). The English government in this 

period was more wasteful and corrupt than continental states 

(Aylmer. 1963: 26-27). Several of the most powerful men in 

James' government \'1ere even being paid pensions ~ another state. 

Spain (Aylmer. 1963: 26). Buckingham's attempts to get rid of 

some of the more corrupt officials in the 1620s barely scratched 

the surface (Ke~on. 1978: 76-77). 

When Charles succeeded James in 1625. his fiscal needs 

forced him to summon the povlerful and contentious Parliament 

(Davies. 1959: 34). They granted much less money than the Crown 

requested and then began to discuss how the money should be spent. 

When impeachment of key officials "]as hinted at. Charles vIas 
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forced to dissolve Parliament. However. \o7hen he was unable to 

collect money by forced loans (Davies. 1959: 35). he t~as forced 

to call Parliament again. This Parliament attempted to impeach 

Buclcingham. forcing another hasty dissolution (Russell. 1971: 

409). Perhaps the most serious setback to Crown autonomy came 

with the Petition of Right passed ~ the third Parliament of the 

reign in 1628. The Petition of Right. to which the Crown was 

forced to assent. dictated primarily that the Crown could not tax 

wi thout Parliament or j ail anyone without cause. This was "a 

statutory limitation of royal authority such as no monarch had 

suffered for a centuJ:Y and a half" (Gregg. 1981: 172) • Its most 

important effect tvith regard to revenue t'7as that forced loans were 

no longer extracted by Stuart monarchs (Davies. 1959: 42). 

By 1629 Charles decided that in spite of his constant need 

for revenues (Crown debt had reached lli 1.000.000 [Davies. 1959: 

82]). he could not afford to summon another Parliament. The 

eleven-year period of "personal rule" was begun. In order to make 

rule without Parliament work. Charles would have to be able to 

increase his nonparliamentary revenue. and he was somewhat 

successful in doing so. Money came from many sources: (1) the 

revival of old laws with fines for violation (including enclosure 

1atvs. forest laws. and 1at'1s mandating knighthood for large 

landowners). (2) sales of more Cr~7n lands. (3) taxes on tobacco. 

and most important (4) "ship money" to stop privateering on the 

channel (Kenyon. 1978: 110-111: Davies. 1959: 83-84; Gregg. 
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1981: 202). Royal revenue averaged about m 600.000 per year 

between 1631 and 1635. However, this was not enough money to 

balance the budget (the deficit was about m 20.000 per year) 

(Davies. 1959: 83) much less p~ off the large royal debt. and 

when protests against the ship money reduced its yield to only E 

20,000 in 1638. the fiscal crisis became acute (Ke~on. 1978: 

110-118) • 

The period of "personal rule" from 1629 to 1640 raises 

some vezy interesting problems for a principal-agent theozy of 

Crown autonomy. It could be interpreted as a period of high 

autonomy. since the main control mechanism of the aristocracy and 

merchants. Parliament. was absent. In this interpretation. the 

weakness of Parliament as a control mechanism. since it could 

simply not be summoned ~ the king. would be stressed. But this 

interpretation would be incorrect. First, an important mechanism 

of control remained in place throughout the period. The common 

law courts both monitored the actions of the monarch and could 

provide sanctions if his policies violated traditional 

constitutional limits. Second. and even more important. the 

definition of autonomy is that the Crown can use state policies to 

realize its interests. and this \-1aS not true during the personal 

rule of Charles. The heavy price Charles had to pay for ruling 

without Parliament was to give up the raison d' etre of Absolute 

monarchies. \'18r (Cooper. 1960: 77). Although Charles t'.Tas 

somewhat free from direct control. he could not act. The personal 
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rule did not represent high autonomy but an emasculated Absolutism 

desperately trying to hide from a control it could not surmount. 

The weak and fragile nature of the personal rule is illustrated by 

the circumstances of its demise. Charles' attempt to put down the 

revolt of Scotland, a third-rate power, resulted in an abysmal 

failure (Kenyon. 1978: 119). He was forced to call Parliament 

again in 1640. The MPs realized they had the king completely 

under their control and refused to grant any money until their 

many grievances were heard. It was clear at this point that 

Charles could not rule with Parliament and could not rule without 

it. 

State Policies And Economic 
Development in the Stuart Era 

Monarchs with high autonomy were generally able to 

increase their wealth and power by rent-seeking (political and 

economic) and empire-building through war (e.g., seventeenth-

century France). The Stuart kings of England. lacking autonomy. 

could not simultaneously realize both of these general Crown 

interests. The structural limitations on their pm'ler dictated 

that they would have to choose ben-leen the nolO. Since primaI}' and 

secondary principals \'lere able to limit the revenue of the Crown. 

kings could not fight wars \oli thout calling Parliament and request-

ing "extraordinary" funds. Hmolever. \.]hen Parliament vIas summoned. 

they \'lOuld make grants of subsidies contingent on the Crot·Jn 

modifying policies they disliked. In the seventeenth century 
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Parliament became increasingly hostile to rent-seeking. Therefore 

the Stuart kings had to make a difficult choice: pursue an empire

building strategy16 which would necessitate calling Parliament and 

would thus hinder the Crown's ability to gain revenue through rent-

seeking (and would also decrease customs revenue ~ disrupting 

trade) or forget about going to war and t~ to gain enough revenue 

through rent-seeking to obviate the necessity of calling Parliament. 

The second strategy. since it produced the greatest gains in wealth 

and power and the least direct aristocratic control. was generally 

chosen ~ the Stuarts (e. g •• the period of "personal rule." 1629-

1640). However. this choice was the best of two bad alternatives 

and. as Charles found out. was in the long run bound to fail. 

In spite of protestations against it in Parliament. rent-

seeking continued and was in some respects increased under the 

Stuarts. Political rent-seeking. very minimal under the Tudors. 

drastically increased with the sale of knighthoods. peerages. and 

baronetcies (the latter status lolas created only to be sold) (Kenyon. 

1978: 77-78; Aylmer. 1963: 40). With regard to the economy. Crown 

policies 'Vlere oriented toward producing revenue ~ rent-seeking and 

maintaining social order by restraining industrial expansion 

(Supple. 1959: 227-246). Many net." monopolistic trading companies 

were created (Gregg, 1981: 202-203). Customs 

16. War is of course not always a choice for monarchs. 
especially ",eak ones. When English kings were forced to go to l>Jar. 
and thus to call Parliament and request money. their autonomy was 
lovlered. 
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\'lere farmed out to merchant syndicates by the Stuarts in an 

attempt to provide both a steady revenue and a source of credit 

(Ashton. 1956). But one of the effects of farming out tax 

collection for a fixed fee is that increases in the volume of 

trade no longer automatically produce increases in r~al revenue. 

This lessens the incentive of rulers to pursue policies that \>lould 

lead to higher volumes of trade. Therefore. the effects on trade 

of farming out the collection of customs should be negative. 

tolar was already becoming less frequent in Elizabeth r s 

reign than it had been for the early Tudors and remained infre

quent in the Stuart Era. The difference was not that the Stuart 

kings were more "peace loving" (as Scott [1976] argues for James) 

but that the structural constraints on them were different. The 

early Tudors had ample money from Crm\7U lands and faced a fairly 

weak Parliament. The Stuarts. on the other hand. had fewer 

resources and were controlled by a stronger and more united 

Parliament. They did not have the fiscal independence of the 

Tudors. 

Unlike the Tudor monarchs. Stuart kings were generally 

unable to raise taxes and go to t·lar. The English dominant class 

wanted a "cheap state" that would insure their economic interests 

(Brenner. 1982: 88). and they Here pmlerful enough economically 

and politically to get it. It is important to note that the 

interests of classes and kings in England and France did not 

differ. it Has a difference in the relative distribution of 
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resources and thus in their ability to realize their interests 

that led to different state policy outcomes. Perhaps the best 

illustration of the lack of autonomy of the English Crown is 

provided by the Thirty Years War. The English Crown tvanted to 

participate in this pivotal war and thus requested money from 

Parliament to do so. But the dominant classes did not want war 

(Williams. 1979: 62). and the Parliament of 1625 granted Charles 

I only one-seventh of the money he requested. Thus the expedi.tion 

the king sent to Cadiz to1aS a miserable failure. The lack of 

autonomy of the English Crown t'las never more evident. This 

illustrates the downward spiral of 10\01 auton0IllY' and war in 

England. LO\o1 autonomy resul ts in the inability to raise funds for 

war. the war effort is thus a failure. and autonomy is lo;..lered 

further. 

The economy in England to1aS expanding in the first half of 

the seventeenth century with increases in the production of coal. 

copper. brass. and textiles and technological innovations--

brewing. soapmaking. and tanning (Gregg. 1981: 204; Fisher. 

1957). This economic development occurred in spite of many 

negative factors both in England (the plague that hit London in 

the 1620s and the arduous transition to the production of "new 

draperies") 17 and in the world economy (the rise of the 

17. The production of the "new draperies" t\lould have very 
positive effects for the English textile industry. HO\'lever. as in 
many transitions. the short-term effects t'lere negative (Supple. 
1959: 20) • 

268 



Netherlands and the contraction of ma!'kets for English goods in 

the seventeenth-century "crisis") .18 The growth of the English 

econo~ in spite of these obstacles can in part be explained by 

the low autonomy of the English Crown. The Cr~-m could not 

participate in the Thirty Years War. and England was thus spared 

the devastation that resulted for many continental states. 

Inability to enforce economic regulations continued under the 

Stuarts. again to the benefit of the economy. England's relative 

immunity to the crisis of the seventeenth century was due not only 

to the "bourgeois" revolution (Hobsbawm. 1954) but also to the 

period of low Crown autono~ that preceeded it. 

Conclusion: Alternatives to a Principal
Agent Analysis of English Absolutism 

Instead of summarizing the results of the analysis of 

English Absolutism using the principal-agent framework in this 

chapter. I ~lill conclude llTi th a fe,1T comments about al terna tive 

theories. Equilibrium. Statist. and Dominant Class theories fail 

to adequately account for the entire history of English Absolu-

tism. Equilibrium theory cannot explain the fact that the high 

point of Cr~l7n autonomy comes in the first half of the sixteenth 

century ll7hen the bourgeoisie was of minimal importance. As Nef 

(1957: 1) notes. England was even behind France in this early 

18. Fluctuations in external demand. like the seven
teenth-century contraction of markets. had important effects on 
the textile industry in England (Supple. 1959: 6-8). 
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stage of capitalist development. Secondly, the rapid gr01lith of 

capitalism and the pO\lTer of merchants in England in the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries (Stone. 1947: 108) 

corresponds not to high Crown autonomy as Equilibrium theory would 

predict but to rapidly declining autonomy. The existeuce of two 

fairly powerful classes in England in the seventeenth century 

(agrarian landowners and merchant capitalists) did not increase 

the autonomy of the Cr0117n as an Equilibrium theory would predict. 

Just the contrary. Stuart monarchs found themselves doubly 

constrained. unable to act against the interests of either 

powerful class. It was difficult for them to raise money through 

either direct taxation (blocked by landowners) or rent-seeking 

(blocked by merchants). The e-Jentual result of the "equilibrium" 

in England llTaS fiscal crisis and revolution. 

The other two most prominent theories fare no better. 

Statist theory cannot help us understand the events of the 

seventeenth century. The English Crown was during this period 

obviously not "above" and controlling the dominant class but did 

not even have the amount of autonomy necessary to raise taxes to 

fight the Thirty Years War. Lastly. Dominant Class theory cannot 

explain either the moderately high degree of autonomy enj~ed by 

the English Crown in the first half of the sixteenth century or 

why the Tudor kings tried to increase this autonomy at the expense 

of the political pmler of the dominant class (Hurstfield. 1973: 

48-49). English history seems to clearly illustrate an ongoing 

270 



conflict between Crm'ln interests and dominant class interests. not 

always won by the latter. that took place both within and outside 

the state apparatus. To understand this conflict and hm'l it 

shaped English history requires conceptualizing the Crm'ln as a 

potentially autonomous pm..er with its m..n interests in a w~ that 

is excluded by the conceptual framework of Dominant Class theory. 
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CHAPTER 8 

SWEDISH AB SOL UTISM: CROWN AUTONOMY. 

EMPIRE-BUILDING. AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

The Swedish Absolutism created by Gustav Vasa emerged in 

an environment very different from that of any other Western 

European Absolutism. First. the feudal mode of production was 

never dominant in Sweden. As a result. Swedish peasants were both 

economically and politically stronger than peasants elsewhere in 

Europe. and the &~edish nobility was weaker. Second. the forma

tion of the Swedish state w'as accomplished by breaking away from a 

larger political ~stem within which Sweden was dominated ~ 

Denmark. a process which produced nationalist sentiments which 

would only come much later to the rest of Europe. Third. Gustav 

Vasa took over a country marked ~ extreme economic backwardness. 

Population '(vas sparse. productivity in agriculture was relatively 

low due to an unfavorable climate and primitive techniques. and 

cities and merchant capitalism were much less developed than in 

En~land. France. or Spain. In short. the total volume of re

sources available in Sweden ~las extremely low. The history of the 

relations benveen the Crown and social classes. the resulting 

state policies. and their effects on economic development can only 

be understood against this unique background. 
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In the nolO centuries benleen the triumph of Gustav Vasa in 

1523 and the replacement of Absolutism by Parliamentary government 

in 1720. there \V'ere drastic vacillations in the autonomy of the 

Swedish Crown. The most important of resources in the Absolutist 

Era. land. changed hands in Sweden more often than anywhere else 

in Europe. Significant shifts in landholding and thus in the 

balance of economic power occurred no less than three times: with 

the Reformation in the sixteenth century. the alienations of Crown 

land early in the seventeenth. and the "reduction" in the late 

seventeenth century. Regency governments due to royal minorities 

also played an important role in the history of Crmo1n autonomy» 

giving members of the high nobility direct control of the state 

for two ~e1ve-year periods (1632-44 and 1660-72). Crown autonomy 

also rose and fell according to the outcomes of the almost 

constant Swedish wars. War ~o1as important everywhere in the 

Absolutist Era. but nowhere was it more central than in Sweden. 

The history of the Swedish economy in the Absolutist Era 

is one of sharp contrasts D rapid transformation in some sectors 

and stagnation in others. &vedish Absolutism began as a peripher

al country D dominated by foreign merchants and eJcporting raw 

materials in exchange for manufactured goods. Hmo1ever. by the 

seventeenth century the control of foreign merchants ~olas greatly 

diminished. and Swedish copper and iron industries ~olere dominant 

in Europe. &-leden had moved from the periphery to the semi

periphery. All of this occurred in spite of the almost total 
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stagna tion of St'1edish agricul ture j nothing like an "agricul tural 

revolution" took place in St'1eden until w'ell after the Absolutist 

period. Extremely uneven economic development. not uncommon in 

early modern semi-peripheral countries, is the key feature of the 

Swedish economy in this period. 

The uniqueness of the historical and structural context of 

St'1edish Absolutism. the wide variations in Crown autonomy. and the 

uneven transformation of the economy all make Sweden a complex and 

difficult case to explain. In this chapter I will show how the 

principal-agent framework can be used to provide a coherent 

understanding of the relationships ben'1een Crmm autonomy. state 

policies, and economic development in Sweden. 

The Formation of Swedish Absolutism 

The formation of Absolutist states in Western Europe 

consisted primarily of the centralization of political power in 

the hands of the Crown. In St'1eden centralization also took place. 

but it was a secondary process. The formation of Swedish Abso

lutism was mainly a process of decentralization. in l'lhich the 

St'1edish state broke a\'1ay from a larger political entity. the Union 

of Kalmar. 

The Union of Kalmar. formed between 1389 and 1397. brought 

toge ther Denmark. Norway. Sweden. and Finland in ~lhat \'1as terri

torially the largest "state" in Europe. It \'1as initially formed 

to prevent German domination of the individually weak Scandinavian 

countries (Andersson, 1956: 71-73). In spite of the fact that 
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Denmark dominated the Union (Svanstrom and Palmstierna D 1934: 

47). S'vedish nobles generally supported it for two reasons: (1) 

many held land in more than one Scandinavian country and thus 

desired the peace between them the Union provided and (2) the high 

nobility feared a strong king and thus liked the fact that the 

ruler of the Union ,vas far BJ.iJay (in Denmark) giving the noble 

council (Red) a great deal of power (Andersson. 1956: 92; Scott. 

1977: 93. Roberts. 1968: 5). The Swedish peasants and miners. 

in sharp contrast to the internationalism of the nobility. 

developed a strong sense of Swedish nationalism (Svanstrom and 

Palmstierna. 1934: 52-53; Scott. 1977: 116). in reaction to the 

high taxes collected from them by foreign bailiffs. The unsuc

cessful revolt led by the miner Engelbrekt in the middle of the 

fifteenth century and the -"Song of Liberty" it inspired became the 

rallying points for the nationalistic opposition to th~ Union 

which continued for the next several decades. 

H~ever. the opposition of the peasants and miners in 

S~leden alone ",as not enough to break the Union as long as the 

p~er of the Danish leaders of the Union ",as bolstered by the 

support of the dominant class in Sweden. The Union was only ended 

when for several reasons the Swedish nobility turned against it. 

First. after Engelbrekt's revolt. social unrest in Sweden con

tinued unabated (Andersson. 1956: 88). the distant Danish monarch 

could not maintain social order. Second. large chunks of land 

lvere taken from &vedish nobles by foreign kings (Scott. 1977: 
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88). Third. and most important. Denmark \'18nted a strong monarchy 

whereas &vedish nobles desired an aristocratic constitutionalism 

with an elective monarchy (Scott. 1977: 87). This basic differ

ence in political ideology was brought to a head when a Danish 

Icing. Kristian II~ tried to impose his autocratic rule on &veden 

by force. The high nobility (whose organization in the noble 

council [Rad] allowed them to make a decision collectively) chose 

to side with the patriotic peasant army of Gustav Vasa against the 

Danes and the Union. The nobles who supported Gustav Vasa had no 

intention of creating a strong Absolutist state in Sweden. 

Exactly the opposite. they saw support for him as the best way to 

maintain their control of political power. "They counted. it 

seems, on their ability to control a young and politically 

inexperienced leader; and perhaps they counted too on being able 

to drop him when he had served their turn" (Roberts. 1968: 21). 

The formation of Swedish Absolutism must thus be viewed as an 

unintended consequence of the nobility's attempt to avoid being 

dominated ~ Danish monarchs. Just as their attempt to avoid 

German domination had led to their SUbjugation to Denmark in the 

Union. so too their liberty from Danish domination would come only 

at the price of delegating authority to a &vedish ruler \'lhom they 

would soon discover they could not control. 
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Crown Autonomy in 
Sixteenth-Century &o1eden 

When Gustav Vasa was elected king of &o1eden in 1523 (since 

the monarchy was not at this point hereditazy). his prospects for 

building a highly autonomous Absolute monarchy seemed minimal. 

The resources of the Crown were very limited. Only 5.6 percent of 

the land in Sweden belonged to the state (Roberts. 1968: 38). 

since there was little trade customs could not produce much 

revenue. the nobility ''las traditionally exempt from taxation. and 

the ability of the peasants to pay had been decreased ~ the 

negative effects of the long war l'lith Denmark on agricultural 

production. l-10reover. Gustav's lo1ar debt l'laS 114.500 marks (Scott. 

1977: 123). and he also owed privileges to the Lubeck merchants 

l'lho had helped him win independence (the-j had a monopoly on 

Swedish trade and paid no customs) (Andersson. 1956: 121). 

CrOlo1n autonomy was also limited ~ the existence of strong 

control mechanisms traditionally held by both primazy and 

secondary principals. Constitutional limits on Crown autonomy 

were much stronger than in France and equalled those in England. 

The most important of these 1'1aS Hangus Eriksson's Land Law. 

initially written as a codification of civil and criminal law in 

the fourteenth century. This document declared that the monarchy 

\<1as to be elective. the noble council \-las to have veto power over 

all legislation. and that the monarch could not diminish noble 

privileges or imprison a~ person who had not violated an existing 

law. This basic constitution served as a jumping-off point for 
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further attempts to constrain r~al authority for the next four 

centuries (Roberts. 1968: 40-41). One of the first of these was 

the Recess of Kalmar drm~n up by the noble Red in 1483. This 

document went much further than the Land Law and. in fact. was the 

charter for an all-powerful aristocracy which. had it been 

enforced. would have made Sweden much like Poland (Roberts. 1968: 

42). 

These strong constitutional limits. the reflection of a 

tradition of aristocratic constitutionalism which lasted through 

the period of the Union. were enforced (to the extent that they 

were) by the existence of organizations with the pOvler to monitor 

and sanction the Crown. The most important of these. at least in 

the sixteenth century. was the council dominated by the high 

nobility called the Rad. The Rad was responsible for drafting the 

constitutional limits on Crown authority and had customarily 

limited the power of kings and contributed to the formation of 

state policy since the thirteenth century (Scott. 1977: 93). The 

second important organization. called the Riksdag. was a national 

legislative assembly. with delegates from the nobility. clergy. 

merchants. and peasants. The initial Riksdag l'las convened during 

Engelbrekt's famous revolt (which explains the fact that it was 

more representative than other European legislative assemblies. 

inc1 uding the peasan try). and the organiza tion met t~i th increasing 

regularity throughout the fifteenth century (Scott. 1977: 112). 

The Riksdag had some control over taxation but little formal power 
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in the sixteenth century. Control over taxes l'laS primarily in the 

hands of Provincial Estates. called Landsting. whose delegates 

were basically from the same social groups as those of the Riksdag 

(Roberts. 1968: 39). 

One of the most significant differences between Sweden and 

other Western European Absolutisms in the control of Crown 

autonomy is the unique secondary principal in Slveden. Throughout 

Western Europe the primary principal controlling the r~al agent 

was the nobility and the most important secondary principal was 

merchant capitalists. However. due to the relative importance of 

trade in Sweden and the control of foreign merchants over most of 

it. Swedish merchants had very few economic resources. As a 

result. their control capacities and thus their ability to 

infl uence state policy were minimal. The bourgeoisie l'laS numeri

cally the smallest estate in the Riksdag (Scott. 1977: 185) and 

was "least in political importance" (Roberts. 1953. I: 298). The 

most important secondary principal in Sweden was the peasantry. 

The peasantry was much more powerful in Sweden than 

elsewhere in Europe for several reasons. The most important 

reason was their resources. Free peasants mIned 52.4 percent of 

the land in Sweden in 1523 (Roberts. 1968: 38). a proportion 

unmatched in Absolutist Europe (a consequence of the unique 

absence of feudalism in Slveden). The organization of village 

communities was also strong. increasing peasant solidarity and 

unity (Andersson. 1956: 99). The resources of the peasantry. 
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coupled Hith their military role in the revolts against the Union 

that eventually produced Swedish independence. a11mqed members of 

this class to obtain and maintain positions in organizations ,.lith 

capacities to control state policies. They were the most numerous 

members of the Provincial Estates. from which the Cr~n had to 

obtain consent for any new taxes. Moreover. unlike any other 

European peasant. they had their ~n estate in the national 

legislative organization. Peasants used this position both to 

monitor the Crmqn (pa8sing information about Crmqn activities on 

to other members of the class at Provincial Estates and in village 

communities) and to sanction the Crmm as ,qe11. Since the ruler 

had to rely on free peasants to pay most of the taxes. he "could 

not afford to alienate its sympathies" (Roberts. 1953. I: 300). 

The Crmqn could of course choose to ignore the complaints of the 

peasants in the Riksdag and often did. but in so doing it risked 

facing the second and more powerful type of sanction available to 

this secondary principal. tax revolts. 

Revolts against taxation (and. more generally, against 

state policies) in St'7eden were fundamentally different from those 

in France. In France the nobility and the Crm~n were competing 

for the peasant's resources. thus nobles often led or at least 

failed to suppress peasant tax revolts to minimize Cr~n taxation 

so they could maximize their extractions from the peasantry 

(Mousnier. 1945; Brustein. 1985; see also Chapter 6). True revolts 

were primarily attempts by nobles to sanction Crm~n policies 
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against their interests. In Sweden. a large proportion of the 

peasantry were independent landotolners or tolorking on CrOtoln lands 

and paying nothing to nobles. and those who did pay rents to 

nobles paid a much smaller. fixed amount of tax to the CrOtoln 

(Roberts. 1962: 46). Thus SWedish nobles had no interest in 

inciting peasant tax revolts. Revolts against CrOt~n policies in 

SWeden almost alw~s originated with and were led by members of 

the 10t0ler classes themselves (Andersson. 1956: 123; Roberts. 

1968: 218). Revolts were a method of sanctioning used by 

secondary principals in Sweden. and they gave a great deal of 

independent power to the peasantry. Peasant revolts often 

resulted in lower taxes (Scott. 1977: 140). and the most serious 

of them, in Smaland in 1542-43. "taught [Gustav Vasa] to treat his 

people in a less autocratic manner" (Andersson. 1956: 136) • 

How then could Gustav Vasa have created a highly autono

mous Absolutist state in Sweden in the face of all of the limits 

on Crown power outlined above? Three factors are responsible: 

(1) the weakness of the nobility, (2) the multiplicity of organi

zations of control. and (3) the fiscal independence of the Crown 

made possible ~ the Reformation confiscation of church lands. 

Nobles in &V'eden tvere the \'leakest in Western Europe (the converse, 

in this case. of peasant strength). In 1623 they owned only 20.7 

percent of the land in ~leden (Roberts. 1968: 38). less than half 

as much as peasants Otolned. Moreover. many members of the high 
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nobility had been killed in Stockholm in 1520 by Kristian II of 

Denmark. temporarily weakening the class (Roberts. 1968: 24). 

The existence of multiple organizations of control also 

decreased the power of the nobility and gave Gustav an opportunity 

to increase his autonomy. As a comparison benleen France and 

England illustrates (see Chapters 6 and 7). having only one 

organization with which to control the Crown is much more effec

tive than having many. Just as French kings were able to do, 

Gustav Vasa was able to play the various organizations off against 

each other and thus increase his po't<ler relative to all of them. 

The Rad. controlled entirely by the nobilitys was the most 

potverful control mechanism. so Gustav used the Riksdag to break 

its monopoly of power (Roberts. 1968: 81-82. 85). Within the 

Riksaag. both Gustav and later &<ledish monarchs were able to use 

the other estates to decrease the control capacities of the 

nobility. Lastly. Provincial Estates were also used at times. 

when it seemed as though the Riksdag may be less likely to grant 

taxes. The fact that the exact scope of authority of each of 

these organizations was not strictly defined allowed the monarch 

to take advantage of the 'toJeaknesses and avoid the strengths of 

each. increasing his autonomy in the process. 

The most serious problem for Gustav Vasa when he became 

monarch 'toJas the lack of resources of the state. That problem was 

solved by the confiscation of church lands. To a much greater 

extent than elsewhere. the initiative for the Reformation came 

282 



from the Crown. Gustav's goal \'1as no less than "the establishment 

of royal supremacy" (Scott. 1977: 124-125). and the Reformation 

was probably the most important single step towards that goal. 

The distribution of land ownership and thus the relative power of 

the Crow'n and the nobility ~las dramatically transformed. Prior to 

the Reformation the Crown owned about 5 percent of the land in 

SWeden; after it the Crown owned over 28 percent (Heckscher. 1954: 

126). In relative terms. whereas before the Reformation nobles 

owned four times as much land as the Crm~n. by 1560 they owned 22 

percent less land (calculated from Heckscher. 1954: 126). 

Practically the entire windfall from the church went to the Crown. 

giving Gustav Vasa the resources he needed to become fiscally 

independent of the nobility. 

Because of the church lands and to a lesser extent 

revenues from silver mines. the state budget went from deficit to 

surplus. By 1550 the Crown took in 110.000 marks more than it 

spent. The fiscal independence of the Crown allowed Gustav to 

avoid dominant class control mechanisms. "Gustav broke ·down the 

power of the Council" (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 76). The 

Rad met only once or twice a year during his reign and only \'lhen 

he summoned it (Roberts. 1968: 121) (it often met \'leekly in later 

reigns) • The Riksdag did not meet at all beuveen 1529 and 1544 

(Roberts. 1968: 111). its longest absence in the Absolutist Era. 

Traditional mechanisms of dominant class control were helpless. 
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Gustav Vasa also did a great deal to transform the 

internal principal-agent relation. giving him much more control 

over the state apparatus. The most important change came in 1544 

when the monarchy was made hereditary. One of the most important 

mechanisms of control. the ability to elect their Icing. was lost 

by the nobility. Gustav also asserted his right to appoint and if 

necessary fire officials in high administrative positions (Scott. 
, 

1977: 138). He broke the monopoly of the high nobility on state 

offices by recruiting officials from the lower nobility and middle 

classes. This increased his ability to control his staff since 

these new officials were ''wholly dependent on the king for 

livelihood" (Roberts. 1968: 111). The first state treasury vlsS 

formed (Andersson. 1956: 132). and accounting procedures in the 

fiscal system 'vere greatly improved (Roberts. 1968: 111. 122-

124). Gustav. like Henry VII in England. personally supervised 

the details of government to insure that officials followed his 

orders (Kallenbenz. 1976: 50; Andersson. 1956: 130). Lastly. 

state control in the localities '-las improved by tripling the 

number of r~al bailiffs. supervising their accounts of tax 

collection more closely. and using them to monitor municipal 

officials (Roberts. 1968: 31. 188). 

Gustav Vasa had created all of the conditions necessary 

for autono~ and thus for the policies of high taxation and empire 

building that characterize autonomous Absolutist states. But 

Gustav himself did not pursue these policies. His was a time of 



building Cro,'1n autonomy; only \vhen his sons took over "las the new 

power of the monarchy reflected in predatory state policies. 

Gustav built up &veden's military. which had been devastated in 

the war of independence from the Union. but he seldom used it 

(Andersson. 1956: 136; Scott. 1977: 140). Only two wars were 

fought in his four-decade reign. one to break the monopoly of 

Lubeck on Swedish trade and the second a defensive war against 

Russia. The main reason for Gustav's avoidance of war ,.;ras 

probably Sweden's relative military weakness. , .. hich ,.;rould have 

made such a strategy unproductive. Second. in spite of his 

autonomy. direct taxation was not increased in Gustav's reign 

(Roberts. 1968: 111). Early in his reign he had learned that 

high direct taxation caused &.;reden's pO\\lerful peasants to revolt 

(Andersson. 1956: 123). He had learned to far the sanctions 

available to over-taxes peasants and thus maintained moderate 

levels of taxation (Scott. 1977: 140: Andersson. 1956: 136). 

The fact that he had a lot of revenue from church lands and silver 

mines and the lack of expensive wars made it less necessary for 

him to try to extract revenue from the peasantry. 

In spite of all of the things Gustav had done to 

strengthen the Stoledish Crmm. he made one serious mistake that 

"lould decrease the autonomy of his sons relative to the nobility. 

When Gustav died. one of his sons. Erik. became King of &·leden. 

and bilO others. Johan and Karl. \.;rere given total control of large 

dukedoms. This had two negative effects. First. a great deal of 
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land was lost to the state since the revenues from the dukedoms 

went not to the Crown but to the Dukes. Second. and more impor

tant. Gustav had given independent bases o.f power to each of his 

sons. which would soon result in contests between them for control 

of the monarchy. Since each of the sons needed allies if they 

were to control state power. they all attempted to obtain the 

support of the nobility. This put the nobility in a position to 

get concessions in exchange for their support. thus l'leakening the 

autonomy of the Crown. 

When Erik XIV took over the Crown in 1560. he began 

immediately to use the power accumulated by his father. In his 

hands the state became a weapon used against the nobility 

(Andersson. 1956: 148). He established a high court of justice. 

the King's Jury. placed many commoners on it (Roberts. 1968: 

225). and used it to prosecute many of the high nobles who opposed 

his policies (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 90). Never before 

had nobles been judged by commoners. He used the Riksdag (since 

it l'laS much more easily manipulated) to decrease the pm'ler of the 

high nobility in the Rad (Roberts. 1968: 226-227). Even more 

non-noble administrators 't'1ere used than in his father's reign 

(Roberts. 1968: 244). Erik XIV also created a titled nobility 

(counts. barons) for the first time in S .. ,eden (Roberts. 1968: 

220-221). solidifYing the economic stratification of the class and 

producing a gulf that 't'lQuld greatly diminish the ability of the 

nobility to act collectively. The pO\'ler of the CreiVD 't'las used to 
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''lage a l'lar with Denmark in an at tempt to control Bal tic trade 

routes. beginning the long period that \'lould come to be known as 

Sweden's "Age of Empire." 

The war against Denmark was not going well. the nobility 

\'las very antagonistic toward Erik (for the reasons given above). 

and Erik was beginning to show signs of insanity in 1567. Johan 

III took advantage of the opportunity afforded by Erik's problems 

by convincing the Rad and Riksdag to depose Erik and make him 

king. Although Johan III was made king. his position was not 

strong. All of Gustav's savings were gone. and state finances 

1'1ere increasingly being strained by a ~lar St'leden ''las losing 

(Roberts. 1968: 309). Moreover. Johan had come to power only 

because of his alliance with the nobility; his position was in 

effect more elective than hereditary (Roberts. 1968: 242). Due 

to the "obvious political weakness of the Crown" (Roberts. 1968: 

243). aristocratic constitutionalism surfaced again. Erik Sparre. 

a member of the Rad whose role in Swedish history is not unlike 

that of Coke in England. published a book in 1582 that reiterated 

the constitutional limits on the autonomy of the Crown initially 

lai d out in Mangus Eriksson's Land Law. The "increasingly 

potverful" nobility 'toJas able to obtain an exemption for their class 

from customs dues and increase the exemptions of peasants working 

f or nobles from Crown taJca tion (Andersson. 1956: 149-150) D 

increasing. in both cases. noble resources at the expense of the 

Crotvn. Noble control capacities toJere increased in 1585 1'1hen the 
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Rad obtained the right to supervise the r~a1 mint ana provincial 

governors (all of tvhom lV'ere nobles) were given control over the 

r~al bailiffs in charge of tax collection (Roberts. 1968: 311). 

In spite of their gains. the power of the nobility in this 

period should not be overstated. The autonomous Absolutism 

created ~ Gust~ Vasa and strengthened ~ Erik XIV could not be 

dismantled easily. TWo things worked in Johan's favor. Fir.st. 

nobles tV'ere still not in control of many pmV'erful positions tvithin 

the state from l>1hich they could control state policy. They had no 

monopoly on positions in the central administration (although they 

constantly demanded such a monopoly). and even though they did 

control provincial governorships. these had much less power than 

provincial governors in France (Roberts. 1968: 307-308). Second. 

the existence of a sharp division between higher and lmV'er nobles 

severely decreased the power of the class to oppose Cr~ln policies 

successfully (Roberts. 1968: 245). 

As a result of the lack of unity and weakness of the 

control capacities of the primary principal. Johan III was 

generally able to use state policies to realize Crown interests. 

Taxation tV'as increased. and all classes lV'ere made to pay (Roberts. 

1968: 310). The exemptions gained at the beginning of the reign 

for themselves and their peasants did not last long. D(;h '; . :ments 

of the currency tV'ere also used (in 1568-1575 and 1590-1592) to 

augment Crov1n revenue. Johan used the money to continue the 

empire-building strategy begun by Erik by attacking Russia. This 
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time it tvas much more successful since Sweden gained land. 

important ports in Livonia. and an indemnity of 20,000 rubles 

(Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 98-99; Reddatl7ay, 1906: 181). 

This war \o]as possible in spite of the fact that it \.;as opposed by 

the Rad {because of the high taxes which even they had to pay and 

the fact that they got very little of the land Sweden \.;on) , 

illustrating the relatively high level of Crown autono~ at the 

time (Roberts. 1968: 306-307). Joban III was so powerful toward 

the end of his reign that he was able to expel many of the high 

nobles who opposed him (including the powerful and famous Erik 

Sparre) from the Rad (Roberts. 1968: 319-325). 

The death of Johan in 1592 revived the succession problems 

of the Swedish CrOtl7n. giving the nobility power. 'l\vo members of 

the Vasa line were competing for the throne. Sigismund. Johns's 

son and King of Poland. and Karl. Gustav's last remaining son. 

whose large dukedom gave him enough power to contest against 

Sigismund. The high nobility of the Rad sided with Sigismund. 

realizing that an absentee monarch (since Sigismund would remain 

in Poland) would give them the power to rule. as in the days of 

the Union (Andersson. 1956: 156). Karl was able to gain the 

support of the Riksdag. but that proved to be insufficient. and 

Sigismund was named king. As liTaS the case during earlier con

tested successions. the Rad did not give its support freely but 

demanded in exchange the reassertion of constitutional limits on 

the CrOtl7n. The Accession Charter of 1594. forced on Sigismund 
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when he became king. t-las a "decisive precedent" that would serve 

as a "check upon the crown" throughout the seventeenth century 

(Roberts. 1968: 345). Its most important provision was that the 

Rad and Riksdag t'lere given veto power over all state policies. 

The power of the nobility in the last half of the sixteenth 

century was not due to their resources. which were minimal. but to 

their position in organizations of control. The succession 

problems caused ~ Gustav's generosity to his younger sons had 

given them the opportunity to reiterate constitutional limitations 

on Crown autonomy. However. as long as the resources and control 

mechanisms necessary to enforce these constitutional limits were 

unavailable. they were generally ignored when the succession 

problems were resolved. 

Sigismund proved unable to maintain order in Sweden 

against the organized resistance of Karl. A civil war broke out 

which eventually resulted in Karl IX taking over the Crown. Since 

Karl IX came to power not by the support of the nobility (in fact. 

against them) but by force. he was in a position to receive an 

autonomous Absolutism. Karl "saved the heritage of Gustav Vasa" 

(Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 108) by defeating. at least for 

the moment. aristocratic constitutionalism (Andersson. 1956: 

157). Erik Sparre and many other nobles were executed; others 

were exiled as the Rad was virtually destr~ed between 1600 and 

1602 (Roberts. 1968: 428-429). Karl used many more non-noble 

officials to run the state. those whose only l~al ty t'1as to the 

290 



Crown and'vho could easily be fired (Roberts. 1968: 436-437). 

The stage was being set for. the reign of one of the most pmverful 

monarchs in &vedish history. Gustavas Adolphus. 

State Policies and Economic 
Development in the Sixteenth Century 

At the beginning of its Absolutist Era. &veden was a 

sparsely populated. unproductive. peripheral country on the fringe 

of the emerging world economy. The population of SWeden in 1500 

was only about 750.000. and its largest city. Stockholm. had only 

6.000-7.000 inhabitants (less than half of secondary English towns 

like Norwich or Bristol) (Roberts. 1968: 28). Agriculture 'vas 

very primitive. even by contemporary European standards. Trade 

consisted of Swedish raw materials (copper. iron. butter. hides. 

tar) being exchanged for foreign manufactured goods (mainly 

textiles and beer). the classic definition of a peripheral country 

(Wallerstein. 1974. 1980). Moreover. trade tvas controlled by 

foreign merchants (Roberts. 1968: 33). The prospects of any type 

of economic development occurring in St-leden 'vere bleak. However. 

development did occur in some economic sectors. due mainly to the 

policies of the highly autonomous SWedish Crown. 

The policies of the CrmJn did not facilitate economic 

development in agriculture and are in fact at least partially 

responsible for the stagnation of this sector of the St-ledish 

economy. Both the causes and consequences of state policies 

regarding agricul ture in Stveden are very similar to those in 
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France (see Chapter 6). In both countries the peasantry ~-1as 

fairly strong relative to the nobility both in terms of land

holding and organization in village communities prior to the 

Absolutist Era. In Sweden. just as in France. l&-1s were passed 

before the Absolutist period protecting peasant property from 

confiscation by the nobility in order to protect the tax base of 

the Crown. The first of these laws was passed in Sweden in 1396 

(Roberts. 1968: 37). In contrast to England. in which such laws 

were a1bo passed (see Chapter 7). rulers in &-1eden. like those in 

France. t.;ere able to enforce laws tl7hich prevented the concentra

tion of land in the hands of the dominant class. The successful 

implementation of the interests of the Swedish Crml7n. due to the 

high autonomy of the Cro"tvn and the tl7eakness of the Swedish 

nobility. had negative effects on agricultural productivity. 

Noble farms had generally higher productivity than peasant farms 

(Astrom. 1973: 62). preventing land from being concentrated in 

noble's hands decreased aggregate productivity. Due to the 

strength of the Crown and the peasantry relative to the nobility 

in &-1eden. small peasant farms and 1m17 agricultural productivity 

persisted throughout the Absolutist Era. 

In industry the policies of the autonomous Absolutist 

state did facilitate economic development. beginning. in the 

sixteenth century. the movement of &-1eden from the periphery to 

the semi-periphery of the l>lorld economy. The iron industry 

provides a very good example. Early in the Absolutist Era. &'leden 
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lvas exporting ralv iron (Roberts. 1968: 182-183). Other countries 

(mainly in Germany) produced the much more profitable bar iron 

using this raw material from Sweden (some of t'1hich lvas then 

reimported into Sweden). The reason Sweden did not produce bar 

iron is that the mining industry ''las run by peasants and lesser 

gentry who did not have the capital necessary to build forges 

(Roberts. 1968: 32, 182-183). Only the highly autonomous 

monarch. Gustav Vasa. had the resources and the incentive (to 

begin to make Sweden self-sufficient in armaments production) to 

create a bar iron industry. He provided the capital. imported 

workers. and soon became the biggest forge-master in the country 

(Roberts. 1968: 183). As a result of Gustav's efforts. the 

export of iron doubled between 1560 and 1600. and bar iron made up 

an increasing proportion of all iron exported (Scott. 1977: 157); 

Gustav also established the first textile factory in Sweden in an 

attempt to break the dependence of &veden on foreign textiles. but 

this venture was not as spectacular a success (Roberts. 1968: 

184). 

High Crown autonomy also facilitated the development of 

trade in &veden. The main problem for &veden early in the 

Absolutist Era, as for most peripheral countries. was that its 

trade was controlled by foreign merchants. &'leden was primarily 

dependent on merchants from Lubeck (Ross. 1976: 50). \,1ho had been 

given a custom-free monopoly on Swedish trade as partial repayment 

for their aid in the war of independence from the Union. Such a 
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monopoly. virtually allm·dng Lubeck merchants to dictate prices 

(Ross. 1976: 51). hurt both the Crm~n and the country. Gustav's 

ability to extract revenue from Swedish society (in some cases 

against opposition) allowed him to successfully break Lubeck's 

stranglehold on the Swedish econo~ by force (Scott. 1977~ 140). 

Sweden lvas soon trading with many cou:Itries (England. France. 

Spain. Ne therlands) w'i thout being dependent on any one. Wars 

later in the century also helped Sweden gain control of important 

ports and watetways (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 98-99). 

Military power. one of the most important fruits of Crown 

autonomy. was allm~ing Sweden to break out of the trade dependence 

characteristic of the periphery. 

Gustav also facilitated trade internally. In sharp 

contrast to the policies of other countries during this period who 

were creating or maintaining barriers to the flow of goods 

internally. Gustav insured that goods could flow freely in Sweden. 

He did this not because of any belief in the virtues of free trade 

but because he got much of his revenue in kind and sold it in 

other areas. It tvas in the direct interests of the Crmvn as 

St~eden' s largest merchant to keep trade open internally 

(Heckscher. 1954: 66-67). As a result. transaction costs of 

internal trade in St~eden were lOt~ered. Lastly. compared to the 

rest of Western Europe. Sweden,lacked adequate urban areas 

necessary for trade. Sixteenth-century monarchs tried to solve 

this problem by founding towns {t-lhich t-lere to serve both military 
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and trading functions) (Riis. 1981: 49). The urban centers 

necessary for trade that had developed "from below" in most other 

countries l'lere created "from above" by the deliberate policies of 

an autonomous Crown in Sweden (Heckscher. 1954: 74). 

Crm·m Autonomy in the 
Seventeenth Century 

The seventeenth century in SWedish history begins in 1611 

when Gustavus Adolphus (Gustav II). one of Sweden's most autono-

mous and powerful monarchs. became king. However. at the 

beginning of the reign of Gustav II. it did not look as though 

Crm-'1n autonomy lo1ould be high. Sweden lolas being defeated by 

Denmark in the War of Kalmar so decisively that the very existence 

of SWeden as a sovereign state was threatened (Roberts. 1953. I: 

1-2). The war also caused financial problems for the state. 

pushing it to the verge of bankruptcy (Roberts. 1953. I: 48. 

123) • Law and order ll7ere also breaking down internally as nobles 

increased their local control of the peasantry and rebellions 

broke out in many provinces (Roberts. 1953. I: 112-122). 

Succession problems still plagued the Crown. Gustav II was not 

the only claimant to the throne but had to compete "lith the claim 

of Sigismund's son. As it had in the past. this gave the nobility 

the power to choose their monarch and to demand concessions of 

power in exchange for their support. These concessions came in 

the form of the Charter of 1612. which ",as in many \o1ays similar to 

the Petition of Right forced upon the English monarchy at about 
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the same time. The Charter dictated that the monarch could not 

make law or go to war \,li thout the consent of the Rad and Riksdag. 

that the nobility was to have a monopoly on high offices in the 

state, that no one could be imprisoned without due process, and 

that the Rad and not the king could convene the Riksdag (intended 

to prevent the use of the Riksdag against the Rad ~ the Crown) 

(Andersson. 1956: 161). 

Given the depletion of Crown resources and the strong 

constitutional limitations on Crown autonomy, how \Olas Gustav II 

able to rebuild and maintain an autonomous Absolutist state? The 

anmqer. provided by the principal-agent theory. is that constitu

tional limits are useless unless they can be enforced. and the 

primary and secondary principals in this case lacked the resources 

and control mechanisms necessary for enforcement. The nobility 

was both weak and divided. As noted above. they held less land 

than nobles anywhere else in Europe; many of the most powerful 

members of the class had been killed by Karl IX. and the division 

between the titled high nobility and the lower nobility hindered 

unified action in the interests of the class as a whole. This 

lack of resources and unity is reflected in the virtual impotence 

of their organizations of control. The Rad. still not fully 

recovered from the purges of Karl IX. did not contribute to state 

policy formation but was simply used by the monarch to legitimate 

Crotm policies (Roberts. 1953. I: 281-282). The weakness of the 

Riksdag as a control mechanism is even more evident. Unlike the 
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English Parliament. the Riksdag did not have total control over 

either legislation or direct taxation (Roberts. 1953.I: 309). 

The king could bypass the Riksdag and go to local assemblies for 

taxation (as was the case in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 

France). and the king could make law ~<1ithout the participation of 

the Riksdag (an advantage denied to English monarchs with the 

failure of the Statute of Proclamations). The king further 

weakened the ability of the primary taxpayers. the peasantry. to 

control taxation in the Riksdag by calling partial meetings of the 

Riksdag from which peasants were excluded in 1613. 1620. and 1632. 

It is no coincidence that these "committee" Riksdags. justified by 

reference to national security (the assumption being that the 

peasants could not be trusted to keep secrets about war plans). 

were called w'hen the king ~olanted to impose new taxes that he knew 

the peasants would oppose (Roberts. 1953. I: 305-307). Lastly. 

the Riksdag. unlike the English Parliament. lacked the right of 

initiative. The ability to set the agenda of debates. the 

important "second face" of power (Lukes. 1974). rested entirely 

with the Cr~ln. As a result of all of these factors. the consti

tutional limits on Cr~m autonomy tolere not enforced (Andersson. 

1956: 162. Scott. 1977: 164). 

In addition to the weakness of primary and secondary 

principals. the autonomy of the royal agent tolaS greatly enhanced 

by Gustav's transformations of the state apparatus. The increas

ing demands on the state made the personal. patrimonial government 

297 



of the early Vasas unworkable and necessitated the creation of a 

more bureaucratic state. A Supreme Court was created in 1614 to 

handle all appeals (Andersson. 1956: 162). The Exchequer 

Ordinance of 1618 improved the auditing of Crown finances and 

finally produced the first national balance sheet in 1621 

(Roberts. 1953. I: 271). Other parts of the state were 

bureaucratized and made more efficient along similar lines 

(Andersson. 1956: 166). Local government tl7as rationalized w'hen 

the provincial governors were used to monitor r~a1 bailiffs 

(Scott. 1977: 187). The organization and discipline of the army 

and navy were also greatly improved (Andersson. 1956: 167). All 

of these transformations in the internal principal-agent relation 

increased the power of the Crown through the institution of 

bureaucratic control mechanisms (Roberts. 1953, I: 279). 

The Crown only faced one problem in its transformation of 

the state. Since S\'1eden lacked a large group of merchants or 

lawyers to staff the state. the increase in state personnel could 

come from only one class. the nobility. In fact. nobles acquired 

a virtual monopoly on state offices during the reign of Gustavas 

Adolphus (Andersson, 1956: 166. Scott. 1977: 183). This could 

have resulted. as it did in England. in an increase in aristo

cratic class power and the inability of the Crown to get state 

officials to enforce policies against their class interests. 

However. this t!Jas not the case in Sweden. The main difference 

between England and Stl7eden \']as that in contrast to England's 

298 



unpaid or underpaid staff. the ~~edish Crm~n had the resources to 

pay state officials well (if often in kind) (Roberts. 1958. II: 

44-45). the ability to monitor their actions with one of the most 

efficient auditing systems in Europe (Astrom. 1973: 93). and the 

ability to remove them from office if they did not enforce Crown 

policy. Even members of the Rad were transformed from instruments 

of class power to civil servants (Roberts. 1953. I: 278). The 

fact that Swedish rulers could get a far higher proportion of 

their policies enforced than their English counterparts can be 

explained by the existence of much stronger mechanisms of control 

in the internal principal-agent relation in ~eden than in 

England. 

The high autonomy of the Crmvn during the reign of Gustav 

II can be illustrated by the policies of the ~vedish state. The 

nvO main interests of the Crmvn. high levels of taxation and 

empire-building. were realized even against opposition. The 

period of increasing taxation began as early as 1614 when all 

~edes. including the nobility. were taxes in order to p~ off the 

large war indemnity mved to Denmark (Roberts. 1953. I: 125). But 

the most dramatic increase in taxes came when ~veden entered the 

Thirty Years War. In 1620 many new forms of taxes were created. 

and again not only the peasantxy but nobles as well had to pay 

(Scott. 1977: 191). '1\10 new direct taxes tvere created. the Stock 

and Land Tax (1620) and the Three Marks' Aid (1628). both of which 

were paid not only by free and Crown peasants but by peasants 
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working for the nobility as ~'le11. Three new indirect taxeso Ship 

Money (1630). the Little Toll (1622). and the Mill Toll (1625). 

\'lere paid by all social classes (Roberts. 1958. II: 68-70). In 

spite of their opposition in the Riksdag. nobles were not able to 

prevent these tax increases (Roberts. 1958. II: 70). 

The Cr~n amassed wealth in order to pursue an empire

building strategy. The size of the army t'las increased from 

beuveen 15.000 and 25.000 men to about 150,000 men during Gustav's 

reign (Lundkrist. 1973: 22). The empire-building strategy 

pursued by the &vedish state was undoubtedly in the interests of 

the Crown. but was it favored or opposed by the nobility? Some 

Swedish historians have argued that Swedish imperialism was 

motivated by the interests of the dominant class (see Roberts. 

1979: 23-27 for a good summary of these arguments). The contin

ual wars did offer career opportunities for some nobles. and there 

was always the prospect that they tvould get some of the land that 

may be won. But very fetl7 nobles actually shared in the spoils of 

war (Roberts. 1979: 24). and all of them had to pay taxes and 

lose some of their labor force to conscription in order to support 

it. The gains t"ere potential and distant \'lhereas the losses tolere 

certain and immediate. This explains why most (although not all) 

nobles did not support the empire-building strategy of the Crown 

(Roberts. 1953. I: 24). The decision to go t.o tolar was generally 

made in spite of them or tdthout them. For example. the decisions 

of Gustav to fight Poland in 1621 and of Kristina to fight Bremen 
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in 1653 were made l·1i thout consul ting either the Riksdag or the Rad 

(Roberts. 1979: 78-79). 

The empire-building strategy begun by Gustavus Adolphus 

was extremely profitable. so much so that it was continued by the 

regency government that took over after his death. Since the 

Thirty Years War was fought outside Sweden. Swedish armies could 

live off the land in which they were fighting. lowering the costs 

of maintaining an army. In fact, victories at war produced 

revenue in the form of confiscated land. subsidies from the 

French. and (to a lesser extent) the Dutch. ransoms paid by 

captured towns. 1 and. most important. the Prussian Tolls. The 

Prussian Tolls alone were the largest single source of Crmvn 

revenue for most of the 1630s (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 

125-126). As long as Stveden l-1aS winning. an empire-building 

strategy paid high dividends. 

The policies of the highly autonomous Crown did not go 

totally unchallenged. Gustav II did manage t~ prevent peasant 

opposition to high taxation and conscription in the Riksdag by 

excluding them from important meetings. but he could not so easily 

avoid their other sanctions. Peasant revolts against taxation and 

conscription were common during his reign2 (Andersson. 1956: 

1. A ransom of 300.000 riltsdaler was taken from Munich 
and another 150.000 came from Hamburg (Scott. 1977: 180). 

2. Significant revolts occurred in 1623. 1624. 1626. 
1627. 1629. and 1631 (Roberts. 1958. II: 148). 
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167). Peasant unrest t1aS exacerbated by Gustav's policy of 

alienating Crown lands and even tax revenues in exchange for 

services to the Crm1n or for cash. This policy was necessitated 

by the huge military expenses in his reign that could not be met 

in spite of tax increases and external revenues (Andersson, 1956: 

172). Peasants disliked this practice because nobles often raised 

rates of taxation to make their investment more profitable. The 

main problem with the policy \1aS that it decreased the tax base of 

the Crown and in the long run. by beginning a shift in resources 

from the Crown to the nobility. \10uld lead to lOtoJ'er autonomy. 

The death of Gustavus Adolphus in 1632 marks the beginning 

of a new era in Swedish political history. in some \1ays similar to 

the period following the death of Gustav Vasa. This period is 

marked by dramatic variations in Crown autonomy, caused by rapid 

shifts in resources and succession problems (regency governments 

and weak rulers). 

Unfortunately for the autonomy of the Swedish Crown, when 

Gustav died he left only a six-year-01d girl heir to the throne. 

The twelve-year regency government that ruled until Kristina came 

of age put control of state pm'ler in the hands of the higher 

aristocracy (Andersson. 1956: 180). Another document asserting 

the constitutional limits on the Crotvo. the Fonn of Government of 

1634 D \'1as passed. Perhaps the most significant policy of the 

regency government was to transfer land from the CrOtvn to the 

nobility. In the ule1ve years of the regency, two and one-half 
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times as much land was given svlay as in the 21 years of Gustavus 

Adolphus' reign (Scott, 1977: 217). 1~e Rad basically gave.1and 

to themselves. Astrom (1973: 73) notes that "the list of names 

of members of the council of state is to a very large extent also 

a list of the men to t'lhom the royal revenues had been alienated." 

As a result of this transfer of resources, the '~alance of power 

now favored the aristocracy" (Andersson, 1956: 180). 

The situation did not improve for the Crown when Kristina 

took over the state in 1644. Kristina continued to give away land 

to the nobility, further impoverishing the Crown (Scott, 1977: 

204). The area of noble land in SWeden more than doubled benleen 

1611 and 1652. and royal revenues dropped from 6.36 million silver 

da1er in 1644 to only 3.79 million in 1643 (Roberts. 1962: 39). 

Kristina also increased the size of the dominant class. doubling 

the number of noble families in her reign (Roberts, 1962: 51). 

The fiscal independence of the Crown was gone. and it was now at 

the mercy of the Riksdag for the revenue necessary to carry on at 

all (much less pursue Crown interests) (Roberts. 1962: 43). The 

state Kristina left behind when she abdicated in 1654 was on the 

verge of bankruptcy (Svanstrom and Pa1mstierna. 1934: 149). It 

is difficult to explain from the principal-agent perspective why 

Kristina t'10uld have continued the policy of the regency of 

alienating Crm'ln lands. She seems to have acted against Crmln 

interests t"lithout being compelled to do so. Perhaps that is t'lhy 

historians have focused on her "folly" (Roberts. 1962: 48). her 
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personal It'1eakness" (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 193L~: 148). and 

one has even titled his biography of her Queen of Caprice (Lewis. 

1962) • 

The short rule of Charles X (1654-1660) would not be enough 

to stem the tide of increasing noble pm'1er. Charles was able to 

push through a limited "reduktion" (regaining lands alienated by 

the Crown) in 1655. but his early death put au end to this policy 

(Dahlgren, 1973: 177). During the twelve-year regency government 

that followed Charles' death. the process of reduktion was slm'1ed 

to a snail's pace (Scott, 1977: 218). The high nobility was not 

about to take land from themselves, even if failing to do so 

resulted in the continued impoverishment of the state. The 

national defenses tolere allmY'ed to deteriorate under the regency due 

to a lack of revenue and. when France forced Sweden into a war.3 

the lack of military readiness \Olas apparent (Sval1strom and 

Palmstierna. 1934: 164). The revival of a strong Swedish Absolu-

tism would not occur in the absence of an adequate adult monarch. 

Crown autonomy was quickly restored when Charles XI became 

old enough to rule. The reason this was possible. in spite of the 

vast resources in land now held by the nobility. ~Y'as that the class 

t-las divided (Andersson. 1956: 212). The Crmvn lands had gone 

3. Since StY'eden had been accepting military subsidies from 
France for many years and desperately needed them when other 
sources of revenue had dried up. they tolere compelled to go to tolar 
when France demanded it. This is perhaps an apt illustration of 
the difference benveen core and semi-peripheral countries in the 
formation of foreign policy. 
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almost exclusively to the high nobility. mainly to members of the 

regency governments and the Rad. Therefore. not only were the 

non-noble groups willing to side with the Crown (they had been 

demanding a reduktion since the Riksdag of 1650). but the lower 

nobility also began to support a reduktion (Scott. 1977: 220). 

Karl's only real opposition was in the Rad. and in 1672 he forced 

all of its members to resign and appointed men l~al to him 

(Scott. 1977: 215). The total isolation of the high nobility 

made them pm~er1ess against the combined forces of the Crm~n and 

the rest of SVledish society. 

Charles ~~as able to use state policy to achieve the most 

drastic redistribution of landholding in Swedish history. In 1650 

the nobility held 72 percent of the land in Sweden. and the Crown 

and peasantry together held only 28 percent (Scott. 1977: 219). 

By 1700 the nobility held only 33 percent. and the Crm~n held 

almost 36 percent (peasants owned 31.5 percent) (Heckscher. 1954: 

126) • Many nob1 es had been "impoverished to the point of 

starvation" (Svanstrom and Palmstierna. 1934: 166). and due to 

their lack of resources and the devastation of the Rad. their 

po1i tical pm~er had been "broken" (Scott. 1977: 219) • 

Charles XI. a very autonomous monarch. increased state 

revenue and rebuilt the military but did not go to war. The 

reduktion. along ~'1ith improvements in accounting procedures. 

increased state revenue ~ two and one-half million riksdaler per 

year (Svanstrom and Pa1mstierna. 1934: 171). The national debt 
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\']as reduced from 40-50 million silver daler in 1681 to only 10 

million in 1697 (Agren. 1973: 247). Why did Charles XI not use 

the new weal th of the CrOto1n to pursue an empire-building strategy 

since he was autonomous enough to do so? In one important respect 

the reign of Charles XI was similar to that of Gustav Vasa. Both 

were autonomous monarchs who did not go to war. In both caseQ 

they were interested in rebuilding the resources of the Crown. 

This similarity indicates the necessity to modifY the general 

argument about the relation between autonomy and empire-building. 

All autonomous monarchs may not pursue empire-building strategies; 

some may engage in rebuilding Crown resources. setting the stage 

for later attempts at empire-building. 

State Policies and Economic 
Development in the Seventeenth Century 

The autonomy of the &vedish Crown in the seventeenth 

century w'as generally high. although it t'las punctuated by periods 

of low autonomy due to regency governments and resource transfers. 

The result was state policies oriented tmvard high taxation and 

war. We should not expect short-term changes in autonomy. such as 

regency governments. to alter most state policies drastically 

(resource transfers are one eJcception). Long-term economic and 

milita~ policies. due to organizational inertia. are very 

difficult to change quickly. 

As in the sixteenth century. the policies of the autono-

mous ~ledish monarchy had generally negative effects on 
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agriculture. The Crmln continued to protect peasant property. 

most prominently with a 1mq passed in 1627 (Roberts. 1958 D II: 

151-153). Since productivity \'las generally higher on noble lands 

(Roberts. 1958. II: 12). this depressed agriculture development. 

Only when lands were transferred to the nobility by regency 

governments run by the nobility (and by Kristina) did the situa

tion change. and the change \qas soon reversed by the reduktion. 

War also hurt agriculture by necessitating high taxation and 

draining manpower by conscription (Roberts. 1958. II: 147). 

Heckscher (1954: 81) suggests that the effects of war were 

negative in all economic sectors. but this viaq seems difficult to 

sustain for the copper and iron industries. Just as in the core 

of the 1010rld-sy stem. Crown autonomy hindered agricultural develop

ment in Sloleden. 

The policies of autonomous Swedish rulers in the seven

teenth centu~ generally aided the development of indust~. with a 

few notable exceptions. By far the most important developments in 

Sweden took place in the iron and copper industries. In fact. 

wi thout royal aid the copper and iron industries "could scarcely 

have overcome their difficulties" due to a lack of capital 

(Roberts. 1958. II: 35). The transformation from industries that 

only produced ralol materials to those that refined them as tqell was 

made possible by the efforts of the Crown (Roos. 1976: 57). In 

addition to providing capital. the state disciplined labor by 

intervening to crush strikes (Scott D 1977: 188-189). The Swedish 
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Crmvn not only provided capital directly. but it also encouraged 

foreign capitalists to invest (Roberts. 1958. II: 104). TIle 

reason that a high level of foreign investment did not result in 

dependency was that the Crown was powerful enough to control it. 

For example. iron production. which was to a large extent con

trolled ~ foreign capitalists between 1627 and 1631. was taken 

over by Gustav Adolphus in 1631 when he felt that the foreign 

capitalists were acting against the interests of the state 

(Roberts. 1958. II: 112). TIle difference between dependency and 

peripheralization and controlled grmvth and a rise to the semi

periphery was the autonomy and pO't'1er of the Swedish Crmvn. TIle 

resulting growth in the copper and iron industries was nothing 

short of phenomenal. Beuveen 1621-1625 and 1631-1635 copper 

export quintupled. and iron export increased seven-fold; beuveen 

1640 and 1680 iron exports more than doubled again (Scott. 1977: 

188. 220-222). 

The Swedish CrO'tvn was not able to aid industrial develop

ment in otner sectors. and its failures are illustrative of the 

limits of state-sponsored industrialization. Royal monopolies. 

such as those in salt (1628-1629) and grain (1629-1630). were 

total failures (Roberts. 1958. II: 86-88). Regulations passed 

strengthening guilds (such as laws in 1621-1622) allot'led the Crown 

more control over the economy but probably did not facilitate 

grmvth (Scott. 1977: 189). It appears that the tendency of an 
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autonomous state to exert too much control over the economy. in 

the semi-periphery as in the core. has negative economic effects. 

The protoindustrial production of textiles. one of the 

significant features of economic development in England. did not 

occur in Absolutist ~leden. The Crown did prohibit rural industry 

to protect the towns (Roberts. 1958. II: 26). but since lmvs of 

this type are so difficult to enforce. this is probably not the 

primary reason protoindustrialization did not develop. Much more 

important factors were the low level of agricultural productivity 

and the fact that mostly cattle. not sheep. were raised in Sweden. 

The development or lack of development of rural industry which. 

due to its fragmented small-scale nature. was practically impos

sible to monitor and control was generally affected very little by 

state policies anywhere in Absolutist Western Europe. 

Just as in the sixteenth century. policies regarding trade 

were oriented primarily toward avoiding dependence. Tariff 

policies favored &vedish traders (Roos. 1976: 54). thus at least 

partially removing Sweden from the peripheral dependence on 

foreign merchants. Canals and roads were also built. lowering 

transaction costs of internal trade (in the direct interests of 

the CrO'toJU since it \'las one of the largest merchants in &l7eden) 

(Roberts. 1958. II: 145-146). However. as t'las the case in 

industry. not all CrO'tl7n policies had favorable consequences. 

Perhaps the largest blunder was Gustavus Adolphus' attempt to mint 

copper coins instead of trading copper in an attempt to keep the 
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price of copper on the world market high (Heckscher. 1954: 89). 

Since these coins had to be made equal in value to existing silver 

coins and silver was worth one hundred times as much as coppero 

the coins had to be very large. A two-daler piece. the standard 

coin. measured 9.5 inches diagonally. and a ten-daler coin 't'1eighad 

about 43 pounds (Heckscher. 1954: 89). Transportation of any 

sizable sum required the use of wagons. drastically increasing 

transaction costs (although perhaps making theft a bit more 

difficult). 

The End of ~'1edish Absolutism 

The history of the rule of Charles XII. the last Absolute 

monarch in Sweden. is the history of war. The pO'toler of the 

Swedish CrO'toln was based on its great victories in the seventeenth

century "Age of Empire." and its demise resulted from the devas

tating eighteenth-century losses that stripped the empire mvay. 

When the Peace of Utrecht came in 1713. the empire was lost. the 

treasury was empty. discontent was widespread. and the Riksdag was 

assembled against the 't'1ishes of the king (Svanstrom and 

Palmstierna. 1934: 185). The resources built up by Charles Xl's 

reduktion had been dissipated. and it seemed clear that the days 

of an autonomous Absolutist state were over. When Charles XII 

died in 1718 leaving no legal claimant to the throne. the nobility 

was in a good position to assert its demand for a constitutional 

government once more. A ne"7 constitution 'tvas drawn up. a queen 

't'li th no real p0i07er ",as elected. and the Riksdag 't'las given pO'toler to 
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run the state. The form of government in &~eden for the next 

fifty years is perhaps best characterized as a "corrupt aristo

cratic parliamentarianism" (Andersson. 1974: 190) although it is 

usually referred to in St'1edish history as the "Age of Liberty." 

The short revival of Crown power in the "Gustavian" era can hardly 

be termed Absolutism and thus will not be discussed here. 

I suggested at the beginning of this chapter that one of 

the unique features of &qedish Absolutism was its extreme economic 

backwardness resulting in a very low level of total societal 

resources. Given the limited resources available for extraction 

internally. an empire-building strategy was the obvious (perhaps 

the only) choice open to predatory Swedish rulers (Braudel. 1984: 

54). The irony of the position of the ~edish Crm~n was that for 

the same reason. a lack of resources. their empire-building 

strategy lqaS found to fail. Perhaps if the autonomy of the 

Swedish Crm..m were lower and the predatory policies of the monarch 

prevented. this would not have happened. But given the high 

autonomy of &~edish monarchs and the predatory nature of all 

rulers. we have in the case of &'1eden a classic tragedy in which 

monarchs could not help but choose a strategy that was bound in 

the long run to end in disaster. 

The demise of the &qedish empire w'as due to both internal 

and external factors. I have thus far stressed the internal 

factor. a lack of societal resources. The population of Sweden 

l~as small and scattered. its soil and climate tolere poor. and the 
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development of its agricultural base was further hindered by the 

policies of autonomous rulers. The Swedish military apparatus had 

no firm foundation in the resources of a productive society; it 

had to support itself through conquest and plunder. But self

sufficiency required constant victories; losses which could be 

absorbed by richer countries would prove devastating. Two 

external factors insured that military losses could not be avoided 

by Stveden. The first \vas the increasing power of Sweden's rivals 

in the semi-periphery, generated by Stveden's early military 

success. S;veden' s early military success, like that of Lan

castrian England. was due to the early formation of a strong 

state. Stveden's advantage was not based on superior resources but 

on superior organization. Sweden's military victories hastened 

the development of strong states in Prussia and Russia (Andersson. 

1984). and once these two countries caught up organiz,ationally. 

their vastly greater populations and resources propelled them 

ahead (as the Great Northern War illustrates). The second 

external factor concerns shifting alliances in the core. They 

early power of Stveden depended to some extent on the support of 

the Dutch. The Dutch lIlanted free trade in the Bal tic and thought 

a balance of power in the region \'1as the best way to insure it. 

They thus supported S1I1eden early to break the power of Denmark. 

Hm-lever. lIlhen Stoleden became the most powerful state in the region. 

the Dutch S\>litched sides. making a treaty "lith Denmark in 1649. 

Ironically. Stveden's military success had created the conditions 
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that ~'1ou1d lead to her defeat8 and w'i th the loss of empire came 

the end of Absolutism. 
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CHAPTER 9 

SPAN ISH lIB SOL UTISM 

The history of Spanish Absolutism raises many fascinating 

problems for a principal-agent theory of the state. Unlike 

England. Sweden. and France. the formation of Spanish Absolutism 

took place in the absence of either internal or external threats 

to the position of dominant class principals. Compared to France. 

England. and Sweden. both the nobility and the Crown in Spain had 

an ab~Ldance of resources. In the Swedish case the effects of 

both principals and agents having minimal resources were explored; 

the Spanish case provides an example of exactly the opposite 

situation. The nature of principals attempting to control the 

r~a1 agent is also unique in Spain. Up to this point all 

principals have been social classes. In Spain. where both the 

peasantry and merchants were too weak to act as secondary princi

pals. the Catholic Church emerges as an important secondary 

principal ""i th its own interests in particular state policies and 

the resources and control capacities necessary to often get those 

interests realized. The position of spain in the ".]or1d-system is 

also unique. \'1ith a sharp disjunction between a dominant political 

military position controlling a large empire and a subordinate. 
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peripheral economic position. 1 IVhat implications does this 

combination of military strength and economic impotence have for 

Crown autonomy and state policies? Applying the principal-agent 

framework to the case of Spain both raises these interesting 

issues and provides the theoretical tools necessary to resolve 

them. 

The Formation of Spanish Absolutism 

In France. England. and &~eden the formation of Absolutist 

states can be explained by some form of social contract theory. 

The position of the dominant class was threatened either by 

external powers (in France and Sweden) or internal social disorder 

caused by intra-class conflict (in England). and they thus found 

it in their interests to delegate some power to the Crown. In 

each of these cases. as in all social contract theories. state 

formation is explained by the interests and actions of some 

members of society. while (potential) rulers are vi~~ed as passive 

recipients of state power. The very different circumstances 

surrounding Absolutist state formation in Spain illustrate the 

inadequacy of social contract theories. 

The nobility of Castile. the centerpiece of Spanish 

Absolutism. faced neither internal threats from the peasantry 

1. The political and economic causes and consequences of 
such a radical disjunction benleen economic and political position 
in the world-system would be a fascinating topic for a separate 
study. perhaps comparing sixteenth-century Spain with twentieth
century U.S.S.R. 
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(perhaps the l-leakest in Western Europe) nor external threats from 

other states (England and France ,,,ere still recovering from the 

Hundred Years War) in the period of state formation. There was 

some intra-class conflict and social disorder (Payne. 1973: 173) 

but nothing that could compare to the English War of the Roses. 

Why then were Ferdinand and Isabella able to form an Absolutist 

state in Spain tm"ard the end of the fifteenth centu~? The 

answer has less to do with the choice of the dominant class to 

delegate pot"er than with the ability of the rulers to take pot·Jer. 

In contrast to social contract theories. rulers must be viewed as 

active participants in Absolutist state formation; the case of 

Spain cannot othenvise be explained. 

Absolutist Spain was created by the union of the two ve~ 

different kingdoms of Castile and Aragon wi th the marriage of 

Ferdinand and Isabella. 2 Castile. the larger and more populous of 

the nvo, 'vas a militaristic nation obsessed by their long and 

arduous attempt at the reconquest of lands taken by the Moors. 

The Aragonese kingdom. including Catalonia. Valencia. and Italian 

possessions in addition to Aragon. had stronger towns (Elliott. 

1964: 16) and \-las primarily oriented tm'1ard Mediterranean trade. 

~10 other differences benveen the nyO parts of Absolutist Spain 

2. The marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella did not insure 
that Castile and Aragon would be united since at the time of the 
marriage neither 'olas next in line for the throne in their respec
tive lcingdoms. The significance of the marriage only became 
obvious long after it had occurred. 
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are not~qorthy. The Aragonese IdngdomD due to its geographical 

position across the Fyrenees from France» did face an external 

threa t (lolhich grew as France recovered from the Hundred Years Har) 

(Elliott. 1964: 7). However. in contrast to what a social 

contract theory would predict. a strong Absolutism developed not 

in Aragon but in Castile (Elliott. 1964: 70). The main reason 

for this is that traditional control mechanisms. institutionalized 

in the powers of legislative bodies (Cortes) were much stronger in 

all parts of the Aragonese ldngdom than is Castile (~ers» 1975: 

60-65). 

The initial formation of an Absolutist state in Spain. 

centered in Castile. was determined by the resources of the new 

rulers and the lack of control mechanisms available to the 

dominant class. Power was not so much delegated ~ a threatened 

dominant class as taken by predatory monarchs. The resources of 

the monarchs came from the Mesta (the sheepherders guild with whom 

monarchs had exchanged privileges for revenue since 1273) 

(Elliott» 1964: 21). a sales tax which could be collected without 

the consent of the Cortes (alcabala). and donations from the 

church to help fight the Moors. The resources available to 

Ferdinand and Isabella. although minimal compared to those that 

would be produced when Absolutism "(-las instituted» were sufficient 

to allmq them to win the civil t'7ar started ~ nobles t'7ho opposed 

their rule (Elliott. 1964: 29-30). The main reason Ferdinand and 

Isabella ",ere able to create Absolutism in spite of noble 
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opposition was that the dominant class did not have the control 

capacities in fifteenth-century Castile to prevent it. The very 

fact that they resorted to civil war to try to prevent Absolutist 

state formation (a very costly strategy). was due to an absence of 

more legitimate (and less costly) means of opposition. Spain. 

like France (but in sharp contrast to England and Sweden) had no 

firm. elaborated constitutional limits on r~al authority (P8¥ne. 

1973: 185). Moreover. the most important mechanism of legisla-

tive and fiscal control in Castile. the Cortes. was very to]eak 

(Myers. 1975: 60-62). The importance of control mechanisms can 

be illustrated ~ a comparison with Aragon. where through the 

traditionally much stronger regional Cortes (Myers. 1975: 63-65). 

the dominant class was able to resist the encroachment of r~al 

Absolutism to a much greater extent (Elliott. 1964: 18). The 

unifica tion of the Spanish kingdom was very incomplete due to 

these differences in control capacities. rule may have been 

"absol ute" in Castile but remained "constitutional" in Aragon 

(Elliott. 1964: 70). 

The Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella: 
Building Crown Autonomy 

Prior to discussing the determinants of Crmln autonomy 

during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella. it is necessary to 

define the important principals attempting to control the r~al 

agent. In addition to the nobility. every~'1here the primary 

principal in the Absolutist Era. the most important social group. 



and the only one that acted as a significant seconda~ principal. 

was the clergy. The pOVIer of the clergy in Spain ~vas based on 

their historical role. their resources. and their control capaci

ties. Just as the power of the &vedish peasantry was based to 

some extent on their historical role in defeating the Danes. so 

too the power of the Spanish clergy can be traced to the impor

tance of religious ideology and the institutional and financial 

support of the church in defeating the Moors. The goals of state 

and church had coincided so completely that any confiscation of 

church property (as in England and Sweden) would have been 

unimaginable. The resources of the church also made it a formid

able secondary principal. The church mvned about 20 percent of 

the land in Spain (Payne. 1973: 271) and had an annual income of 

about 6 million ducats (Elliott. 1964: 88). The Crown was 

dependent on the resources of the church. getting about 25 percent 

of its revenue from various church contributions (Payne. 1973: 

183), and this naturally gave the clergy some power over monarchs. 

Lastly. the clergy had important control capacities. They rarely 

attended the Cortes after 1538. which in any case was very weak. 

but the clergy controlled the educational ~stem in Spain. 

including the education of future rulers. For all of these 

reasons the clergy must be considered an important secondary 

principal. and the role of the clergy in influencing state policy 

must be addressed. 
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The first centuxy of Spanish Absolutism provides an apt 

illustration of the relative importance of the u~o main determin-

ants of Crown autonomy. the resources and control capacities of 

primaxy principals. Spanish nobles had greater resources than any 

other European dominant class. They owned llTell over half of the 

land in Spain (Payne. 1973). and primogeniture and entail laws 

insured that noble properties would be transmitted intact from 

generation to generation (Jago. 1973: 220). the sheepherding 

faction of the nobility. organized into a national-level guild 

called the Mesta. reaped large profits from the export of wo·:.)l. 

Moreover. the resources of the Castilian nobility t'lere free from 

serious internal or external threats. 

In spite of their vast resources. dominant class princi-

pals had two main problems that made them unable to effectively 

dictate state policy. The first was the lack of unity within the 

class. Since the sheep herds in Spain were migratoxy. there was a 

basic conflict of interest between the farming faction of the 

nobility and the sheepherding faction. 3 Moreover. there was an 

extremely high level of intra-class stratification among spanish 

nobles. cutting across the division beuveen farmers and sheep-

herders. The richest and most potV'erful l:lere the Grandees 

(initially only 25 families). follcmed by the Titulos (titled 

3. Farming nobles tried to force sheepherders to pay 
tolls for crossing their land. and the large and unruly sheep 
herds often trampled farmers' crops. 
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aristocrats). Below them came the Segundones (younger sons of the 

high noble families). Caballeros. and at the very bottom the 

Hidalgos. The extreme variation within the class in t'1eal th and 

status (Elliott. 1964: 103) made unified action very difficult 

(Olson. 1982: 69). 

The second main problem for noble principals was their 

lack of effective control mechanisms. In addition to the lack of 

strong constitutional limits on royal authority. the primary 

organization of control. the Castilian Cortes. t-las extremely toleak. 

The Castilian Cortes had no legislative pOtl1er (the Crown made law 

without consulting them) (Maravall. 1961: 799) and had little 

fiscal power since the majority of Crmoln revenue was not under 

their control. During the most important phase of the construc

tion of Spanish Absolutism (1483-1497). the Cortes was not even 

summoned (Elliott. 1964: 80-81). When the Cortes of Castile did 

meet. it was "quite docile" (Payne. 1973: 173). The Council of 

Castile. once a strong control mechanism manned by high nobles. 

was transformed when Ferdinand and Isabella appointed a majority 

of lawyers (nine lawyers to only three nobles) (Payne. 1973: 

174). In sharp contrast to Castile. noble control mechanisms 

remained strong in the kingdom of Aragon. The Cortes retained 

legislative and fiscal powers (Myers. 1975: 63-65; Elliott. 1964: 

70). and as a result levels of trucation in the kingdom of Aragon 

'tvere kept much lo.ver than those in Castile (Lynch. 1981. II: 34). 

Ferdinand and Isabella were able to build a moderately autonomous 
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Absolutism in Castile in spite of the vast resources controlled by 

the nobility because Castilian nobles lacked unity and control 

capacities. The fact that the Crown was less able to realize its 

policy interests (mainly high taxation) in the kingdom of Aragon 

can be explained by the greater control capacities maintained by 

noble principals there. The general conclusion to be drmvn from 

this comparison is clear: resources of principals alone cannot 

limit Crmln autonomy in the absence of effective control mechan-

isms. 

Not only did the nobility have vast resources at its 

disposal. but the Cr~vn had ample resources as well. Revenues 

from the a1caba1a. a sales tax independent of the Cortes that had 

always been a primary source of Crown income. increased during the 

reign of Ferdinand and Isabella (Elliott. 1964: 80-81). A second 

source of revenue independent of noble control came from the 

military orders taken over by the Crown benveen 1476 and 1494 

(Elliott. 1964: 77). These not only provided revenues directly 

but were also important as security for the loans that became 

increasingly significant parts of Crown finance (Wright. 1969: 

38). The other main sources of Cr~vn revenue. the servicio (a 

direct tax controlled by the Cortes). taxes from the Mesta. and 

contributions from the church. came only at the expense of some 

potential for other groups to control state policy. The Mesta and 

the clergy were especially adept at using to their advantage the 

fact that the Cr~vn was dependent on them for revenue. 
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The resources of the Crow'n t'1ere more efficiently used and 

the autonomy of the Crown t'1as enhanced by a series of improvements 

in the internal principal-agent relation. In 1476 the Crown 

gained control of municipal institutions with the creation of the 

Santa Hermandad. a police and judicial institution from which the 

high nobility was excluded (Elliott. 1964: 75). Justice was both 

made more efficient and brought under Crm'1n control (Smith. 1965: 

122; Elliott. 1964: 86-87). High nobles "Jere replaced not only 

in the Council of Castile but in many other administrative and 

military positions by men of lm'1er social origins more l~al to 

the Crown (Smith. 1965: 121; Elliott. 1964: 79-80). The general 

efficiency of the military. financial. and administrative branches 

of the state was greatly improved (Maravall. 1961: 808; Payne. 

1973: 175). Ferdinand and Isabella were t'1ell aware that the 

foundation of an autonomous Absolutist state must be internal 

control over the staff of the state. 

Ferdinand and Isabella wanted to build an autonomous 

Absolutism. t'1hat they referred to as a "preeminent monarchy" 

(Payne. 1973: 173: Marava1l. 1961: 792). and ot'1ing to their 

resources. their internal control of the state. and the lack of 

noble control capacities. they were able to achieve a moderate 

degree of autonomy. Their moderate level of autonomy is illustra

ted by the w'ide variations in their policies. some favoring Crown 

interests. others clearly in the interests of the nobles or the 

clergy. The Crown t'1as able to dramatically increase tax revenues. 
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from 900.000 reales in 1474 to 26.000.000 reales by 1504 (Elliott. 

1964: 80) (and some of these taxes. such as the alcabala. tvere 

paid by all classes). The Crown t'las also able to reclaim the land 

alienated to the nobility since 1464 with the 1480 Act of Resump-

tion (Elliott. 1964: 78). But not all state policies favored 

Crown interests. Due to the weakness of the peasantry and the 

inability of the Cr~vn to break the economic pmqer of the nob il-

ity. most of the land remained in noble possession and thus 

outside the tax base of the Crovm. 4 In fact. the Cr~m not only 

did not protect and extend peasant property but passed an entail 

law in 1507 that protected noble property (Jago. 1973: 220). The 

only tqell organized faction of the nobility. the sheepherding 

Mesta. were able to insure that state policies favored their 

interests. The head of the Mesta had a pmqerful position in the 

Royal Council (Klein. 1920: 209). and the Crmqn was dependent on 

them for revenue. As a result. laws favoring the Mesta. mostly by 

exempting them from local taxes and broadening their sheepwalks. 

were passed in 1480. 1484. 1491. and 1501. The Crmvn and the 

Mesta in the early phase of Spanish Absolutism \qere involved in a 

classic symbiotic relationship in t'1hich they vlere each "endeavor-

ing to profit at each other's expense" (Hurstfield. 1973: 313). 

4. Ferdinand's ruling in favor of the peasants and 
against the nobility in the Catalan conflict of 1486 is one of the 
few times that the Crmm successfully challenged noble property 
rights (Elliott. 1964: 69). 
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The ultimate loser when the monopolistic privileges of the Mesta 

resulted in the ruin of Spanish agriculture was the Croo]n. 

One of the most important policy programs of Ferdinand and 

Isabella. the Inquisition. illustrates the power of the clergy as 

a significant secondaxy principal. Determining whether the 

Inquisition \01as in the interests of the Crown (and thus need not 

be attributed to the power of the clergy) is not ea~ since the 

Inquisition both helped and hurt the Crown. The Inquisition can 

be viewed as part of state-malting. creating homogeneity in the 

population and thus making it easier to rule (Tilly. 1975. 

Elliott. 1964: 97). But the arguments to the contraxy that the 

Inquisition had generally negative effects on Crown power are more 

compelling. The main victims of the Inquisition. Jews. had never 

been a major social order problem for the Crown and in many other 

ways were vexy useful. They were vexy important for the economy 

as merchants and financiers and generated tax revenue for the 

Crown. Jews also were a source of loans to the Catholic monarchs 

and filled many positions in the state bureaucracy (malting the 

Crown less dependent on the high nobility). Because of their 

direct utility to the Crown. pre-Absolutist Spanish monarchs had a 

long histoxy of protecting Jaqs from persecution (Payne. 1973: 

207) • 

The Inquisition ,,]as thus a drastic change in state policy 

that cannot be explained by the interests of the Crown but 

reflects the interests and power of the clergy and. to a lesser 

325 



extent. the nobility. As noted above. the· clergy controlled 

resources on l'lhich the CrO't'1n t'las dependent and which t'lere 1egi ti-

mated by the Crown's participation in the reconquest. Since the 

continued availability of revenue from the church was based on the 

existence of religious enemies that only the state could fight 

effectively. it is not surprising that to maintain these resources 

the state would find new enemies. even ones that had previously 

been useful. The most important control mechanism of the church. 

its control of the educational system (Smith. 1965: 185). tV'as 

also instrumental. How are we to analyze the often-noted devout-

ness of Queen Isabella except as the internalization of the value 

system of the clergy that resulted from her education? The 

nobility profited indirectly from the Inquisition by the removal 

of a powerfUl group with which they toJere competing and also 

directly since most of the lands confiscated from the J~V's went to 

them (Payne. 1973: 211) • 

Crown Autonomy in the 
Sixteenth Century 

When Charles V took the throne in 1516 Spain inherited an 

empire. The inheritance of the Habsburg domains would have many 

short-run and long-run consequences for relations benoJeen the 

dominant class and Spanish rulers. The empire both provided 

revenue and created the need for more revenue to fight the "(o1ars 

necessary to protect it. and as the sixteenth century wore on. the 

latter began to far eJcceed the former {although American gold and 
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silver would provide some compensation). The vastness of the 

empire would also create problems of internal control of the 

state. making the Crown less able to manage its staff. The most 

immediate consequence of the empire and the absentee king who ran 

it was rebellion inside Spain. 

There were two important turning points in the history of 

Crown autono~ in sixteenth-century Spain. both of which were 

failed attempts to control the Crown~ the Comuneros revolt and the 

Cortes of 1538. The Comuneros revolt of 1520-21 was primarily an 

urban movement (Chudoba. 1952: 99) pushing for a limited mon

archy. local autonomy, and lower taxes (Ortiz. 1971: 51). Due to 

the weakness of the towns in Spain (Payne. 1973: 270). it was 

doomed to fail as a sanction on the Crown. Its only success was 

in the short term. preventing the servico from being collected in 

1520 (Elliott. 1964: 145); but in the long run. after the revolt 

was suppressed and none of its demands met. the Crmqn was left 

even stronger than before (Klein. 1920: 228). 

The interesting question about Spain is why did the 

nobility not lead revolts against the increasingly autonomous 

state as their French counterparts did? It would appear that 

nobles had reason to revolt. since high taxes hit them directly 

(they had to pay the alcabala) and indirectly (by impoverishing 

their peasants) and they lacked more legitimate mechanisms to 

control the Crmqn. The vast resources at their disposal may have 

made revolt a successful strategy to decrease Crmqn autonomy. Yet 
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the nobles of Spain did not themselves revolt nor did they 

facilitate peasant revolts against Crmvn taxation for several 

reasons. First. the disunity of the nobility due to the high 

level of intra-class stratification made any form of collective 

action difficult. Second. the sheepherding faction was profiting 

from many Crown policies and could not afford to risk losing its 

monopolistic privileges. Third. unlike France where subsistence 

agriculture dominated. commercial agriculture was much more common 

in Spain: and as Brustein (1985) has shmvn. class-collaboration 

revolts are less likely in this context. Fourth. and perhaps most 

important. in the turbulent seventeenth century when nobles 

else~vhere t'lere revolting. Spanish nobles found themselves depen

dent on the state for credit (Jago. 1973). Since entail laws 

prevented nobles from alienating their land. they had no real 

collateral for the credit they needed to engage in the conspicuous 

consumption demanded of men of their status. Beginning in the 

middle of the sixteenth century. the Cr~ln began to in essence 

secure the loans to the nobility on a case ~ case basis. The 

fact that this 'vas done not for the class as a whole but for 

specific individuals meant that no noble could afford to incur 

royal disfavor if he \vanted to be able to borrow money (Jago. 

1973: 234). The result of the debt dependence of the nobility 

was that revolts. elsewhere pO\'lerful sanctions against Crm'ln 

policies violating noble interests. could not be used against the 

Spanish Crown. 
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The second and most important turning point in the history 

of Crown autonomy in Spain came at the Cortes of 1538. The Crmqn 

wanted to introduce a general tax on consumption that all classes 

would pay and called a meeting of the cortes to get their approval 

(necessary for all new taxes). The merchants and clergy agreed to 

the tax. but the nobility opposed it and maintained their opposi

tion in spite of pressure from the Crmqn (Braude1. 1973: 711; 

~ers. 1975: 98). The nobles were able to block successfully the 

Crown's attempt to increase taxation. but Charles V retaliated by 

removing them from their position of control. It was up to the 

king to summon the members of the Corteso and after 1538 monarchs 

simply no longer chose to summon either the nobility or the clergy 

(~ers. 1975: 98). The Cortes \qas reduced to only 36 people 

representing only one class. two delegates each from 18 towns. 

hardly a strong control mechanism and one from which both primary 

and secondary principals were excluded. 

The 1538 Cortes illustrates the "deal" made benl7een the 

Crown and the dominant class in Spain by which the Cr~ln was given 

political power and in exchange the economic position of the 

nobility ~l7as not challenged. This "deal!! can be explained tl7ith a 

Dominant Class theory (e.g •• Anderson. 1974). but how can it be 

accounted for \vithin a principal-agent framework? A principal

agent theory of Crm.;rn autonomy. with its emphasis on the inter

action of resources and control. pinpoints the vleakness in the 

position of both the Crml7n and the dominant class in Spain. In 
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short. the feedback mechanisms that generally reinforce both high 

and lmv autonomy are absent in the Spanish case. making situations 

of high and low autonomy much more fragile and moderace autonomy 

the norm. High autonomy is usually maintained by rulers pursuing 

policies ll1hich transfer resources to the Crown (often from the 

dominant class) and thus by increasing their resource base (and 

lml1ering the resources and often the control capacities of 

dominant classes). rulers lay the foundation for high autonomy in 

the future. Crown resources and autonomy are in this manner self

reinforcing. The reproduction of low autonomy is made possible 

when dominant class resources (necessary but not sufficient 

conditions of lmv autonomy) are converted in mechanisms to control 

state policy and by virtue of that control the predatory policies 

of rulers are blocked (thus preventing them from acquiring 

resources) and the resources of the dominant class are protected 

or even increased. 

The nature of the "deal" at the Cortes of 1538 prevented 

the reinforcing mechanisms of both high and lmv autonomy from 

forming. The Crm1n did not take advantage of its autonomy to 

transfer noble resources to the state (and thus solidifY its 

autonomy). and the nobles did not translate their resources into 

adequate control mechanisms but in fact abdicated control entire

ly. The resulting situation was one of moderate autonomy in which 

neither high nor lmv autonomy could be maintained for long. Low 

autonomy t-1as impossible to maintain in the absence of adequate 
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noble control mechanisms~ and high autonomy could not be main

tained as long as such a large proportion of total societal 

resources remained in the hands of the dominant class. The result 

of the "deal" between the Crown and the dominant class was a 

fragile and often vacillating stalemate. 

Far from reinforcing the gains of Ferdinand and Isabella 

in the internal Crown control of the state apparatus. Charles V 

and Philip II watched their control deteriorate. The use of 

corregidores (in some ways similar to French intendants) did 

increase Crown control over municipalities (Braudel o 1973: 687) • 

high nobles ~lere kept out of pOtver in the Council of Castile. and 

r~al control of justice was maintained (Lynch. 1981. I. 53-54. 

113). but these were exceptions to the general loss of Crown 

control. The main internal control problem 'vas the size of the 

empire. Spanish monarchs had to manage the largest bureaucracy in 

the Western world. one that became "overwhelmed" by its size. 

plagued by "pervasive corruption." and "ossified" by the end of 

the century (Payne. 1973: 256). The vastness of the areas under 

Spanish control meant that centralized power could seldom be 

converted into local control. Many tOtvns and provinces were 

virtually independent. and tax collection was often delegated to 

foreigners (Braudel. 1973: 692. 695). The decentralization of 

pOtver which had to resul t from the size of the empire resulted in 

a balkanization of the Spanish state (Payne. 1973: 255)~ making 
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it'easier for local interests to control the separate parts of the 

state apparatus (Rueschmeyer and Evans. 1985: 56). 

The moderate autonomy of the Spanish Crown in the six

teenth century is illustrated. as it was in the case of Ferdinand 

and Isabella. by the ability of the Crown to realize its interests 

in some areas and its inability to do so in others. Land remained 

in the hands of the nobility. and thus the peasantry. the founda

tion of the Crown's tax base. remained very poor. The massive 

increases in revenue during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella 

were not duplicated by Charles V or Philip II. Total Crown 

revenue increased by 50 percent during the reign of Charles V. but 

prices increased 100 percent (Elliott. 1964: 197). As a result. 

Charles had to resort to loans on a large scale and left a large 

debt (about 70 million ducats) for his successor (Payne. 1973: 

283). Philip II was somewhat more successful in raising revenue. 

The alcabala doubled in this reign. new taxes were imposed on the 

clergy. revenue from American gold and silver reached its peak. 

and a new tax on consumption. the millones. similar to the one 

blocked by the nobility in 1538. was introduced (Ortiz. 1971: 

32). In spite of these gains. the price revolution. worse in 

Spain than elsewhere (due to the American treasure and state 

borrmving). continued to diminish the real income of the state. 

Philip II was forced into declaring barutruptcies in 1557. 1575. 
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and 1596 (others t'lould follow in 1607, 1627, and 1647)5 and left a 

state debt of 68 million ducats at the end of his reign (Ortiz. 

1971: 32). 

One of the main reasons for the recurring fiscal problems 

of the Spanish Crown was their general inability to make the 

empire pay. Revenues derived from the empire seemed never to 

cover the costs of maintaining it. The Italian possessions 

provided over 665.000 ducats annually in the first half of the 

sixteenth century (Payne. 1973: 282). but the war with the French 

over Italy cost much more and led directly to the bankruptcy of 

1559. The Low Countries provided as much as 3.500.000 ducats 

annually (Payne. 1973: 282) until the threat of further taxes 

caused a revolt that t.Jould end up costing Spain much more over the 

next several decades. Portugal, annexed in 1581. provided 

practically nothing. The massive Spanish empire in Europe. far 

from making the Crown fiscally independent. dramatically increased 

the dependency of the Crown on revenues from Casti1e. 6 Only the 

Americas proved to be consistently profitable. providing as much 

as 20-25 percent of total Crmvn revenue between 1583 and 1597 

5. The regularity of the bankruptcies of the Spanish 
state. coming almost exactly at TIventy-year intervals. indicates 
that the fiscal crisis of the Spanish state was based on funda
mental structural t-leakness and not conj unctural problems. 

6. Even other parts of spain did not provide funds neces
sa~ to support the Crmvn. Aragon paid only 200.000 ducats 
annually after 1533 (Payne. 1973: 282). a strong testament to the 
effectiveness of noble control mechanisms (primarily in the 
Aragonese Cortes). 
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(payne o 1973: 283). Hhen this windfall began to dry up in the 

seventeenth century. CrOio;rn autonomy withered as well. 

If it t<1ere not for the revenue derived from rent-seeking. 

the fiscal crisis of the Spanish state would have been much worse. 

Philip II was the first Spanish monarch to sell offices on a large 

scale (&o;rart. 1949: 23). The Cortes consistently complained 

about this policy. and the nobles hated the resulting debasement 

of their status (Swart. 1949: 23; Braudel. 1973: 732). but CrOivn 

autono~ was moderate. not 10't<1. and the Crown was able to continue 

and. in fact. increase rent-seeking in spite of opposition. 

State Policies and Economic Development 
in Sixteenth-Century Spain 

Most of the classic arguments about the poor economic 

performance of Spain rely heavily on cultural factors such as the 

"hidalgo mentality" and the devaluation of work (e. g •• Payne, 

1973: 268-269). I will provide an alternative materialist 

account of the effects of state policies on economic development 

in Spain. Since the autonomy of the Spanish CrOi\Tn during this 

period 'tvas moderate. it is important to distinguish between 

policies generally in the interests of the Crot\Tn and policies in 

the interests of primary and secondary principals. In general I 

will argue that policies favoring the interests of nobles or 

clergy had negative effects on economic development 't'1hereas 

policies favoring Crot\Tn interests had mixed effects. 
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The nvO main policies generally favoring noble interests 

were the protection of noble agrarian property and the monopoly 

privileges given to the Mesta. I have argued generally and shotvn 

that in England. France. and spain economic development in 

agriculture is facilitated when the Crown is not autonomous enough 

to protect peasant property rights and land is concentrated in the 

hands of the nobility. Land was highly concentrated in noble 

possession in Spain. but this did not have positive effects on 

agricultural productivity. The reason is that the concentration 

of land ownership in Spain was not accompanied by actual control 

of agricultural production by large landowners. Nobles leased 

their land to poor peasants (Elliott. 1964: 107). so the people 

actually working the land did not have the capital necessa~ to 

improve productivity (and the absentee otvners did not have the 

incentive to do so). A comparison with England. \vhere land ,'las 

generally leased not to peasants but to gent~ with the resources 

to improve it and an "agricultural revolution" occurred as a 

result. is illustrative. Moreover. entail laws passed ~ the 

Crot~n to protect peasant property by preventing its transfer 

prevented market mechanisms from working to remove land from 

inefficient owners. 

The second type of state policy that favored noble 

interests (more precisely a faction of the nobility) and demon

strated that Crotvn autonomy ,vas moderate. not high. was the 

support of the Mesta. Taxation of the Mesta provided the Crmvn in 
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some years t"i th its largest single source of revenue (North and 

Thomas. 1973: 85). making rulers very dependent on this faction 

of the nobility. CrO't'ln legal support of the large Mesta sheep-

walks "can only appear as a wilful1 sacrifice of Castile's 10ng-

term requirements to considerations of immediate convenience" 

(Elliott. 1964: 108-109). a classic case of short-term rational-

ity based on fiscal dependence. 

Both the agricultural and manufacturing sectors of the 

economy \<]ere hurt by state policies favoring the Mesta. With 

large herds of sheep free to criss-cross the Spanish countryside. 

agriculture deteriorated rapidly (Chudoba. 1952: 99). In sharp 

contrast to England and the Netherlands. there was no increase in 

agricultural productivity in Spain. As a result of the failure of 

agricultural production to keep up with population growth. food 

prices began to increase (Elliott. 1964: 62). The Crown res-

ponded ~ fixing a ceiling on the price of grain (first in 1502. 

permanently in 1539). making it impossible for many farmers to 

survive and resulting in the abandonment of a great deal of farm 

land (Payne. 1973: 277-278).7 In attempting to protect con-

sumers8 at the expense of producers. a bad situation was made much 

worse. Spain would soon become dependent on foreign imports of 

7. In fact. by 1600 there t'las one-third less land under 
cultivation in Spain than in 1500 (Payne. 1973: 278). 

8. Fixing grain prices was in the direct interests of the 
Crmm since it 'tIlaS one of the main consumers of grain to feed the 
army (Elliott. 1964: 63). 
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grain. The pmler of the Mesta also slmved the development of 

Spanish textile manufacturing. Unlike England. w'here 't'1ool 

producers were forced to sell to English textile manufacturers. 

the Mesta was able to use its power to insure that its products 

could be sold on the international market and thus bring the 

highest possible price (Lynch. 1981. I: 123). As a result of the 

power of the Mesta. the flourishing wool indust~ in Spain did not 

produce a flourishing textile indust~. 

The power of the clergy over state policy formation also 

had negative economic effects. The expulsion of the Jews and 

later the Moriscos robbed Spain of a large fraction of its 

merchants and agricultural laborers. Not only did the expulsion 

of the Jews result in a loss of capital that could have facili

tated industrial development. but the expulsion of these nvO 

groups on religious grounds also provides the key to understanding 

the relative lack of development of protoindustrial production in 

Spain. Protoindustrial production requires merchants to provide 

the capital and surplus agricultural laborers to do the work. 

Since these 't17ere exactly the nvO groups decimated by the Inquisi

tion. it is not unlikely that the lack of protoindustrial develop

ment in Spain can be directly attributed to the power of the 

clergy over state policy. 

Unlike the policies favoring noble and clergy interests 

which had uniformly negative effects on the economy. policies 

favoring Crm17n interests had mixed effects. Outside the core of 
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the l<1or1d:"'system (and in spite of its mi1ita:t:y pm'ler. Spain was an 

exporter of rmq materials and an importer of finished goods)~ a 

moderate or high level of Cr~Jn autono~ is a necessa:t:y but not 

sufficient condition for economic development. Strong states 

outside the core usually pursue some policies that help the 

economy and some that hurt it. but states with low autonomy are 

generally unable to facilitate economic development at all. It is 

thus no coincidence that the moderate autonomy of the Spanish 

CrmJn in the sixteenth centu:t:y was accompanied by some grmlth in 

manufacturing (Payne. 1973: 279; Elliott. 1964: 179-180). and 

the low autono~ of the seventeenth centu:t:y occurred alongside 

economic decline (Elliott. 1961). 

Not all of the policies in the interests of the Crown had 

positive effects on economic development. In agriculture high 

Crown autonomy resulted in high levels of direct taxation and thus 

hindered economic development (Payne. 1973: 283). High autono~ 

also produced frequent warfare to protect the empire. which in the 

Spanish case created a large state debt. Since the state always 

needed to borrm.,. money and the rate of return was fairly high for 

the lender. the existence of a persistent state debt diverted 

capital m.,.ay from more productive uses. Loans to the state were 

safer than investment in indust:t:y and thus (along lJi th personal 

loans) became the most common form of investment in Spain (Payne. 

1973: 284). The large state debt created a situation in which it 

was simply not rational to invest in industry in Spain. Political 

338 



and economic rent-seeking t'1ere also common in sixteenth-century 

Spain. Both offices (Swart. 1949) and monopoly positions to 

guilds (Elliott. 1964: 111) were sold. diverting capital from 

productive uses and. in the case of the latter. stunting techno

logical advance. 

In spite of the negative effects of these state policies. 

the Spanish economy was somewhat prosperous (especially compared 

to the disaster of the following century) due to some policies 

made possible by Crown autonomy which aided economic development. 

Navigation laws were passed beginning in 1500 to protect Spanish 

shipping. and some measures were passed to protect the textile 

industry from foreign competition (Elliott. 1964: 100). As was 

demonstrated in the Swedish case. a strong state is necessary to 

break out of dependency. and these laws were steps in that 

direction (why Spain was not as successful as Svleden in doing this 

will be discussed in the context of the seventeenth century). 

That protectionist legislation toIaS to some extent successful is 

indicated ~ the fact that Spanish merchants and textile manufac

turers "1ere much more prosperous in the sixteenth century than in 

the seventeenth (Payne. 1973: 273). The Crm~n was also autono

mous enough to extract the revenue necessary to improve roads and 

create a postal ~stem (Elliott. 1964: 112-113). Although this 

was probably done to increase Crown control of peripheral regions 

in Spain. it had the effect of l~lering the transaction costs for 

merchants and thus facilitating trade. Lastly. the Crm~n had the 
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resources to found colonies in the .f\.mericas t1hich for a t1hi1e9 

provided an expanded market for Spanish goods. The Spanish 

economy in the sixteenth century remained primarily weak and 

dependent (as its rapid collapse in the seventeenth century would 

demonstrate). but the limited extent that it did prosper can be 

attributed in part to the policies pursued by a moderately 

autonomous Cro,qn. 

The Seventeenth Century: 
Declining Autonomy 

The seventeenth-century decline of Spain was not just an 

economic and mi1ita~ decline of the country relative to others 

but also a decline of the Crm1n relative to the nobility. It is 

no coincidence that as Spain became more peripheral in the world 

economy. declining Crmqn autonorrw and economic decline each 

reinforced the dowmqard spiral of the other. The causes of 

declining autonorrw are to be found in shifts in resources and 

control capacities. Crown resources. especially from external 

sources. declined as noble resources increased. Moreover. noble 

control capacities. always the weakest part of dominant class 

pmqer in Spain. increased somewhat. and Crown control of the staff 

9. Increased demand in the colonies did not produce 10ng
term grmvth in Spain because production. limited by guild restric
tions and a lack of skilled labor. could not keep up with demand 
(Cipolla. 1976: 234). Other countries soon dominated trade t·1ith 
the Spanish colonies. 
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of the state diminished. State policies increasingly reflected 

noble interests. and the Spanish economy fell to its nadir. 

The decline in Crown resources in the seventeenth century 

was due mainly to the demise of the empire. The first signals 

came in the sixteenth century with the beginning of the Nether

lands revolt and the defeat of the Armada. The situation rapidly 

deteriorated as the demands and losses of the Thirty Years War led 

to revolts in Catalonia and Portugal in 1640. The Peace of 

lvestpha1ia in 1648 marked the clear end of Spanish military 

dominance in Europe and "confirmed the hegemony of France" (Ortiz. 

1971: 104). The final blows came in 1713 with the loss of both 

Flanders and Italy (Kamen. 1978: 33). The windfall profits from 

the American colonies also declined. moderately as early as 1610 

(Lynch. 1981. II: 38) and sharply after 1630 (Payne. 1973: 274). 

The empire. which. although often costly. had provided both 

legitimacy and income to the Crown. was decimated. The extent to 

which the power of the Crown within Spain was based on its 

external pm~er is revealed by the increasing impotence of rulers 

in the aftermath of international decline. The decline of the 

Mesta after 1550 also decreased the tax revenue of the Crown 

(Vives. 1969: 348-349). As a result of declining resources and 

unproductive t'lars. seventeenth-century monarchs remained con

stantly in debt (Lynch. 1981. II: 38-39. 91). 

The Spanish Crmm had been blessed from the time of 

Ferdinand and Isabella through the sixteenth century with a 
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relative lack of succession problems and reasonable. competent 

rulers. The seventeenth century was eJmct1y the opposite as a 

series of nt'1eak" and "inferior" monarchs began in 1598 (Hamilton. 

1943: 192: Lynch. 1981. II: 18-19). Philip II was well aware of 

the shortcomings of his son and successor. Philip III (1598-1621) 

when he stated: "God. who has given me so many kingdoms. has not 

blessed me with a son capable of governing them. I fear they will 

govern him" (Smith. 1965: 189). History would prove this 

father's judgment correct. The situation t'1orsened as continuous 

Habsburg intermarriage produced genetically inferior rulers. The 

first long r~a1 minority necessitating a regency government 

occurred in 1665 (lasting ten years). but even when the new king 

took over. he was totally unable to assert Crm~n authority. 

Charles II \'1as ntoo retarded both physically and mentally ever to 

speak or eat like an adult" (Smith. 1965: 198). With such a weak 

ruler. control of the state quickly fell into the hands of the 

nobility (Lynch. 1981. II: 254-255). 

While the Spanish Crmvn tolaS plagued by declining resources 

and toleak rulers. the Spanish nobility tolaS thriving. Due to the 

fact that the "price revolution" was making land more valuable and 

their ability to raise rents at t'lill. the economic position of the 

nobility improved throughout the sixteenth century (Vives. 1969: 

342: Payne. 1973: 268. 271). As the smaller landowners t\1ere 

forced out by rapidly increasing debts. land became even more 

concentrated in the hands of the high nobility (Elliott. 1961: 
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63). Nobles a1Go profited directly from the declining autonomy of 

the Crown. Constant debt forced the Crmqn to sell many tax 

jurisdictions to nobles. By 1650 three thousand Spanish tmvns 

paid taxes not to the Crown but to members of the dominant class 

(Lynch. 1981. II: 145). Many high nobles also received r~al 

"mercedes." ostensibly payments for services to the state. 

Hmqever. as the Crown got weaker and the nobility stronger the 

quid pro quo disappeared. and mercedes simply became subsidies 

paid by the taxpayers to the nobility (Lynch. 1981. II: 147). 

Under these conditions. with so much Crmqn revenue going directly 

to the nobility. high levels of taxation cannot be equated with 

high autonomy. Taxation was benefiting the dominant class as much 

as the Crown. The only resource the nobility continued to lack 

was unity (Lynch. 1981. II: 141-144). and as before this would 

make it difficult for them to translate their resources into 

effective control mechanisms. 

"The seventeenth century toJas for Castile an aristocratic 

centuxy par excellence" (Jago. 1979: 61). Vives (1969: 338) 

refers to this period as the "political triumph of Spain's great 

1and-O'IIlning nobility." This triumph tqould not have been possible 

without some development of control mechanisms. notoriously tqeak 

in the sixteenth century. Yet the development of noble control 

mechanisms even in the seventeenth century "18S vexy incomplete. 

The Cortes of Castile was useless as a control mechanism. partly 

due to the ability of monarchs to separate the interests of Cortes 
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members from the general interests of their class. This was done. 

beginning with Philip III. by giving the Cortes a 1.5 percent 

"commission" on all taxes they voted (Ortiz. 1971: 13: Payne. 

1973: 311). Naturally, since the individual gains of voting 

taxes for the 36 members of the Cortes were substantial. they 

ceased to provide even minimal representation of the general class 

interest in keeping taxes low. Toward the end of the century even 

bribery was unnecessary as taxes were levied ltlithout a single 

meeting of the Cortes benleen 1662 and 1700 (Lynch. 1981. II: 

101). The importance of the Cortes is illustrated by Aragon. 

Valencia. and Catalonia where the Cortes remained strong and rates 

of taxation ~o]ere kept much lower (Lynch. 1981. II: 40). 

The development of noble control took place in the 

Council. the office of Valida, and the courts. Braudel (1973: 

713) notes that the nobility "f:i~led all of the chief posts of 

government with its own men. bringing its own factions and 

passions to the capital." In place of the loyal men from lower 

ranks that filled it in the sixteenth century. the Council of 

State lo]as filled entirely by members of the high nobility in the 

seventeenth (Lynch. 1981. II: 19-20). The Council of State 

became the most important instrument of government. with pmo]erful 

and practically direct control of state policy formation. ICings 

would ask the Council for advice and usually do no more than give 

"perfunctory agreement" to noble recommendations (Lynch. 1981. II: 
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22). As Durand (1976: 24) puts it, "the kings of Spain suffered 

the ty ranny of their mvn councils." 

The second way in which noble control was increased was 

through the "office" of valido (royal favorite). Beginning with 

Philip III. validos (tvho always came from the high nobility) 

replaced the secretaries (drawn from outside the high nobility) 

used ~ sixteenth-century monarchs. The power of the validos 

often surpassed that of the weak Habsburg kings. leaving the 

rulers "victims of pmverful va1idos" (Lynch. 1981. II: 29). 

'~hat had begun as delegation of power ended as abdication of 

control" (Lynch. 1981, II: 29). Third. noble control also 

increased in the courts, which for the first time often sided 

against the Crown and in favor of local noble interests (Klein. 

1920: 230) • 

The final type of control mechanism available to the 

nobility was revolt. and in spite of the factors mitigating 

against it (discussed above). revolts were used as sanctions in 

the seventeenth century. The most serious revolts came in regions 

outside Castile where Crown authority '-las ltleakest. When Olivares 

tried to increase his extractions of money and troops from 

Catalonia and Portugal. the result was revolts in 1640 that in 

each case prevent the Crown from realizing its interests. Noble 

revolts also occurred in Castile in the 1640s and 1650s (Jago. 

1979: 86) • 
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The Crm~n's internal control over the state apparatus also 

waned in the seventeenth century. The Crm~n had much less control 

over local affairs than other Absolutist states. Nobles could 

name most local officials. collected many taxes. and in these ways 

actually ruled ma~ areas (Lynch. 1981. II: 255). The autonomy 

of Aragon and Catalonia from the Crown became even greater (Lynch. 

1981. II: 277-278). Bribery and corruption was very common among 

Crown officials. and as a result. Crown revenue was declining in 

Spain while it was rising in other states (Swart. 1949: 38). 

Mutinies and sit-down strikes became falrly common in the a~ 

(Smith. 1965: 211). Due to the power of the high nobility. Cr~ln 

attempts at administrative reform \~ere blocked (Lynch. 1981. II: 

294). 

State Policies and Economic 
Development in the Seventeenth Century 

The Spanish economy in the seventeenth century has been 

summarized by two words. dependence and decline (the former 

focusing on synchronic interrelations and the latter on diachronic 

developments). Although the exact date of the beginning of 

economic decline is hard to determine (Kamen, 1978). it is clear 

that sometime ben~een 1550 and 1600 a downturn that would last the 

entire seventeenth century began (Elliott. 1961). Spain's 

population declined beginning with the plague of 1599-1600. Since 

agricul tural productivity was lot~. the death toll of the plague 

was increased and the population recovery stunted by malnutrition. 
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The size of the Mesta herds began to decline as early as 1550 

(Vives. 1969: 348-349). decreasing \\1001 production. The maj or 

decline in the Americas trade occurred later. between 1640 and 

1700 (Kriedte. 1983: 85). Industrial production began to decline 

under Philip III and collapsed totally at the end of the centuxy 

under Charles II (Smith. 1965: 215). 

The decline of Spain cannot be understood outside the 

context of a prolonged period of dependency (Kamen. 1978). In 

spite of its vast militaxy power. Spain ~\las never in the core of 

the world economy. The Spanish economy was al\\lays dependent on 

the more economically developed countries (like England. France. 

and the Netherlands). and this dependency became much worse in the 

seventeenth centuxy. Spain remained a producer of raw wool for 

export. but the small textile industxy that had developed in the 

sixteenth centuxy declined in the seventeenth. and Spain had to 

import most textiles (Lynch. 1981. II: 161). Raw iron was 

produced in Spain. but no armaments industxy developed. and Spain 

had to buy militaxy equipment from other countries Lynch. 1981. 

II: 162). In general Spanish manufacturing could not keep up 

with foreign competition (Kriedte. 1983: 73). and most trade \\las 

controlled by foreign merchants (Kamen. 1978: 47). As Elliott 

(1961: 62) puts it. Spain's economy \!]as "closer in many ways to 

that of an East European state like Poland • • • than to the 

economies of Vlest European states." 
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Given the decline of the Spanish economy in the seven

teenth century and the fact that decline was generated primarily 

by dependency. the most interesting feature of Spanish state 

policy is the virtual absence of a~ mercantilist or protectionist 

policies to combat dependency and facilitate economic growth 

(Ortiz. 1971: 188-189; Wallerstein. 1974: 193). Why did 

mercantilist policies not emerge in seventeenth-century Spain? 

Perhaps the best W~j to answer this question is to compare Spain 

to another country similar in many tllayS. Sweden. As noted in 

Chapter 8. &17eden t17as also outside the core of the world-system. 

producing ma~ raw materials (raw iron. furs. tar). importing 

manufactured goods. and controlled ~ foreign merchants. Yet 

Sweden did develop strong and consistent mercantilist policies to 

facilitate production (e.g •• refining iron instead of just 

exporting raw iron) and gain control over trade (by breaking the 

stranglehold of the Lubeck merchants). and as a result many 

sect ors of the &'ledish economy developed rapidly in the seven

teenth century. In &veden the extraction of raw iron and copper 

was transformed into the manufacture of bar iron. copper coins. 

and armaments. but in Spain the production of rB"t17 two1 was not 

similarly transformed into a significant textile industry due 

largely to differences in state policies. In short. the Swedish 

state pursued policies that decreased dependence and increased 

grotvth t'lhereas the Spanish 3tate did not. How can tve account for 

this difference? 
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1\ .. 0 very general differences ben .. een &'Jeden and Spain can 

provide at least part of the explanation. First. many mercantil

ist policies. such as providing capital for developing industrieG. 

cost money for the Crown in the short-term and only provide 

returns in the form of increased revenue in the long-term. Since 

the development of Absolutist "state capitalism" is a long-term 

strategy. the general question raised is what are the conditions 

under which monarchs ~dll be likely to pursue long-term strate

gies? In general. the ore urgent the need for state revenue. the 

higher the likelihood that policies maximizing revenue only in the 

short term will be pursued. When immediate fiscal pressure is 

less. a mix of policies intended to result in short- and long-term 

gains should result. This argument can be operationalized by 

looking at the size of the state debt and frequency of state 

bankruptcies as indicators of the urgency of the need for state 

revenue. Since Spain in the seventeenth century was more burdened 

by debt and bankruptcies than Sweden. ~.,e would expect the Swedish 

Crown to be more able to pursue "state capitalist" policies with 

long-term benefits in spite of short-term costs. The Spanish 

Crown was not only unable to fund the textile industry in the 

seventeenth century but also could not build roads and bridges as 

it had in the sixteenth century in spite of the fact that these 

'{<Jere in a "lamentable state" (Ortiz. 1971: 177). 

The second general difference benveen ~leden and Spain 

concerns the relative profitability of short-term strategies. 
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Outside of the p7:operty of the church ,,,hich \Olas confiscated. there 

lV'ere fe,v resourc:es in SWE:.'dish society that COli," _ -':)vide high 

returns from short-term predato~y strategies .10 .h rulers. 

on the other hand~ had massive revenues available tram the Nesta 

taxes and gold and silver from the Americas. Since Spanish 

monarchs had more ea~ sources of revenue than their Swedish 

counterparts. they had less need to try risky. innovative. costly. 

long-term strategies. An abundance of resources can often act as 

a barrier to innovation (see Nef. 1957) on the differential use of 

coal in industry in England and France). 

In addition to these nolO general differences. & complete 

explanation of variations in state policies and economic outcomes 

in seventeenth-century Sweden and Spain must include the effects 

of different levels of Crmvn autonomy. Since many mercantilist 

policies are contrary to the interests of the dominant class, they 

will only be pursued under conditions of fairly high autonomy. 

Crown autonomy was generally fairly high in Sweden but low in 

Spain during this period. Therefore. the &vedish Crown was able 

to pursue mercantilist policies and the Spanish Crm.;n was not. 

Since some form of mercantilism is necessary to avoid dependency 

and facilitate economic development outside the core of the l<1orld-

10. Even in hm.; church land was handled Sweden's monarchs 
chose steady long-term payoffs instead of short-term windfalls. 
Instead of quicluy selling church land as in England. the land was 
maintained and produced regular yearly profits for the Crmvn for 
over a century. 
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~stem. the different levels of Crown autonomy in ~veden and Spain 

partly explain the superior economic performance of ~leden. 

The nobility in the Absolutist Era generally desired to 

get the highest possible price for the agricultural products they 

produce and pay the lowest possible price for the manufactured 

goods they consume. They thus oppose mercantilist policies which 

restrict the export of certain agricultural products (such as 

wool) to insure an adequate supply of cheap rmv materials for 

native industry. The power of the Mesta resulted in open markets 

for wool exports at the expense of the Spanish textile industlY. 

Since nobles also want cheap manufactured goods. they oppose 

mercantilist restrictions on manufactured imports necessary to 

protect "infant" industries. Since the power of the nobility was 

greater in Spain than in Sweden. Spanish monarchs were unable to 

follow mercantilist policies that ~vould have facilitated economic 

development. 11 The open markets desired by the nobility resulted 

instead. and at that period in history the result of maintaining 

11. See Wallerstein (1980: 187) for a somewhat similar 
argument about Portugal. 
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open markets in countries outside the core ~ .. as the reproduction of 

dependency .12 

The Eighteenth Century: 
Increasing Crown Autonomy 

The eighteenth century in Spain was a period of moderate 

autonomy. The change from the low autonomy of the seventeenth 

century was primarily the result of the inability of the dominant 

class to maintain strong control mechanisms (especially in the 

Cortes) • Thus when the avo main problems faced by the Crown in 

the seventeenth centuryD 'oleak rulers and inadequate internal 

control mechanisms. were resolved. autono~ increased. The final 

loss of the European empire. although certainly not desired ~ the 

Crmvn. also had positive unintended consequences. Since the 

empire had come to cost more than it produced. it increased the 

Crown's need for revenue. making seventeenth-century monarchs more 

fiscally dependent and less autonomous. Furthermore. the loss of 

empire opened up the possibility of ne,v Crown strategies. focusing 

more on Spain and more on economic (as opposed to military) means 

of raising revenues. 

12. Another reason that Spain did not pursue mercantilist 
policies was that other states t-lou1d not al1m ... it. Spain ''1as 
constantly losing wars during this period and was forced to sign 
treaties that mandated free trade by core pmvers who could profit 
by it (the Dutch in the Treaty of Westphalia and the French in the 
Peace of the Eyrenees) (Ortiz. 1971: 188-189). This too is 
related to autonomy. The autonomous ~ledish Cr~~n was better able 
to mobilize St"eden's resources and thus win ~olars than were the 
less autonomous Spanish rulers. 
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In the absence of adequate noble control mechanisms. the 

ability of rulers to use state policies to realize their interests 

is based to a large extent on whether they can maintain adequate 

internal control of the state apparatus. In the seventeenth 

centuLY rulers lost internal control and autonomy declined; in the 

eighteenth they regained it and autonomy rose. 

The first Bourbon ruler of Spain. Philip V. received his 

education in the court of his grandfather. Louis XIV. The most 

important political aspe~t of his rule was the transplanting of 

French ideas of statecraft that formed the basis for stronger 

Crrn~n control of the state (Hargreaves-M~ldsley. 1979: 1). The 

Cortes of the provinces of the Crown of Aragon were incorporated 

into the Castilian Cortes. their viceroys were replaced by 

governors. and for the first time a unified. centralized adminis

tration ruled all of Spain. The n~~ national cortes was made 

t~eaker than ever. with only eight "ceremonial" meetings called 

beoleen 1700 and 1789 (Payne. 1973: 356). At the center of the 

state apparatus professional statesmen were increasingly used 

(Hargreaves-Mawdsley. 1979: 2. 4). High nobles 'ttlho had con

trolled the state in the previous centuLY were excluded from major 

government positions and generally t~ere replaced by more easily 

controlled secretaries (Payne. 1973: 356). The only major source 

of noble control of state policy t'las removed. Intendants were 

introduced on the French model. and the noble control of locali

ties was replaced by Crown control (Smith. 1965: 280). Due to 
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increases in Crmvn control at all levels. tax abuses were lessened 

(Smith. 1965: 241-242). 

The outcome of these changes in the state was an increase 

in Crown autono~ and a shift in policies toward r~al interests. 

For the first time the Crown was strong enough to force Aragon. 

Valencia. and Catalonia to p~ their share of taxes (~er. 1975: 

100). Autonomy had clearly increased since Olivares had tried 

this and failed a few decades earlier. State revenues rose from 

around 53.000.000 ducats early in the century to 90~000.000 ducats 

by the middle of the century. and when Fernando VI died in 1759. 

he left a surplus of 60.000.000 ducats in the treasury 

(Hargreaves-Mawdsley. 1979: 91). The Crown had come a long way 

since the recurring fiscal crises of the previous century. Both 

the army and navy were also rebuilt (Hargreaves-Mawdsley. 1979: 

91). Philip V increased the army to 80.000 men. and it remained 

on that level through most of the century (Smith. 1965: 241. 

283). 

The Mixed Resul ts of 
New Economic Policies 

Both the agricultural and industrial sectors of the 

Spanish economy performed much better in the eighteenth century 

than they had in the seventeenth (Payne. 1973: 378. 385). 

Economic development was in part due to an important transforma-

tion in state policy. The moderate autonomy of the Crmm allcnved 

rulers to pursue mercantilist policies that lvere blocked by noble 
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pmver in the previous century. Yet the increase in autonoffi¥ alone 

cannot explain the rise of Spanish mercantilism; it is also the 

consequence of a change in strategies. Short-term predatory 

strategies were far from totally abandoned (Swart [1949: 39] 

notes that rent-seeking was still cammon). but they were supple

mented by strategies with only long-term benefits for the Crown. 

Why would the Spanish Crmvn shift strategies? Mainly because the 

older sources of short-term revenue (treasure from the Americas 

and taxes of the Mesta) were dried up and consistent defeats at 

war had made a strategy of empire-building seem much less attrac

tive. Moreover. the new Bourbon dynasty brought \vi th it a new 

model of economic policy from France (Smith. 1965: 231). The 

failure of past strategies and the presence of a well-known and 

more successful model in France made Spanish rulers see imitation 

of the French as the most reasonable way to use their new 

autonomy. 

Agriculture. which had always been the weakest part of the 

Spanish economy. finally began to improve in the eighteenth 

century. For the first time the Crmln intruded into agrarian 

class relations by attempting to control peasant land rents 

(Payne. 1973: 36l~). This treat to the economic prerogatives of 

the nobility t'lould not have been possible a century earlier. The 

Crown also restricted the privileges of the to1eakened Mesta (Smith. 

1965: 287). which had positive effects for agricultural develop

ment. Lastly. a law \-18S passed in 1765 establishing free internal 
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commerce in grain (Payne. 1973: 365). lessening transaction costs 

in the agrarian sector. The result of these policy changes \'1as a 

"significant increase in agricultural production" (Payne. 1973: 

378) • 

In terms of industry and trade. internal customs duties 

between Castile and other parts of Spain were reduced. protective 

duties on foreign goods were established, rm'1 material exports 

were penalized. and nascent industries were subsidized (Hamilton. 

1943: 193. 206). All of these policies had positive effects on 

the economy. and manufacturing particularly grew in the eighteenth 

century (Payne. 1973: 385). However. there were limits to 

economic growth in Spain. and all state mercantilist policies were 

far from unqualified successes. 

Probably the best example of the mixed results of the new 

economic policies in Spain is the development of "state capital

ism" in the textile industry. In the eighteenth century the 

Spanish Crown created "royal factories" in the textile industry, 

fully funded ~ the state and staffed ~ foreign artisans 

(LaForce. 1964: 338). These factories w'ere not only funded by 

the state but also sent all sales receipts directly to the royal 

treasury (LaForce. 1964: 348). The large. highly vertically 

integrated factories were intended to directly benefit the economy 

by decreasing dependence on foreign goods and indirectly benefit 

it by diffusing technology and inducing imitation in the private 

sector. "State capitalism" was seen as a necessary stage in the 
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development of capitalism "from below." Yet in spite of the vast 

amounts of capital provided ~ the stateD r~al textile factories 

were both unprofitable (suffering perpetual deficits) (LaForceD 

1964: 350) and failed to increase textile production in the 

private sector. 

To go back to the comparison with Sweden made earlier. why 

did &~edish mercantilism in the seventeenth centu~ prove to be so 

much more successful than Spanish mercantilism in the eighteenth? 

Both were in ma~ ways similar based on protectionism and state 

capitalist development of one major indust~. Part of the 

difference certainly is due to differences in the industries. The 

competition Spain faced in textiles t'las probably greater than 

&~eden faced in iron and copper. It could also be argued that 

just on the basis of differing distributions of the relevant 

natural resources that &~eden had a greater comparative advantage 

in metals than Spain did in textiles (since many other countries 

had a lot of sheep). However. the most important difference 

concerns the nature of the production process in the two indus

tries. Metals industries require large production facilities and 

e2cpensive capital equipment to operate efficiently. This is 

exactly the type of ~stem that can be produced ~ a policy of 

state capitalism. Textile production. on the other hand. was in 

this period most efficiently done in small-scale. protoindustrial 

~stems. Yet the state cannot possibly create and maintain 

protoindustrial textile production. administrative and transaction 
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costs ~'1ould be prohibitive. Therefore the Spanish state created 

large. vertically integrated plants that suffered from dis-

economies of scale (LaForce. 1964: 357). Spanish textiles could 

not compete with those produced in protoindustrial systems with 

much lower fixed costs and higher flexibility abroad. In short. 

in this period of history,13 state capitalist policies worked in 

metals industries much better than in textiles and thus in Sweden 

better than in Spain. 

Conclusion: The End of 
Spanish Absolutism 

Spanish Absolutism ended not with a bank but with a 

whimper. After the devastation caused by Napoleon's occupation. 

the Constitution of 1812 severely limited Crmm pmver and in-

creased the power of the Cortes (Smith p 1965: 285). For the 

first time strong constitutional limits on state pO'tl7er emerged in 

Spain. In many 'f.'lays the situation resembles the S'tvedish casep 

where Absolutism also ended without a revolution and was replaced 

by parliamentary factionalism. Yet in place of a rapid revolu-

tionary transformation, Spain had to endure decades of turmoil and 

conflict. Civil war threatened the Constitution of 1812. It was 

eventually replaced by the Constitution of 1837 p more moderate and 

democratic in form (Smith p 1965: 318). A revolution of sorts did 

occur in 1840. follmved by yet another constitution in 1845. 

13. This situationt'lould of course change w'hen techno
logical advances created economies of scale in textile production. 
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Parliamentary factional disputes were the focal point of govern

ment after that. 

The Spanish Crown had chosen to imitate French Absolutism 

just when its power was waning. When it was overthrown in 1789. 

Spanish monarchs were left without a viable strategy. Their model 

was gone. and it seems there was little left for them to do but 

imitate its demise. 
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

I will not attempt in this conclusion to summarize the 

arguments made in the preceeding few hundred pages. I'm afraid 

that would give the misleading impression of closure. as if 

something had been completed. Instead of recapping what has 

already been done. I want to use this chapter to look ahead. The 

most general question I want to address is how can I begin to 

finish what 'vas begun in this dissertation? This proj ect has 

raised more questions than it has answered. pointed to more 

problems than it has solved. What are the most important of those 

questions and problems. and how can they best be addressed? 

The two most general unresolved problems with this disser

tation concern the scope of the theory and how to test it empiri

cally. I had originally intended to conclude by focusin.g on the 

question of scope. The principal-agent theory of the state 

developed in Chapter 2 proports to be a general theory of ruler 

autonomy and state policy formation. Yet the remainder of the 

dissertation applies the theory to only one type of state--Western 

European Absolutism. Is the scope of the principal-agent theory 

actually broad enough to be of use in analyzing all types of 

states? If so. this claim must be demonstrated. not just 
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asserted. Capitalist and socialist states raise many ne~'l problems 

for principal-agent theory (due to the existence of many more 

principals. multiple agents. and vastly different control mechan

isms and resource bases) that may make it less useful than it was 

for the Absolutist state. I will not discuss the scope of the 

theory now. partly because I am far from resoving the issue and 

partly because I feel that it is much more important at this time 

to deepen and test the theory than to broaden it. I can only hope 

that the theory will prove to be provacative enough to cause other 

scholars to apply it to the study of other types of states. 

This conclusion will focus on the second major unresolved 

problem--how can the principal-agent theory of Absolutism be 

empirically tested? I made many arguments in this dissertation 

concerning the determinants of variations in autonomy. the effects 

of variations in autonomy on state policies. and the effects of 

different state policies on economic development. The explanatory 

power of these arguments was demonstrated using qualitative 

comparative-historical methods. I think the use of quantitative 

methods as v1ell will allow me both to specify more clearly the 

mechanisms at t-Jork and to provide a more convincing "test" of the 

theory. The final version of this project should include both 

detailed qualitative comparative-historical and narrative accounts 

of important events and peJ::'iods and quantitative time series 

regression analyses of relations between important variables. 

361 



In this chapter I "Jill provide operational definitions and 

causal models of the relationships benveen autonomy. state 

policies. and economic development. The first task will be to 

operationa1ize the causes of autonomy (resources and control 

mechanisms) and its consequences (state policies concerning 

taxation and war). I will next look at relations between rulers 

and their staffs by attempting to operationa1ize agency costs in 

tax collection. Third. I will look at the relationship between 

state revenues and spending. concentrating on the determinants of 

fiscal crises in Absolutist states. Finally. measures of the 

effects of different state policies on economic development in 

agriculture and industry will be developed. 

One of the best indicators of Crown autonomy is the 

ruler's pmver to tax. This tvi11 be my most important dependent 

variable. The first question I "lant to quantitatively operationa-

1ize concerns the determinants of the amount and type of Crmvn 

taxation (see Figure 1). The ruler's power to tax will be 

operationa1ized in several ways. Two very general measures will 

be used: total gross state revenue/total GNP, and/or total gross 

state revenue/ population (the former denominator is probably 

preferable on theoretical grounds but the latter is more readily 

available for the entire period under study). Both of these 

indeces should provide general indications of the power of rulers 

to extract resources from society. Both should be negatively 

related to the strength of dominant class control mechanisms. A 
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Figure 1. Determinants of a Ruler's Power to Tax 
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second. more specific. measure 'vi11 be the total revenue from 

direct and indirect taxation (excluding all other sources) divided 

by either population or GNP. Third. direct and indirect taxes 

will be analyzed separately. since the determinants of their 

respective volumes may vary. One interesting question here is 

what conditions determine what type of taxation will be dominant? 

In all cases the general price level will be controlled. so that 

the value of revenues will remain constant. 

The second major dependent variable that must be opera

tiona1ized is ,var. since I have argued that autonomous rulers ,,,ill 

go to war more frequently than those with less autonomy (see 

Figure 2). The two dependent variables are themselves related. 

since the ability of a ruler to build armies and fight wars will 

be dependent on his power to tax. War will be operationa1ized in 

two ways: military capacity and actual ,var. Military capacity 

will be measured by a rough militarism index. The militarism 

index will be quantified as: size of army/size of population 

and/or military spending/GNP. It may also be necessary to control 

for period effects (in this case the general growth of armies over 

time) by measuring militarism in terms of the size of a country's 

army relative to others. The frequency of actual war must also be 

measured. and will be weighted by the duration of the war and/or 

the number of troops involved. It will also be important to 

differentiate between offensive and defensive ",ars. since the 
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1a tter ~<1ou1d provide a very poor measure of aut onomy. Only 

offensive l-larS indicate high autonomy. 

A third facet of war. its success or failure. may also be 

interesting. Resources and control mecanisms not only affect 

autonomy and thus state policies. but the actual policies chosen 

and their consequences also have feedback effects on the level of 

resources available to rulers. A successful war will enhance a 

ruler's power and an unsuccessful one will decrease it. It is 

possible to measure this feedback loop by quantifYing the success 

or fail ure of l<1ars. This can be done by the use of a war succes s 

index. a rough cost-benefit analysis of war. In the case of lost 

wars. the amount of land lost or the indemnities paid will be 

added to the total amount spent initially on \<1aging the war to get 

a measure of the total cost. For wars that are l<10n. the gain in 

land or indemnities received will be subtracted from the initial 

money spent. In wars that end in draws. the initial cost of the 

~<1ar will be the only loss. Undoubtedly the vast maj ority of wars 

will come out very negatively in an absolute sense in such a cost

benefit analysis (which is in itself an interesting anomaly from a 

rational choice perspective since it raises the question of why so 

many rulers engaged in this unproductive activity) so the relative 

success of so \'lars as against others should also be measured. 

A few other features of t<1ar will also be explored. There 

may be an interesting relationship ben'leen militarism and ,.,ar. 

Does having a very large army make war more likely? Finally. both 
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militarism and war may have important effects on other variables. 

For example. does the level of militarism of the frequency of t~ar 

affect economic development (and if so are the effects the same 

for agriculture and industry)? 

A third dependent variable is the general type of state 

policies. i.e •• whether they are oriented toward the production of 

short-term or long-term revenues. Under what conditions will 

rulers pursue policies that produce immediate gains (even if 10ng

term negative effects result) or conversely. when will they choose 

policies that provide revenue gains only in the long run (even if 

there are short-run costs) {see Figure 3)1 This is a very 

difficult question to quantitatively test. First. long-run and 

short-run must be defined. Long-run can probably be defined as 

anything producing gains more than nvO years later. since short

run rationality ,vas so dominant in this period. but that figure is 

arbitrary. Second. types of policies must be characterized as 

either long-run or short-run. It is clear. for example. that 

selling monopolies. offices. or crown lands is short-run and that 

providing capital for industry and building roads and bridges are 

long-run. Moreover. building an army. lowering tax rates on land 

to increase productivity. and lowering customs duties to increase 

the volume of trade are long-run. \']hereas fighting a \var and 

raising taxes on land and customs are short-run. However. many 

policies will undoubtedly fall in a large grey area in between. 

Third. \~hat factors will determine \'lhether state policies 'to7i11 
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reflect long-run or short-run rationalities? Regency governments. 

since they are by nature short-lived. should pursue short-run 

strategies. Ruler's tolithout children should be more likely to 

pursue short-run policies. The extent of fiscal crisis (measured 

as budget deficits as a proportion of total revenues) should also 

be positively correlated with short-run policies. The rate at 

which rulers discount the future in their policy choices is an 

important question. and clearly one on which much t'lOrk has yet to 

be done. 

The major independent variables in this study. resources 

and control mechanisms. cannot be operationa1ized in such a 

straightfonqard manner. The most interesting question about 

resources is whether they have independent effects or whether they 

operate indirectly. only through their effect on control mechan

isms. This can be easily tested using regression analysis. The 

most important resource for the nobility in this period was land. 

so their resources will be operationa1ized as the proportion of 

total land controlled ~ members of the class. This factor should 

have a strong negative effect on direct taxation and may also 

depress total tax revenues. The important resources of the Crown 

are those that provide fiscal independence from the nobility. 

which will include all types of revenue except direct taxation. I 

am positing that the proportion of revenues not derived from 

direct taxation ~1i11 be positively correlated with general 

militarism and the frequency of actual tolar. 
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Rulers with more fiscal independence should go to war more 

often. even net of total revenues. The final factor other than 

control is the periodic occurance of regency governments s which 

can be operationalized using dummy variables. The effects of 

regencies should be negative on both taxation and war. due both to 

the different interests of regency governments and to their lower 

capacity for action. 

If the principal-agent theory of Absolutism is correct. 

the strength of dominant class principal's control mechanisms 

should be the most important determinant of taxation and military 

policies. The adequate operationalization of control mechanisms 

is thus essential to any quantitative test of the theory. There 

are two main types of control mechanisms: institutionalized and 

non-institutionalized. The most important of the latter are 

revolts. I have argued that revolts were used by nobles to limit 

taxation. so it is necessary first to focus only on class col

laboration revolts. Those with no noble participation will not be 

included. In addition to simply counting the number of class 

collaboration revolts they can also be weighted by intensity (the 

number of participants and the amount of area affected). These 

revolts should have negative effects on both war and taxation. 

Moreover. I will posit that the interaction effect of revolts with 

institutionalized control mecanisms will be negative. Since 

revolts will be used as a control mechanism of last resort they 
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should occur less frequently '\Then institutionalized controls are 

"7orking to limit taxation and war. 

Institutionalized control mechanisms are both the most 

important and the most difficult to measure. Differences in 

constitutional limits can only be roughly operationalized using 

dummy variables for the presence or absence of specific fiscal and 

legislative limits on royal power (i.e •• can trhe ruler tax or 

pass laws without the consent of legislative or judicial bodies 

controlled by dominant classes?). One interesting question here 

is whether or not consitutional limits have any direct effects on 

taxation and war or whether their effects are always dependent on 

the existence of monitoring and sanctioning mechanisms. A 

normative theory would predict direct effects. since the constitu

tion would be seen as reflecting and reinforcing general norms. 

\\Thereas a rational choice theory would predict effects only in the 

presence of enforcement mechanisms. 

Three major monitoring and sanctioniung organizations 

through which constitutions can be enforced can be identified: 

legislative bodies, high councils, and judicial bodies. How can 

their capacity for control be operationalized? Three featuras of 

national legislative bodies are important: the power of the 

nobility within them (operationalized as the proportion of members 

from that class), their fiscal and legislative powers (both of 

which can be roughly measured using dummy variables). and the 

frequency of their meetings (which can be easily counted). I \\Till 

371 



posit that none of these factors alone will have direct effects on 

taxation or ,.;rar. An all noble legislature will have no effect if 

it never meets or has few powers. just as an assembly that meets 

often will have no effect if it is not controlled by the dominant 

class and has no real power. In short. the effect of these three 

aspects of legislative control will only show up in a three-way 

interaction. All three are necessary conditions of control. none 

are sufficient. When the legislative body does,meet frequently. 

is controlled by the nobility. and has fiscal and legislative 

powers, it should have a negative effect on taxation and war 

greater than that of any other single variable. The effects of 

high councils and judicial bodies ,.;rill be harder to operation

alize. Their powers will be measured as a function of their 

legislative and fiscal control capacities (using dummy variables 

derived from historical accounts) and the proportion of positions 

controlled by the nobility. 

The above discussion concerns operationalizing aspects of 

the primary principal-agent relation. It is necessary to look 

also at the internal principal-agent relation. that between the 

ruler and the administrative staff of the state. I will do so by 

focusing on the costs of agency in tax collection. i.e •• how much 

the ruler has to spend out of gross revenues to get the taxes 

collected. Other issues of internal agency are equally important. 

such as the extent to tolhich royal agents enforce laws passed by 

the ruler. but they are much more difficult to operationalize. 
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Internal agency costs can be easily quantified as net revenue/ 

gross revenue. The important question concerns the determinants 

of variations in internal agency costs (see Figure 4). If the 

principal-agent theory is correcte control mechanisms available to 

rulers should be key. In general. agents not from the dominant 

class. dependent on a salary from their office for their liveli

hood. removable at the will of the ruler. and not locally-based 

should be easier to control (i.e •• agency costs should be lower). 

It will also be interesting to look at the general difference 

between purchased offices and more modern bureaucratic ones. The 

type of tax involved. whether direct or indirect. should also be 

controlled since there may be differing agency costs for different 

types of taJces. Finally. are agency costs higher for regency 

governments than for normal rulers? 

The next dependent variable I want to explore is fiscal 

crises in Absolutist states. At a very general level. there are 

three types of explanations for fiscal crises in Absolutist states 

(although they are in no way mutually exclusive). Fiscal crises 

can be caused by exogenous structural factors (such as population 

and economic cycles). by the state spending too much (wars and 

court spending are generally blamed here). or by the inability of 

the ruler to increase taxation levels when necessary (due either 

to limited GNP or resistance on the part of th.e groups paying the 

taxes). It is probably the case that each of these three factors 
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makes some contribution; ''lhat I Hant to do is measure their 

relative importance in Western European Absolutisms. 

Fiscal crisis will be operationalized as deficit each 

year/net tax revenues that year (see Figure 5). Thus fiscal 

crisis will not just be a categorical variable that either is 

present or is not but a continuous variahle. always present but at 

different magnitudes. TWo exogenous factors will be included in 

the model. population growth (which should affect fiscal crisis by 

increasing prices). and economic cycles (which is actually just 

another ''lay of measuring the effect of prices). The second 

factor. that the ruler spends too much. will be measured by 

looking at the militarism index and actual ''lar. Moreover. the 

inefficiency of the state may lead to fiscal crisis. so internal 

agency costs and the presence of regency governments will also be 

examined. Third. to measure the effects of limits on the ruler's 

power to tax. resources and control mechanisms (as operationalized 

above) will be included in the model. Finally. the effects of 

currency debasement, a frequent consequence of fiscal crisis with 

negative feedback effects. will be assessed. 

What ,\lere the main determinants of rates of economic 

development in Absolutist Western Europe? My 'l7ork ,·li1l differ 

from tradition sociological work in this area in three main ways: 

(1) I will focus on what happened prior to the Industrial Revolu

tion and the so-called "bourgeois" revolutions. arguing that the 

important divisions tdthin Hestern Europe preceeded these events. 
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(2) instead of looking at the "rise of the west". I will concen

trate on differences ,·1ithin the 'l7est. and (3) I ,vi11 argue that 

different levels of autonomy producing different state policies 

are the most important determinants of variations in economic 

development. I will look separately at development in agriculture 

and industry. since their causes were probably much different (see 

Figures 6 and 7. respectively). In each case my main goal will be 

to measure the relative importance of the factors discussed 

throughout this dissertation, Crown autonomy and state policies. 

One of the main problems I will face is determining the amount of 

time that causation \17i11 take in each case (i. e •• what kind of lag 

to use on the variables in a time series regression). 

Economic development in the agricultural sector can best 

be operationa1ized by yei1d ratios. In order to control for 

differences benl7een countries in soil and climate it will be 

necessary to take change in yei1d ratios as the dependent variable 

(it is unfortunate that this does not control for changes in 

climate over time). Two types of determinants of agricultural 

development ,·.Til1 be distinguished: exogenous structural factors 

and state policies. The two most important exogenous factors are 

population change and technological developments (although the 

latter may be influenced by the structure of the law and thus not 

entirely exogenous). The state policy variables that will be 

entered in the model are militarization. war. and direct taxation 

per capita. If the theory developed in this dissertation is 
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correct. each of these state policies should have significant 

effects. 

Industrial development will be measured using both 

production statistics (when they are available) and data on the 

volume of trade. Textiles and mining. the two most important 

industries of the period p will be the primary focus. Again. 

exogenous factors and state policies will be differentiated. 

Economic cycles (measured by price fluctuations) and integration 

in the lvorld economy (measured by value of trade/total GNP) must 

be controlled. The effects of several state policies will then be 

examined. Rent-seeking (including the sale of monopolies, 

tarriffs. and the sale of offices). militarization and war. and 

currency devaluation should have negative effects on industrial 

development (although the effect of tarriffs may be positive 

outside the core of the world economy). Infrastructure spending 

and the provision of capital directly to industry should have 

positive effects, and those effects should be stronger outside the 

core. 

As I noted at the beginning of this chapters this dis

sertation has raised more problems than it has solved. The same 

can probably be said for the research agenda outlined above. It 

will undoubtedly be modified as it is carried out. Moreover, many 

of the questions left unanmvered in the dissertation will probably 

still be left unanmvered when the data analysis is completed. 

Hovlever. no good book ever ends the discussion of the topic it 
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addresses. Good books ah,7ays raise questions they can't resolve. 

they always promote further tolork D more discussion. I hope that by 

carrying out the app.nda for future research outlined above. this 

dissertation \olill .ltually be made into a good book. 
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APPENDIX A 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES 

AND ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATIONS 

IN THE TRANSITION PERIOD 



Arguments about the relationship between demographic 

changes and economic transformations in the transition period are 

very complex and hotly contested (c.f •• Brenner. 1976. 1982. 

Postan and Hatcher. 1978; Bois. 1978; La Roi Ladurie. 1978). 

Therefore. throughout this chapter I will treat demography as an 

exogeneous factor. This footnote is intended to give only a brief 

indication of this complex relationship. 

The interaction between economics and demographics in the 

transition period can be illustrated by a comparison of the 

demographic cycles of precapitalist Europe with the upward 

demographic spiral that accompanied the transition to capitalism. 

Popul ation growth in this period lolas far from constant. The 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were periods of slow growth or 

even stagnation; a relatively rapid population increase occurred 

in the sixteenth century; and in the seventeenth century slow 

growth. stagnation. and even decline occur again. The eighteenth 

century was another period of rapid population growth. A general 

pattern of long cycles of population growth and stagnation is 

dominant (the important deviations from this pattern will be 

discussed below). 

These long demographic cycles can be explained ~ the 

features of the dominant feudal mode of production. The growth of 

population lolithin the feudal mode had three primary effects: (1) 

food prices increased due to higher demand. (2) the subdivision of 

land decreased the average size of peasant plots. and (3) inferior 
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land was used for farming (Kreidte. 1983: 5-6). Because of the 

latter two factors. peasants became increasingly impoverished as 

the land could no longer support them. Due to rising prices and 

the fact that the majority of their land was derived from tradi

tionally fixed rents. nobles faced a "profit squeeze." Nobles 

therefore attempted to raise rents. This added the pressure of 

increased exploitation to the severe demographic pressures 

peasants already faced. The long-term result. due to increasing 

mortality and perhaps a decreasing birth rate as peasants at

tempted to prevent further parcellization of their holdings. 'vas a 

decline in population. This population decline had three main 

effects: (1) the average size of peasant landholdings was 

increased. (2) inferior land 'vas abandoned and only good land 

cultivated. and (3) the increasing land/labor ratio improved the 

bargaining position of peasants relative to nobles and led to a 

decrease in exploitative rents. These three factors led in the 

long run to a population increase. and the cycle began again. It 

is important to note that this type of interaction between 

demographic and economic factors does not lead to economic growth. 

The above argument does not provide a complete explanation 

of the population trends in the transition period. TWo important 

aspects remain to be explained: (1) in addition to demographic 

cycles. there was a secular trend toward population increase 

throughout the period and (2) the rate of population growth 

differed significantly benleen countries (e.g •• England versus 
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Spain). These n~o aspects of early modern demographic history can 

only be explained by the uneven development of capitalism. The 

demographic cycle is turned into an upward spiral by the advent of 

capitalist social relations of production and the presence of 

markets. Furthermore. the upward demographic spiral facilitates 

economic growth by providing an increasing supply of human capital 

for production and increasing aggregate demand. 

lbe effects of population growth on economic development 

differ when it occurs in the context of capitalist social rela

tions (Brenner. 1976. 1982) and markets (North and Thomas. 1973). 

The low land/labor ratio and the consequent inability of peasants 

to produce their own subsistence does not result in population 

decline. If there is a high demand for textiles and merchants 

have working capital to seek cheap (nonguild) labor. it results 

instead in protoindustrial (putting-out) textile production. 

Second, the rise in food prices need not result in a profit 

squeeze for landlords but would result in high profits if markets 

for agricultural produce are available (especially coupled with 

the low real ~~ages resul ting from the lm~ land/labor ratios. 

Third. if there is a market for land. land prices will increase as 

population increases. The increased vlue of land will have two 

main effects: (1) many small landowners 'llIill be forced to sell to 

larger. more efficient ones. increasing the concentration of 

landholdings and (2) the high value of land and food should induce 

individuals to develop innovations in agricultural techniques that 
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increase productivity. The combined results of all these pro

cesses will be high rates of capital accumulation and economic 

growth. 
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