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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, was 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 allowed England to aggressively invade
both France and Spain. But by the sixteenth century, the two
continental powers 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 twice the population
and nine times the revenue (Russell, 1971: 26). In the long runm,
it would be impossible te win against these odds. Henry VIII
demonstrated England's new military impotence with a series of
aimless and expensive wars. His first war (1511-1514) did produce
a small monetary compensation from France, but the next three
(1522~-1525, 1528-1529, 1542-1546) ended without any gain of either
money or land.

In spite of the accomplishments of Henry VIII, it is not
wise to overstate the degree of Crown autonomy in this period; it
was 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 with the Bill of
Proclamations which would have in essence transferred legislative
functions from the Parliament to the Crown. 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 fajilure of the Bill of Proclamations, along with the
failure of the Great Contract in 1610 (which will be discussed
below), are two of the most important turning points in the
history of English Absolutism. At both junctures, the Crown's
attempts to increase its autonomy were thwarted, and the constitu-
tional limits on the Crown, enforced by aristocratic control in
Parliament, were 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 was a major factor in
producing lower autonomy. Not only did the downward mobility of
England in the world geopolitical order lead to a decline in Crown

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 Crown were depleted as well. The moderate degree
of autonomy of the English Crown in the sixteenth century had been
maintained largely by the fiscal independence provided by confis-
cated church lands. 1In order to pay for his expensive wars,’
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 royal 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 between the Crown 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
would 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 how the people felt about the
policies of Henry VIII was that he had to pass a law in 1534
making it an act of treason to call him a "tyrant." Would such a
law have been necessary if no one was calling him that?

7. BEvery 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 power away from the Crown and toward the aristocracy.
As soon as Henry died, aristocrats were "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 E 1,500,000 passed from royal 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 Crown.

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 mein 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 Crown 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 F 24,800 per year (Batho,
1967: 268). Thus, unlike Henry, who 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 sﬁe 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-controlled Parlia-
ment was becoming more powerful and beginning to constrain the
autonomy of the Crown (Smith, 1967: 12). "Each successive
Parliament of Elizabeth's reign was to reveal greater boldness,
more determined will, 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 Crown 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 was 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).



"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 were passed in 1488, 1489, 1515, 1533, 1536,
and 1597 (Thirsk, 1967: 214-228).

At first glance the motivation for these actions of a
fairly autonomous Crown against the basic interests of the
powerful aristocracy (and yeomen, who also enclosed) is unclear.
Continental monarchs had obvious fiscal reasons for protecting
peasant property since noble property was 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 attempted 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 enjoy the formal exemption from taxes as their continental
counterparts that the fiscal relations between Crown and
aristocracy were vastly different. As Behrens (1963) has shown,
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, & right which doubtless allowed them to
minimize their tax burden (Williams, 1963: 41). Hill (1981:

111) suggests that their land was generally assessed at only 2
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percent of its value. Moreover, the general scale of assessment
was "ill-adjusted, "™ such that all of the wealthier 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 many forms of social disorder, such as depopulation,
unemployment, vagabondage and crime, and peasant riots (Ramsey,
1963: 36). Thus by 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 were worth three in
the open fields or seven on the commons (Fisher, 1957: 16).
Paradoxically, it was the failure of Crown policies that was

responsible for the success of English agriculture.

8. One rather less remarked upon reason that larger farms
were more productive has to do with knowledge. Many books were
available in sixteenth—century England on agricultural technique
(Ramsey, 1963: 46). Since the aristocracy was 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 Crown policies not succeed in realizing Crown
interests? This question can only be answered by pointing to the
limitations on Tudor autonomy and especially to the interaction
between the primary principal-agent relation (aristocracy and
Crown) and the internal principal-agent relation (Crown and state
officials). Lawe 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 royal anti-enclosure legisla-
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 peers? (Gleason, 1969:
52). Although the Crown was able to sanction JPs, kings appointed
them and could fire them; these sanctions were used very infre-
quently (Gleason, 1969: 47, 65). The main problem the Crown
faced was the lack of any other, more loyal officials (comparable
to the French Intendents) to monitor the activities of the JPs.
Because they shared economic interests and network 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 was 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 primary 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-
nelling 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 (Ekelund
and Tollison, 1981). With increasing frequency throughout the

Tudor Era,l0 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 toward 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
would pay off only in the long run was that he was under less
direct fiscal pressure than other Tudor monarchs (often running a
surplus). In general, the extent of fiscal pressure will deter-—
mine whether monarchs choose short-term or long-term strategies of
wealth maximization (see Stone, 1947: 114).
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both production and trade favored positions (by restricting
markets) that would result in moropoly profits for a fee to the
Crown.

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 unemployment (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 was
revenue, whether in the form of fines, fees, gifts, or loans.
Cenerally, 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 were
auctioned to the highest bidder (Stone, 1947: 114), the Turkey
Company gave a E 5,000 "gift" to the Crown (Brenner, 1972: 369),
fines were 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 Crown was 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 object 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 "ecrucial
pol;tical controls over the conditions under which their new trade
would be organized" (Bremmer, 1972: 369).11 Not only were the
primary principals, the aristocracy, in a position to control
state policy, but secondary principals, merchant capitalists, were
uging their high level of organization to have an impact as well.

What effects did these Crown policies have on the develop-
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 Crown also found out that rent-seeking
often leads to lower autonomy in the long run in their relations
with the national sheepherding guild, the Mesta.
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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 autonomy 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 ineptitude." Partly as a
result of the intervention of the rent-seeking Tudor state, "the
material achievements of Tudor commerce were a little unimpres-
sive" (Ramsey, 1963: 82). This is not to say that the economy
was performing 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 & 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 growth.
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
formation of monopolistic trading companies, generally hindered
economic development. Merchants whose high monopoly profits were

protected by law had no incentive to innovate or take any kind of



risks which are necessary for economic growth. The Merchant
Adventurers, the most important of these monopolies in the first
half of the century, were 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, when
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 was in bad shape in
the sixteenth century. In fact, historians have argued that

between 1540 and 1640 England experienced its first industrial

253



"revolution" (Nef, 1957; Braudel, 1984: 552). An analysis of
Crown autonomy and state policies can also help us understand why
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 war. 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, was 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), was,
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 (Stome, 1947: 112). Fifth, politicel

rent-seeking, so detrimental to economic development in
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seventeenth-century France, was not practiced on a large scale in
Tudor England.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), were no better. Because of a chronic lack
of revenue, all Crown officials were either unpaid or underpaid.
Their money came from "fees" and "gifts" that were often little
more than bribes (Russell, 1971: 45). The actions of state
officials thus generally reflected their source of income which,
unfortunately for the Tudor monarchs, was not the state. More-
over, Crown officials were 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 was much easier to enforce because trade was

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.



London ports. Production, on the other hand, was practically
impossible for the understaffed state to control (Ramsey, 1963:
101). Ironically, the strength of the economy was based on the

weakness of the state.

Crown Autonomy in Stuart England

When James I took the Crown 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 E 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 Crown autonomy in the
Stuart Era were 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 was getting richerl# (Hexter, 1979: 133;
Davies, 1959: 268-269). The price revolution "acted more as a
selective weed-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 were 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 two Houses of Parliament would often present a "unified front"
against Stuart attempts to assert Crown autonomy (Davies, 1959:
30).

For the Stuart monarchs to have any chance of maintaining
the moderate level of autonomy enjoyed by the Tudors in the face
of an aristocracy whose resources and unity were increasing, the

resources of the Crown would 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. Tawney's argument is flawed by the sharp
distinction he drawvs between the capitalist, businesslike gentry
(wvho he thinks were rising) and the feudal, unproductive nobility
(vho he thinks were declining). As I have argued above, there is
no basis for such & distinction among large landowners. 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 exaggerated™ (Hexter, 1979: 124).



James was fortunate to come to the throne at a time when 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 E 400,000 by increasing the sale of Crown lands and increased
customs revenues by E 100,000 per year (Scott, 1976: 308). Yet
these measures did not give him fiscal independence. In fact, the
Crown debt steadily increased from ¥ 597,337 in 1608 to E 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 power
of his aristocratic and merchant creditors would not allow it.
James' attempts to improve his financial position by extracting
"benevolences" and forced loans "met with little success" (Kenyon,
1978: 39-40). In sharp contrast to the large yiglds brought in
by these methods under Henry VIII, the benevolence James ordered
in 1614 brought in only E 23,500 (Kenyon, 1978: 71). The
resources availble to Jemes not only could not provide him with
fiscal independence from the aristocracy., they were 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 Crown 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 Crown autonomy, the Great Contract, an attempt at
fiscal independence, marks 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 way of the Estates General, and thus the Great Contract
was defeated. The failure of the second attempt by the Crown to
institutionalize high autonomy left James in "desperate financial
straits" (Scott, 1976: 320).

There was a "persistent and rising expression of opposi-
tion to official policies from 1604 onward"™ (Rabb, 1981: 78) as
Parliament began to assert its power. Appeals to the constitu-
tional limits on Crown autonomy were more frequent (Cooper, 1960:
70), and control capacities were 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 were settled (Scott,
1976: 336). The subsidies so desperately needed by the Crown
were made contingent on aristocratic control of policy. When the
Crown tried to intervene in the elections of members to the House

of Commons, it was soundly defeated (Scott, 1976: 282-283).



Two new control mechanisms also surfaced toward the end of
James' reign. The first concerns foreign policy. Until the
seventeenth century control of foreign policy rested exclusively
in the hands ofvthe 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 war
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 well. The second novel control mechanism was
the use of parliamentary impeachment of Crown appointees. Often
threatened earlier, it was usgd 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-
mensely stronger"ld (Scott, 1976: 405).

Not only did the Stuarts have to contend with a powerful
aristocracy, their problems were compounded by the existence of a
powerful secondary principal, merchant capitalists. The power of

merchants was based on their organization in monopolistic trading

15. James was totally unable to control Parliament by
regular means and was 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
whom 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 Crown empire-building
strategies (Gregg, 1981: 187). Their 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 uge 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
with the "abuses" of monopolies. Another blow against rent-
seeking came just after the turn of the century when the Crown 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 were in
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violation of both common law and statute law. The Commons
continued to oppose monopolies throughout the reign of the Stuarts
(Scott, 1976: 378). Royal 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 by their inability to
control the staff of the state, which was, if anything, even worse
than in the Tudor Era. The Crown's attempts to collect bemnevo-
lences were hindered not only by the refusal of many subjects to
pay but also by the reservations of many of the JPs instructed to
collect them (Davies, 1959: 18). The English govermment in this
period was more wasteful and corrupt than continental states
(Aylmer, 1963: 26-27). Several of the most powerful men in
James' government were even being paid pensions by 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 (Kenyon, 1978: 76-77).

When Charles succeeded James in 1625, his fiscal needs
forced him to summon the powerful 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 was hinted at, Charles was
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forced to dissolve Parliament. However, when he was unable to
collect money by forced loans (Davies, 1959: 35), he was forced
to call Parliament again. This Parliament attempted to impeach
Buckingham, forcing another hasty dissolution (Russell, 1971:
409). Perhaps the most serious setback to Crown autonomy came
with the Petition of Right passed by 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
without Parliament or jail anyone without cause. This was "a
statutory limitation of royal authority such as no monarch had
suffered for a century and a half" (Gregg, 1981: 172). Its most
important effect with regard to revenue was 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 E 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
laws, forest laws, and laws mandating knighthood for large
landowners), (2) sales of more Crown lands, (3) taxes on tobacco,
and most important (4) "“ship money"™ to stop privateerihg on the

channel (Kenyon, 1978: 110-111; Davies, 1959: 83-84; Gregg,
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1981: 202). Royal revenue averaged about E 600,000 per year
between 1631 and 1635. However, this was not enough money to
balance the budget (the deficit was about E 20,000 per year)
(Davies, 1959: 83) much less pay 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 (Kenyon, 1978:
110-118).

The period of "personal rule" from 1629 to 1640 raises
some very interesting problems for a principal-agent theory 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 by 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 was 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, war (Cooper, 1960: 77). Although Charles was

somewhat free from direct control, he could not act. The personal



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 power dictated
that they would have to choose between the two. Since primary and
secondary principals were able to limit the revenue of the Crown,
kings could not fight wars without calling Parliament and request-
ing "extraordinary" funds. However, when Parliament was summoned,
they would make grants of subsidies contingent on the Crown

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 by disrupting
trade) or forget about going to war and try to gain enough revenue
through rent-seeking to obviate tﬁe 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 by 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 was created only to be sold) (Kenyon,
1978: 77-78; Aylmer, 1963: 40). With regard to the economy, Crown
policies were oriented toward producing revenue by rent-seeking and
maintaining social order by restraining industrial expansion
(Supple, 1959: 227-246). Many new monopolistic trading companies

were created (Gregg, 1981: 202-203). Customs

16. War is of course not always a choice for monarchs,
especially weak ones. When English kings were forced to go to war,
and thus to call Parliament and request money, their autonomy was
lowered.
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y
were 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 royal revenue.
This lessens the incentive of rulers to pursue policies that would
lead to higher volumes of trade. Therefore, the effects on trade
of farming out the collection of customs should be negative.

War was already becoming less frequent in Elizabeth'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 Crown 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 war. The English dominant class
wanted a "cheap state" that would insure their economic interests
(Brenner, 1982: 88), and they were powerful 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 was a difference in the relative distribution of



resources and thus in their ability to realize their interests
that led to different state policy outcomes. Perhaps the best
illugtration of the lack of autonomy of the English Crown is
provided by the Thirty Years War. The English Crown wanted 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 expedition
the king sent to Cadiz was a miserable failure. The lack of
autonomy of the English Crown was never more evident. This
illustrates the downward spiral of low autonomy and war_in
England. Low autonomy results in the inability to raise funds for
war, the war effort is thus a failure, and autonomy is lowered
further.

The economy in England was 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 factore 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" would have very

positive effects for the English textile industry. However, as in
many transitions, the short-term effects were negative (Supple,
1959: 20).
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Netherlands and the contraction of markets for English goods in
the seventeenth-century "erisis").18 The growth of the English
economy in spite of these obstacles can in part be explained by
the low autonomy of the English Crown. The Crown 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 autonomy 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—agént framework in this
chapter, I will conclude with a few comments about alternative
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 Crown autonomy comes in the first half of the sixteenth
century when 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 growth of
capitalism and the power 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 existence of two
fairly powerful classes in England in the seventeenth century
(agrarian landowners and merchant capitalists) did not increase
the autonomy of the Crown 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 eventual result of the "equilibrium"
in England was 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 enjoyed 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 power of the dominant class (Hurstfield, 1973:

48-49). English history seems to clearly illustrate an ongoing



conflict between Crown 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 how it
shaped English history requires conceptualizing the Crown as a
potentially autonomous power with its own interests in a way that

is excluded by the conceptual framework of Dominant Class theory.
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CHAPTER 8
SWEDISH ABSOLUTISM: CROWN AUTONOMY,

EMPIRE-BUILDING, AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The Swedish Absolutism created by Gustav Vasa emerged in
an enviromment 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 Swedish nobility was weaker. Second, the forma-
tion of the Swedish state was accomplished by breaking away from a
larger political system within which Sweden was dominated by
Denmark, a process which produced nationalist sentiments which
would only come much later to the rest of Europe. Third, Gustav
Vaga took over a country marked by extreme economic backwardness.
Population was 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
Engziand, France, or Spain. In short, the total volume of re-
sources available in Sweden was extremely low. The history of the
relations between 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 two centuries between the triumph of Gustav Vasa in
1523 and the replacement of Absolutism by Parliamentary government
in 1720, there were 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 Crown autonomy,
giving members of the high nobility direct control of the state
for two twelve-year periods (1632-44 and 1660-72). Crown autonomy
also rose and fell according to the outcomes of the almost
constant Swedish wars. War was 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, rapid transformation in some sectors
and stagnation in others. Swedish Absolutism began as a peripher-
al country, dominated by foreign merchants and exporting raw
materials in exchange for manufactured goods. However, by the
seventeenth century the control of foreign merchants was greatly
diminished, and Swedish copper and iron industries were dominant
in Europe. Sweden had moved from the periphery to the semi-

periphery. All of this occurred in spite of the almost total
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stagnation of Swedish agriculture; nothing like an "agricultural
revolution" took place in Sweden until well 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
Swedish 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 between Crown 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 Sweden centralization also took place,
but it was a secondary process. The formation of Swedish Abso-

lutism was mainly a process of decentralization, in which the

Swedish state broke away from a larger political entity, the Union
of Kalmar.

The Union of Kalmar, formed between 1389 and 1397, brought
together Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Finland in what was terri-
torially the largest "state" in Europe. It was initially formed
to prevent German domination of the individually weak Scandinavian

countries (Andersson, 1956: 71-73). 1In spite of the fact that
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Denmark dominated the Union (Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934:
47), Swedish nobles generally supported it for two reasons: (1)
many held land in more than one Scandinavian countxry 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 was far away (in Demmark) giving the noble
council (Rad) 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 the Union
which continued for the next several decades.

However, the opposition of the peasants and miners in
Sweden alone was not enough to break the Union as long as the
power of the Danish leaders of the Union was 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

vere taken from Svedish nobles by foreign kings (Scott, 1977:
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88). Third, and most important, Denmark wanted a strong monarchy
whereas Swedish nobles desired an aristocratic constitutionalism
with an elective monarchy (Scott, 1977: 87). This basgic differ-
ence in political ideology was brought to a head when a Danish
king, Kristian II, tried to impose his autocratic rule on Sweden
by force. The high nobility (whose organization in the noble
council [Rad] allowed them to make a decision collectively) chose
to side with the patriofic 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 by 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 thé price of delegating authority to a Swedish ruler whom they

would soon discover they could not control.



Crown Autonomy in
Sixteenth—-Century Sweden

When Gustav Vasa was elected king of Sweden in 1523 (since
the monarchy was not at this point hereditary), 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 custams could not produce much
revenue, the nobility was traditionally exempt from taxation, and
the ability of the peasants to pay had been decreased by the
negative effects of the long war with Denmark on agricultural
production. Moreover, Gustav's war debt was 114,500 marks (Scott,
1977: 123), and he also owed privileges to the Lubeck merchants
who had helped him win independence (they had a monopoly on
Swedish trade and paid no customs) (Andersson, 1956: 121).

Crown autonomy was also limited by the existence of strong
control mechanisms traditionally held by both primary and
secondary principals. Constitutional limits on Crown autonomy
were much stronger than in France and equalled those in England.
The most important of these was Mangus Eriksson's Land Law,
initially written as a codification of civil and criminal law in
the fourteenth century. This document declared that the monarchy
was to be elective, the noble council was to have veto power over
all legislation, and that the monarch could not diminish noble
privileges or imprison any 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 royal authority for the next four
centuries (Roberts, 1968: 40-41). One of the first of these was
the Recess of Kalmar drawn up by the noble Rad 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 comstitutionalism which lasted through
the period of the Union, were enforced (to the extent that they
wvere) by the existence of organizations with the power 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
legiglative assembly, with delegates from the nobility, clergy,
merchants, and peasants. The initial Riksdag was comnvened during
Engelbrekt's famous revolt (which explains the fact that it was
more representative than other European legislative assemblies,
including the peasantry), and the organization met with increasing
regularity throughout the fifteenth century (Scott, 1977: 112),

The Riksdag had some control over taxation but little formal power



in the sixteenth century. Control over taxes was 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 Sweden. Throughout
Western Europe the primary principal controlling the royal 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
influence state policy were minimal. The bourgeoisie was 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 owned 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 Sweden). 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 with their military role in the revolts against the Union
that eventually produced Swedish independence, allowed members of
this class to obtain and maintain positions in organizations with
capacities to control state policies. They were the most numerous
members of the Provincial Estates, from which the Crown had to
obtain consent for any new taxes. Moreover, unlike any other
European peasant, they had their own estate in the national
legislative organization. Peasants used this position both to
monitor the Crown (passing information about Crown activities on
to other members of the class at Provincial Estates and in village
communities) and to sanction the Crown as well. 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 Crown 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 Sweden were fundamentally different from those
in France. In France the nobility and the Crown were competing
for the peasant's resources, thus nobles often led or at least
failed to suppress peasant tax revolts to minimize Crown taxation
so they could maximize their extractions from the peasantry
(Mousnier, 1945; Brustein, 1985; see also Chapter 6). Tax revolts

were primarily attempts by nobles to sanction Crown policies
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against their interests. In Sweden, a large proportion of the
peasantry were independent landowners or working on Crown lands
and paying nothing to nobles, and those who did pay rents to
nobles paid a much smaller, fixed amount of tax to the Crown
(Roberts, 1962: 46). Thus Swedish nobles had no interest in
inciting peasant tax revolts. Revolts against Crown policies in
Sweden almost always originated with and were led by members of
the lower 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 Vasal to treat his
people in a less autocratic manner" (Andersscn, 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 by the Reformation confiscation of church lands.
Nobles in Sweden were the weakest in Western Europe (the converse,
in this case, of peasant strength). In 1623 they owned only 20.7
percent of the land in Sweden (Roberts, 1968: 38), less than half

as much as peasants owned. Moreover, many members of the high



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 between 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 Frencﬁ kings were able to do,
Custav Vasa was able to play the various organizations off against
each other and thus increase his power relative to all of them.
The Rad, controlled entirely by the nobility, was the most
powerful control mechanism, so Gustav used the Riksdag to break
its monopoly of power (Roberts, 1968: 81-82, 85). Within the
Riksdag, both Gustav and later Swedish 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 weaknesses and avoid the strengths of
each, increasing his autonomy in the process.

The most serious problem for Gustav Vasa when he became
monarch was 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
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from the Crown. Gustav's goal was 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 Crown and the nobility was 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 Crown, 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 when
he summoned it (Roberts, 1968: 121) (it often met weekly in later
reigns). The Riksdag did not meet at all between 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 king, 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 nobilit& 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 was
formed (Andersson, 1956: 132), and accounting procedures in the
fiscal system were 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 was improved by tripling the
number of royal 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 autonomy and thus for the policies of high taxation and empire

building that characterize autonomous Absolutist states. But

Gustav himeelf did not pursue these policies. His was & time of
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building Crown autonomy; only when his sons took over was the new
power of the monarchy reflected in predatory state policies.
Gustav built up Sweden'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 was
probably Sweden's relative military weakness, which would 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 Sweden's powerful 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
strengthén the Swedish Crown, he made one serious mistake that
would decrease the autonomy of his sons relative to the nobility.
When Gustav died, one of his sons, Erik, became King of Sweden,
and two others, Johan and Karl, were given total control of large

dukedoms. This had two negative effects. TFirst, 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 of 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 weakening 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 judéed by commoners. He used the Riksdag (since
it was much more easily manipulated) to decrease the power of the
high nobility in the Rad (Roberts, 1968: 226-227). Even more
non—-noble administrators were used than in his father's reign
(Roberts, 1968: 244). Erik XIV also created a titled nobility
(counts, barons) for the first time in Sweden (Roberts, 1968:
220-221), solidifying the economic stratification of the class and
producing a gulf that would greatly diminish the ability of the

nobility to act collectively. The power of the Crown was used to
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wvage a war with Denmark in an attempt to control Baltic trade
routes, beginning the long period that would come to be known as
Sweden's "Age of Empire."

The war against Denmark was not going well, the nobility
was 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
were increasingly being strained by a war Sweden was 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
laid out in Mangus Eriksson's Land Law. The "increasingly
powerful" nobility was able to obtain an exemption for their class
from customs dues and increase the exemptions of peasants working
for nobles from Crown taxation (Andersson, 1956: 149-150),
increasing, in both cases, noble resources at the expense of the

Crown. Noble control capacities were increased in 1585 when the
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Rad obtained the right to supervise the royal mint and provincial
governors (all of whom were nobles) were given control over the
royal 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 by Gustav Vasa and strengthened by Erik XIV could not be
dismantled easily. Two things worked in Johan's favor. First,
nobles were still not in control of many ﬁowerful positions within
the state from which 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 lower nobles
severely decreased the power of the class to oppose Crown 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 was increased, and all classes were made to pay (Roberts,
1968: 310). The exemptions gained at the beginning of the reign
for themselves and their peasants did not last long. Deb«x* ments
of the currency were also used (in 1568-1575 and 1590-1592) to
augment Crown revenue. Johan used the money to continue the

empire-building strategy begun by Erik by attacking Russia. This
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time it was much more successful since Sweden gained land,
importaqt ports in Livonia, and an indemnity of 20,000 rubles
(Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934: 98-99; Reddaway, 1906: 181).
This war was possible in spite of the fact that it was 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 won),
illustrating the relatively high level of Crown autonomy at the
time (Roberts, 1968: 306-307). Johan 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 Crown, giving the nobility power. Two 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 was 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 Crown. The Accession Charter of 1594, forced on Sigismund
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when he became king, was 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 were 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 by 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 destroyed between 1600 and
1602 (Roberts, 1968: 428~429). Karl used many more non—noble

officials to run the state, those whose only loyalty was to the
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Crown and who could easily be fired (Roberts, 1968: 436-437).
The stage was being set for the reign of one of the most powerful

monarchs in Swedish history, Gustavas Adolphus.

State Policies and Economic
Development in the Sixteenth Century

At the beginning of its Absolutist Era, Sweden 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 was
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 was controlled by
foreign merchants (Roberts, 1968: 33). The prospects of any type
of economic development occurring in Sweden were bleak. However,
development did occur in some economic sectors, due mainly to the
policies of the highly autonomous Swedish Crown.

The policies of the Crown did not facilitate economic
development in agriculture and are in fact at least partially
responsible for the stagnation of this sector of the Swedish
economy. Both the causes and consequences of state policies

regarding agriculture in Sweden are very similar to those in
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France (see Chapter 6). In both countries the peasantry was
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, laws 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 also passed (see Chapter 7), rulers in Sweden, like those in
France, were able to enforce laws which prevented the concentra-
tion of land in the hands of the dominant class. The successful
implementation of the interests of the Swedish Crown, due to the
high autonomy of the Crown and the weakness 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 Sweden, small peasant farms and low 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 Sweden from the periphery to
the semi-periphery of the world economy. The iron industry

provides a very good example. Early in the Absolutist Era, Sweden



was exporting raw 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 which was then
reimported into Sweden). The reason Sweden did not produce bar
iron is that the mining industry was 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 Sweden 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 Sweden. The main problem for Sweden early in the
Absolutist Era, as for most peripheral countries, was that its
trade was controlled by foreign merchants. Sweden was primarily
dependent on merchants from Lubeck (Ross, 1976: 50), who 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 allowing Lubeck merchants to dictate prices
(Ross. 1976: 51), hurt both the Crown 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 economy by force (Scott, 1977: 140).
Sweden was soon trading with many countries (England, France,
Spain, Netherlands) without being dependent on any one. Wars
later in the century also helped Sweden gain control of importaﬁt
ports and waterways (Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934: 98-99).
Military power, one of the most important fruits of Crown
autonomy, was allowing 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 was in the direct interests of the Crown as
Sweden's largest mercﬁant to keep trade open internally
(Heckscher, 1954: 66-67). As a result, transaction costs of
internal trade in Sweden were lowered. Lastly, compared to the
rest of Western Europe, Sweden,K lacked adequate urban areas
necessary for trade. Sixteenth-century monarchs tried to solve

this problem by founding towns (which were 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 were created "from agove" by the deliberate policies of
an autonomous Crown in Sweden (Heckscher, 1954: 74).

Crown 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
Crown autonomy would be high. Sweden was 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 were 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 with 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 was in many ways similar to

the Petition of Right forced upon the English monarchy at about



the same time. The Charter dictated that the monarch could not
make law or go to war without 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 by the Crown)
(Andersson, 1956: 161).

Given the depletion of Crown resources and the strong
constitutional limitations on Crown autonomy, how was Gustav II
able to rebuild and maintain an autonomous Absolutist state? The
answer, provided by the principal-agent theory, is that constitu-
tional limits are useless unless they can be enforced, and the
primary and secondary principels 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
Crown 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 without 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.
AIt 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 calied when the king wanted 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 Crown. As & result of all of these factors, the consti-
tutional limits on Crown autonomy were not enforced (Andersson,
1956: 162; Scott, 1977: 164).

In addition to the weakness of primary and secondary
principals, the autonomy of the royal agent was greatly enhanced
by Gustav's transformations of the state apparatus. The increas-

ing demands on the state made the personal, patrimonial government



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 was rationalized when
the provincial governors were used to monitor royal 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 Sweden 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
officiaels to enforce policies against their class interests.
However, this was not the case in Sweden. The main difference

between England and Sweden was that in contrast to England's
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unpaid or underpaid staff, the Swedish Crown 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 Sweden than in
'England.
The high auvtonomy of the Crown during the reign of Gustav

II can be illustrated by the policies of the Swedish state. The
two main interests of the Crown, high levels of taxation and
empire-building, were realized even against opposition. The
period of increasing taxation began as early as 1614 when all
Swedes, including the nobility, were taxes in order to pay off the
large war indemnity owed to Denmark (Roberts, 1953, I: 125). But
the most dramatic increase in taxes came when Sweden entered the
Thirty Years War. 1In 1620 many new forms of taxes were created,
and again not only the peasantry but nobles as well had to pay
(Scott, 1977: 191). Two new direct taxes were 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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vorking for the nobility as well. Three new indirect taxes, Ship
Money (1630), the Little Toll (1622), and the Mill Toll (1625),
were paid by all social classes (Roberts, 1958, II: 68-70). 1In
spite of their opposition in the Riksdag, nobles were not able to
prevent these tax increases (Roberts, 1958, II: 70).

The Crown amassed wealth in order to pursue en empire-
building strategy. The size of the army was increased from
between 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 Swedish 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 aiways the prospect that they would get some of the land that
may be won. But very few 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 were potential and dis£ant whereas the losses were
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 to war was generally
made in spite of them or without them. For example, the decisions

of Gustav to fight Poland in 1621 and of Kristina to fight Bremen



in 1653 were made without consulting 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,l and, most important, the Prussian Tolls. The
Prussian Tolls alone were the largest single source of Crown
revenue for most of the 1630s (Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934:
125-126). As long as Sveden was winning, an empire-building
strategy paid high dividends.

The policies of the highly autonomous Crown did not go
totally unchallenged. Gustav II did manage to 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 riksdaler 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 was exacerbated by Gustav's policy of
alienating Crown lands and even tax revenues in exchange for
services to the Crown 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 was 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, would lead to lower autonomy.

The death of Gustavus Adolphus in 1632 marks the beginning
of & new era in Swedish political history, in some ways 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—old girl heir to the throne.
The twelve-year regency government that ruled until Kristina came
of age put control of state power in the hands of the higher
aristocracy (Andersson, 1956: 180). Another document asserting
the constitutional limits on the Crown, the Form of Government of
1634, was passed. Perhaps the most significant policy of the
regency government was to transfer land from the Crown to the

nobility. In the twelve years of the regency, two and one-half

302



303
times as much land was given away as in the 21 years of Gustavus
Adolphus' reign (Scott, 1977: 217). The Rad basically gave land
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 whom the royal revenues had been alienated."
As a result of this transfer of resources, the "balance 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 between
1611 and 1652, and royal revenues dropped from 6.36 million silver
daler 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 Palmstierna, 1934: 149). It
ig difficult to explain from the principal-agent perspective why
Kristina would have continued the policy of the regency of
alienating Crown lands. She seems to have acted against Crown
interests without being compelled to do so. Perhaps that is why

historians have focused on her "folly" (Roberts, 1962: 48), her



personal "weakness" (Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934: 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 power. Charles was able to
push through a limited "reduktion" (regaining lands alienated by
the Crown) in 1655, but his early death put an end to this policy
(Dahlgren, 1973: 177). During the twelve-year regency government
that followed Charles' death, the process of reduktion was slowed
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 were allowed 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 was apparent (Svanstrom 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, was that the class

was divided (Andersson, 1956: 212). The Crown lands had gone

3. Since Sweden had been accepting military subsidies from
France for many years and desperetely needed them when other
sources of revenue had dried up, they were compelled to go to war
when France demanded it. This is perhaps an apt illustration of
the difference between 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 loyal to him
(Scott, 1977: 215). The total isolation of the high nobility
made them powerless against the combined forces of the Crown and
the rest of Swedish society.

Charles was 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 Crown held
almost 36 percent (peasants owned 31.5 percent) (Heckscher, 1954:
126). Many nobles 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
political power 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 with improvements in accounting procedures,
increased state revenue by two and cne-helf million riksdaler per

year (Svanstrom and Palmstierna, 1934: 171). The national debt
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was reduced from 40-50 million silver daler in 1681 to only 10
millien in 1697 (Agren, 1973: 247). Why did Charles XI not use
the new wealth of the Crown 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 cases
they were interested in rebuilding the resources of the Crown.
This similarity indicates the necessity to modify the general
argument ébout the relation between autonomy and empire-building.
A1l 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 Swedish Crown in the seventeenth
century was geﬁerally high, although it was punctuated by periods
of low autonomy due to regency governments and resource transfers.
The result was state policies oriented toward high taxation and
war. We should not expect short-term changes in autonomy, such as
regency governments, to alter most state poliéies drastically
(resource transfers are one exception). Long-term economic and
military policies, due to organizational inertia, are very
difficult to change quickly.

As in the sixteenth century, the policies of the autono-

moug Swedish monarchy had generally negative effects on
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agriculture. The Crown continued to protect peasant property,
most prominently with a law passed in 1627 (Roberts, 1958, II:
151-153). Since productivity was 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 was 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 view seems difficult to
sustain for the copper and iron industries. Just as in the core
of the world-system, Crown autonomy hindered agricultural develop-
ment in Sweden.

The policies of autonomous Swedish rulers in the seven-
teenth century generally aided the development of industry, with a
few notable exceptions. By far the most important developments in
Sweden took place in the iron and copper industries. In fact,
without royal aid the copper and iron industries "could scarcely
have overcome their difficuliies" due to a lack of capital
(Roberts, 1958, II: 35). The transformation from industries that
only produced raw materials to those that refined them as well was
made possible by the efforts of the Crown (Roos, 1976: 57). 1In
addition to providing capital, the state disciplined labor by

intervening to crush strikes (Scott, 1977: 188-189). The Swedish
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Crown not only provided capital directly, but it also encouraged
foreign capitalists to invest (Roberts, 1958, II: 104). The
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 by 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). The difference between dependency and
peripheralization and controlled growth and a rise to the semi-
periphery was the autonomy and power of the Swedish Crown. The
resulting growth in the copper and iron industries was nothing
short of phenomenal. Between 1621-1625 and 1631-1635 copper
export quintupled, and iron export increased seven-fold; between
1640 and 1680 iron exports more than doubled again (Scott, 1977:
188, 220-222).

The Swedish Crown was not able to aid industrial develop—
ment in other 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) allowed the Crown
more control over the economy but probably did not facilitate

growth (Scott, 1977: 189). It appears that the tendency of an



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 Sweden. The Crown did prohibit rural industry
to protect the towns (Roberts, 1958, II: 26), but since laws 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 Svedish 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 Crown since it was one of the largest merchants in Sweden)
(Roberts, 1958, II: 145-146). However, as was the case in
industry, not all Crown 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 copper,
the coins had to be very large. A two—daler piece, the standard
coin, measured 9.5 inches diagonally, and a ten—daler coin weighed
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 Swedish Absolutism

The history of the rule of Charles XII, the last Absolute
monarch in Sweden, is the history of war. The power of the
Swedish Crown 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 away.
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 wishes of the king (Svanstrom and
Palmstierna, 1934: 185). The resources built up by Charles XI'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 new constitution was drawn up, a queen

with no real power was elected, and the Riksdag was given power to
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run the state. The form of government in Sweden 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 Swedish 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 Swedish 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 predatoéy Swedish rulers (Braudel, 1984:
54). The irony of the position of the Swedish Crown was that for
the same reason, & lack of resources, their empire-building
strategy was found to fail. Perhaps if the autonomy of the
Swedish Crown were lower and the predatory policies of the monarch
prevented, this would not have happened. But given the high
autonomy of Swedish monarchs and the predatory nature of all
rulers, we have in the case of Sweden 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 Swedish empire was due to both internal
and external factors. I have thus far stressed the internal
factor, a lack of societal resources. The population of Sweden

was small and scattered, its soil and climate were 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 Sweden. The first was the increasing power of Sweden's rivals
in the semi-periphery, generated by Sweden's early military
success. Sweden's earlylmilitary success, like that of Lan-
castrian England, was due to the early formation of a strong
state. Sweden'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 organizationally,
their vastly greater populations and resources propelled thenm
ahead (as the Great Northern War illustrates). The second
external factor concerns shifting alliances in the core. They
early power of Sweden depended to some extent on the support of
the Dutch. The Dutch wanted free trade in the Baltic and thought
a balance of power in the region was the best way to insure it.
They thus supported Sweden early to break the power of Demmark.
However, when Sweden became the most powerful state in the region,
the Dutch switched sides, making a treaty with Denmark in 1649.

Ironically, Sweden's military success had created the conditions
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that would lead to her defeat, and with the loss of empire came

the end of Absolutism.



CHAPTER 9

SPANISH ABSOLUTISM

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 abundance 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
royal 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 with 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 world-system is
also unique, with a sharp disjunction between a dominant political

military position controlling a large empire and a subordinate,
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peripheral economic position.1 What 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 Sweden 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 viewed 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 radicel disjunction between 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.



(perhaps the weakest in Western Europe) nor external threats from
other states (England and France were 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 &nd Isabella able to form an Absolutist
state in Spain toward the end of the fifteenth century? The
answer has less to do with the choice of the dominant class to
delegate power than with the ability of the rulers to take power.
In contrast to social contract theories, rulers must be viewed as
active participants in Absolutist state formation; the case of
Spain cannot otherwise be explained.

Absolutist Spain was created by the union of the two very

different kingdoms of Castile and Aragon with the marriage of

Ferdinand and Isabella.? C(Castile, the larger and more populous of

the two, was 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 was primarily oriented toward Mediterranean trade.

Two other differences between the two 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 was next in line for the throne in their respec-
tive kingdoms. The significance of the marriage only became
obvious long after it had occurred.

316



317
are noteworthy. The Aragonese kingdom, due to its geographical
position across the Pyrenees from France, did face an external
threat (which grew as France recovered from the Hundred Years War)
(Elliott, 1964: 7). However, in contrast to what a social
contract theory would predict, & 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 kingdom than is Castile (Myers, 1975:
60-65).

The initial formation of an Absolutist state in Spain,
centered in Castile, was determined by the resogrces of the new
rulers and the lack of control mechanisme available to the
dominant class. Power was not so much delegated by 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 was instituted, were sufficient
to allow them to win the civil war started by nobles who opposed
their rule (Elliott, 1964: 29-30). The main reason Ferdinand and

Isabella were 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 royal authority (Payne,
1973: 185). Moreover, the most important mechanism of legisla-
tive and fiscal control in Castile, the Cortes, was very weak
(Myers, 1975: 60-62). The importance of control mechanisms can
be illustrated by 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 royal
Absolutism to a much greater extent (Elliott, 1964: 18). The
unification of the Spanish kingdom was very incoqplete due to
these differences in control capacities, rule may have been
"absolute" 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 Crown autonomy
during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella, it is necessary to
define the important principals attempting to control the royal
agent., In addition to the nobility, everywhere the primary

principal in the Absolutist Era, the most important social group,



and the only one that acted as a significant secondary principal,
wvas the clergy. The power of the clergy in Spain was based on
their historical role, their resources, and their control capaci-
ties. Just as the power of the Swedish 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 owned 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 system 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 century of Spanish Absolutism provides an apt
illustration of the relative importance of the two main determin—
ants of Crown autonomy, the resources and control capacities of
primary principals. Spanish nobles had greater resources than any
other European dominant class. They owned well 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 woul.
Moreover, the resources of the Castilian nobility were 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 migratory, there was a
basic conflict of interest between the farming faction of the
nobility and the sheepherding faction.3 Moreaver, there was an
extremely high level of intra—class stratification among spanish
nobles, cutting across the division between farmers and sheep-
herders. The richest and most powerful were the Grandees

(initially only 25 families), followed by the Titulos (titled

3. Famming nobles tried to force sheepherders to pay
tolls for crossing their land, and the large and unruly sheep
herds often trempled farmers' crops.



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 wealth 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, was extremely weak.
The Castilian Cortes had no legislative power (the Crown made law
without consulting them) (Maravall, 1961: 799) and had little
fiscal power since the majority of Crown 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). 1In 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 taxation in the kingdom of Aragon
were kept much lower than those in Castile (Lynch, 1981, II: 34).

Ferdinand and Isabella were able to build a moderately autoncmous
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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 thet 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 drawn from

this comparison is clear: resources of principals alone cannot

limit Crown autonomy in the absence of effective control mechan—

isms.

Not only did the nobility have vast resources at its
disposal, but the Crown had ample resources as well. Revenues
from the alcabala, 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 between 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 Crown 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 Crown was dependent on them for revenue.



The resources of the Crown were more efficiently used and
the autonomy of the Crown was 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 Crown control (Smith, 1965:
122; Elliott, 1964: 86-87). High nobles were replaced not only
in the Council of Castile but in many other administrative and
military positions by men of lower social origins more loyal 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 well 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, what they referred to as a "preeminent monarchy"
(Payne, 1973: 173; Maravall, 1961: 792), and owing 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 wide variations in their policies, some favoring Crown
interests, others clearly in the interests of the nobles or the

clergy. The Crown was 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, were
paid by all classes). The Crown was 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 Crown to break the economic power of the nobil-
ity, most of the land remained in noble possession and thus
outside the tax base of the Crown.# In fact, the Crown 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 well 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 powerful position in the
Royal Council (Klein, 1920: 209), and the Crown 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 Crown and the
Mesta in the early phase of Spanish Absolutism were involved in a
classic symbiotic relationship in which they were 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 Crown 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 Crown.

One of the most important policy programs of Ferdinand and
Isabella, the Inquisition, illustrates the power of the clergy as
a significant secondary principal. Determining whether the
Inquisition was in the interests of the Crown (and thus need not
be attributed to the power of the clergy) is not easy since the
Inquisition both helped and hurt the Crown. The Inquigition can
be viewed as part of state-making, creating homogeneity in the
population and thus making it easier to rule (Tilly, 1975;
Elliott, 1964: 97). But the arguments to the contrary 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 very useful. They were very 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 (making the
Crown less dependent on the high nobility). Because of their
direct utility to the Crown, pre-Absolutist Spanish monarchs had a
long history of protecting Jews from persecution (Payne, 1973:
207).

The Inquisition was 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
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exteﬁt. the nobility. As noted above, the clergy controlled
resources on which the Crown was dependent and which were legiti-
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), was
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 were competing and also
directly since most of the lands confiscated from the Jews 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 between the
dominant class and Spanish rulers. The empire both provided
revenue and created the need for more revenue to fight the wars
necessary to protect it, and as the sixteenth century wore on, the

latter began to far exceed 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 autonomy 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 Crown 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 Crown. The vast resources at their disposal may have

made revolt a successful strategy to decrease Crown autonomy. Yet
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the nobles of Spain did not themselves revolt nor did they
facilitate peasant revolts against Crown 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 shown, class-collaboration
revolts are less likely in this context. Fourth, and perhaps most
important, in the turbulent seventeenth century when nobles
elsewhere were 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 Crown began to in essence
secure the loans to the nobility on a case by case basis. The
fact that this was done not for the class as a whole but for
specific individuals meant that no noble could afford to incur
royal disfavor if he wanted to be able to borrow money (Jago,
1973: 234). The result of the debt dependence of the nobility
was that revolts, elsewhere powerful sanctions against Crown
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 Crown
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 Crown (Braudel, 1973: 711;
Myers, 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 Cortes, and after 1538 monarchs
simply no longer chose to summon either the nobility or the clérgy
(Myers, 1975: 98). The Cortes was reduced o 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 between the
Crown and the dominant class in Spain by which the Crown was given
political power and in exchange the economic position of the
nobility was not challenged. This "deal" can be explained with a
Dominant Class theory (e.g., Anderson, 1974), but how can it be
accounted for within a principal-agent framework? A principal-
agent theory of Crown autonomy, with its emphasis on the inter-
action of resources and control, pinpoints the weakness in the

position of both the Crown and the dominant class in Spain. In
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short, the feedback mechanisms that generally reinforce both high
and low autonomy are absent in the Spanish case, making situations
of high and low autonomy much more fragile and moderate autonomy
the norm. High autonomy is usually maintained by rulers pursuing
policies which transfer resources to the Crown (often from the
dominant class) and thus by increasing their resource base (and
lovering 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 clase resources (necessary but not sufficient
conditions of low autonomy) are comverted in mechanisms to control
state policy and by virtue of that control the predatory policies
of rulers are blocked (thus preventing them from acquiring
resourceg) 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 low autonomy from
forming. The Crown 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 autoncmy in which
neither high nor low autonomy could be maintained for long. Low

autonomy was 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 societeal
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 ﬁatched their control deteriorate. The use of
corregidores (in some ways similar to French intendants) did
increase Crown control over municipalities (Braudel, 1973: 687),
high nobles were kept out of power in the Council of Castile, and
royal 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 was 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 Yossified" 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 towns and provinces were
virtually independent, and tax collection was often delegated to
foreigners (Braudel, 1973: 692, 695). The decentralization of
power which had to result from the size of the empire resulted in

a balkanization of the Spanish state (Payne, 1973: 255), making



it easier for iocal 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
borrowing), continued to diminish the real income of the state.

Philip II was forced into declaring bankruptcies in 1557, 1575,
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and 1596 (others would 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 mainteining 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 would 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 Castile.® Only the
Americas proved to be consistently profitable, providing as much

as 20-25 percent of total Crown revenue between 1583 and 1597

5. The regularity of the bankruptcies of the Spanish
state, coming almost exactly at twenty-year intervals, indicates
that the fiscal crisis of the Spanish state was based on funda-
mental structural weakness and not conjunctural problems.

6. Even other parts of spain did not provide funds neces-
sary to support the Crown. Aragon paid only 200,000 ducats
annually efter 1533 (Payne, 1973: 282), a strong testament to the
effectiveness of noble control mechanisms (primerily in the
Aragonese Cortes).



(Payne, 1973: 283). When this windfall began to dry up in the
seventeenth century, Crown autonomy withered as well.

If it were 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 (Swart, 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 Crown
autonomy was moderate, not low, 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 Crown during this
period was moderate, it is important to distinguish between
policies generally in the interests of the Crown 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 whereas

policies favoring Crown interests had mixed effects.
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The two 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 shown
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 necessary to
improve productivity (and the absentee owners did not have the
incentive to do so). A comparison with England, where land was
generally leased not to peasants but to gentry with the resources
to improve it and an "agricultural revolution" occurred as a
result, is illustrative. Moreover, entail laws passed by the
Crown 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 Crown autonomy was moderate, not high, was the

support of the Mesta. Taxation of the Mesta provided the Crown in
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some years with its largest single source of revenue (North and
Thomas, 1973: 85), making rulers very dependent on this faction
of the nobility. Crown legal support of the large Mesta sheep-
walks "can only appear as a wilfull sacrifice of Castile's long-
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 were 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 by 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 abandomment of a great deal of farm
land (Payne, 1973: 277-278).7 1In 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 was 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
Crown since it was one of the main consumers of grain to feed the
army (Elliott, 1964: 63).
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grain. The power of the Mesta also slowed the development of
Spanish textile manufacturing. Unlike England, where wool
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 industry in Spain did not
produce a fiourishing textile industry.

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 & loss of capital that could have facili-
tated industrial development, but the expulsion of these two
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 were exactly the two groups decimated by the Inquisi-
tion, it is not unlikely that the lack of protoindustriel 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 Crown interests had mixed effects. Outside the core of



the world-system (and in spite of its military power, Spain was an
exporter of raw materiasls and an importer of finished goods), a
moderate or high level of Crown autonomy is & necessary 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
Crown in the sixteenth century was accompanied by some growth in
manufacturing (Payne, 1973: 279; Elliott, 1964: 179-180), and
the low autonomy of the seventeenth century 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 autonomy
also produced frequent warfare to protect the empire, which in the
Spanish case created a large state debt. Since the state always
needed to borrow money and the rate of return was fairly high for
the lender, the existence of a persistent state debt diverted
capital away from more productive uses. Loans to the state were
safer than investment in industry and thus (along with 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 were 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-
logicel 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 Sweden in doing this
will be discussed in the context of the seventeenth century).
That protectionist legislation was to some extent successful is
indicated by the fact that Spanish merchants and textile manufac-
turers were much more prosperous in the sixteenth century than in
the seventeenth (Payne, 1973: 273). The Crown was also autono-
mous enough to extract the revenue necessary to improve roads and
create a postal system (Elliott, 1964: 112-113). Although this
was probably done to increase Crown control of peripheral regions
in Spain, it had the effect of lowering the transaction costs for

merchants and thue facilitating trade. Lastly, the Crown had the
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resources to found colonies in the Americas which for a while?
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 Crown.

The Seventeenth Century:
Declining Autonomy

The seventeenth-century decline of Spain was not just an
economic and military decline of the country relative to others
but also a decline of the Crown relative to the nobility. It is
no coincidence that as Spain became more peripheral in the world
economy, declining Crown autonomy and economic decline each
reinforced the dowmward spiral of the other. The causes of
declining autonomy 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

power in Spain, increased somewhat, and Crown control of the staff

9. Increased demand in the colonies did not produce long-
term growth in Speain 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 with
the Spanish colonies.
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of the stete 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 repidly
deteriorated as the demands and losses of the Thirty Years War led
to revolts in Catalonia and Portugal in 1640. The Peace of
Westphalia 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 power 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 wars, seventeenth—century monarchs remained con-
stantly in debt (Lynch, 1981, II: 38-39, 91).

The Spanish Crown 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 exactly the opposite as a
series of "weak" 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 worsened as continuous
Habsburg intermarriage produced genetically inferior rulers. The
first long royal 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 Crown authority.
Charles II was "too 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 Crown was plagued by declining resources
and weak rulers, the Spanish nobility was thriving. Due to the
fact that the "price revolution" was making land more valuable and
their ability to raise rents at will, the economic position of the
nobility improved throughout the sixteenth century (Vives, 1969:
342; Payne, 1973: 268, 271). As the smaller landowners were
forced out by rapidly increasing debts, land became even more

concentrated in the hands of the high nobility (Elliott, 1961:



63). Nobles also profited directly from the declining autonomy of
the Crown. Constant debt forced the Crown to sell many tax
jurisdictions to nobles. By 1650 three thousand Spanish towns
paid taxes not to the Crown but to members of the dominant class
(Lynch, 1981, II: 145). Many high nobles also received royal
"mercedes," ostensibly payments for services to the state.
However, 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 Crown 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 was for Castile an aristocratic
century par excellence" (Jago, 1979: 61). Vives (1969: 338)
refers to this period as the "political triumph of Spain's great
land-owning nobility." This triumph would not have been possible
without some development of control mechanisms, notoriously weak
in the sixteenth century. Yet the development of noble control
mechanisms even in the seventeenth century was very incomplete.
The Cortes of Castile was useless as a control mechanism, parti&

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 without a single
meeting of the Cortes between 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 were kept much lower (Lynch, 1981, II: 40).

The development of noble control took place in the
Council, the office of Valido, and the courts. Braudel (1973:
713) notes that the nobility "filled all of the chief posts of
government with its own men, bringing its own factions and
passiong to the capital." 1In place of the loyal men from lower
ranks that filled it in the sixteenth century, the Council of
State was 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 powerful
and practically direct control of state policy formation. Kings
would ask the Council for advice and usually do no more than give

"perfunctory agreement" to noble recommendations (Lynch, 1981, II:



22). As Durand (1976: 24) puts it, "the kings of Spain suffered
the tyranny of their own councils."

The second way in which noble control was increased was
through the "office™ of valido (royal favorite). Beginning with
Philip III, validos (who always came from the high nobility)
replaced the secretaries (drawn from outside the high nobility)
used by sixteenth-century monarchs. The power of the validos
often surpassed that of the weak Habsburg kings, leaving the
rulers "wictims of powerful validos" (Lynch, 1981, II: 29).
"What 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 was weakest. 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 Crown's internal control over the state apparatus also
waned ;n the seventeenth century. The Crown 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 many 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 & result, Crown revenue was declining in
Spain while it was rising in other states (Swart, 1949: 38).
Mutinies and sit—down strikes became fairly common in the army
(Smith, 1965: 211). Due to the power of the high nobility, Crown
attempts at administrative reform were blocked (Lynch, 1981, II:
294).

State Policies and Economic
Development in the Seventeenth Century

The Spanich 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 between 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
agricultural productivity was low, 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 wool production. The major
decline in the Americas trade occurred later, between 1640 and
1700 (Kriedte, 1983: 85). Industrial production began to decline
under Philip III and collapsed totelly at the end of the century
under Charles II (Smith, 1965: 215).

The decline of Spain cannot be understood outside the
context of a prolonged period of dependency (Kamen, 1978). 1In
spite of its vast military power, Spain was never in the core of
the world economy. The Spanish economy was always dependent on
the more economically developed countries (like England, France,
and the Netherlands), and this dependency became much worse in the
seventeenth century. Spain remained a producer of raw wool for
export, but the small textile industry that had developed in the
sixteenth century declined in the seventeenth, and Spain had to
import most textiles (Lynch, 1981, II: 161). Raw iron was
produced in Spain, but no armaments industry developed, and Spein
had to buy military equipment from other countries Lynch, 1981,
ITI: 162). In general Spanish manufacturing could not keep up
with foreign competition (Kriedte, 1983: 73), and most trade was
controlled by foreign merchants (Kamen, 1978: 47). As Elliott
(1961: 62) puts it, Spain's economy was "closer in many ways to
that of an East European state like Poland . . . than to the

economies of West 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 any 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 way to answer this question is to compare Spain
to another country similar in many ways, Sweden. As noted in
Chapter 8, Sweden was also outside the core of the world-system,
producing many raw materials (raw iron, furs, tar), importing
manufactured goods, and controlled by 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 & result many
sectors of the Swedish economy developed rapidly in the seven-
teenth century. In Sweden 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 raw wool 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
growth whereas the Spanish state did not. How can we account for

this difference?



Two very general differences between Sweden and Spain can
provide at least part of the explanation. First, many mercantil-
ist policies, such as providing capital for developing industries,
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 will 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, we would expect the Swedish
Crown to be more able to pursue "state éapitalist" 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
vere in a "lamentable state" (Ortiz, 1971: 177).

The second general difference between Sweden and Spain

concerns the relative profitability of short-temm strategies.
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Outside of the property of the church which was confiscated, there
vere few resources in Swedish society that cou.: .-2vide high
returns from shcrt-term predatory strategies.10 “.o:o 3h rulers,
on the other hand, had massive revenues available trom the Mesta
taxes and gold and silver from the Americas. Since Spanish
monarchs had more easy 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 two generel 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 Crown 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 Swedish Crown was able
to pursue mercantilist policies and the Spanish Crown was not.
Since some form of mercantilism is necessary to avoid dependency

and facilitate economic development outside the core of the world-

10. Even in how church land was handled Sweden's monarchs
chose steady long—term payoffs instead of short—term windfalls.
Instead of quickly selling church land as in England, the land was
maintained and produced regular yearly profits for the Crown for
over a century.
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system, the different levels of Crown autonomy in Sweden and Spain
partly explain the superior economic performance of Sweden.

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 raw materials for
native industry. The power of the Mesta resulted in open markets
for wool exports at the expense of the Spanish textile industiy.
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 would have facilitated economic
development.ll 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.



open markets in countries outside the core was 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 two main problems faced by the Crown in
the seventeenth century, weak rulers and inadequate internal
control mechanisms, were resolved, autonomy increased. The final
loss of the European empire, although certainly not desired by the
Crown, 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 new 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 would not allow it. Spein was
constantly losing wars during this period and was forced to sign
treaties that mandated free trade by core powers who could profit
by it (the Dutch in the Treaty of Westphalia and the French in the
Pcace of the Pyrenees) (Ortiz, 1971: 188-189). This too is
related to autonomy. The autonomous Swedish Crown was better eble
to mobilize Sweden's resources and thus win wars 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
century 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 aspect of his rule was the transplanting of
French ideas of statecraft that formed the basis for stronger
Crown control of the state (Hargreaves-Mawdsley, 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 new national cortes was made
weaker than ever, with only eight "ceremonial" meetings called
between 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 who had con-
trolled the state in the previous century were excluded from major
government posgitions and generally were replaced by more easily
controlled secretaries (Payne, 1973: 356). The only major source
of noble control of state policy was removed. Intendants were
introduced on the French model, and the noble control of locali-

ties was repiaced by Crown control (Smith, 1965: 280). Due to



increases in Crown 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 autonomy and a shift in policies toward royal interests.
For the first time the Crown was strong enough to force Aragon,
Valencia, and Catalonia to pay their share of taxes (Myer, 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 Results 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 Crown allowed

rulers to pursue mercantilist policies that were blocked by mnoble
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power in the previous century. Yet the increase in autonomy alone
cannot explain the rise of Spanish mercantilism; it is also the
consequence of a change in strategies. Short-temm predatory
strategies were far from totally abandoned (Swart [1949: 39]
notes that rent-seeking was still common), but they were supple-
mented by strategies with only long-term benefits for the Crown.
Why would the Spanish Crown shift strategies? Mainly because the
older sources of short—term revenue (treasufe 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 with 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
moré 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 Crown intruded into agrarian
class relations by attemptiﬁg to control peasant land rents
(Payne, 1973: 364). This treat to the economic prerogatives of
the nobility would not have been possible a century earlier. The
Crown aleo restricted the privileges of the weakened Mesta (Smith,
1965: 287), which had positive effects for agricultural develop-

ment. Lastly, a law was passed in 1765 establishing free internal
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commerce in grain (Payne, 1973: 365), 1esseﬂing transaction costs
in the agrarian sector. The result of these policy changes was a
"gignificant increase in agricultural production" (Payne, 1973:
378).

In termms of industry and trade, internal customs duties
between Castile and other parts of Spain were reduced, protective
duties on foreign goods were established, raw 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 by the state and staffed by foreign artisans
(LaForce, 1964: 338). These factories were 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 by the state, royal textile factories
were both unprofitable (suffering perpetual deficits) (LaForce,
1964: 350) and failed to increase textile production in the
private sector.

To go back to the comparison with Sweden made earlier, why
did Swedish mercantilism in the seventeenth century prove to be so
much more successful than Spanish mercantilism in the eighteenth?
Both were in many ways similar based on protectionism and state
capitalist development of one major industry. Part of the
difference certainly is due to differences in the industries. The
competition Spain faced in textiles was probably greater than
Sweden faced in iron and copper. It could also be argued that
just on the basis of differing distributions of the relevant
natural resources that Sweden 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
expensive capital equipment to operate efficiently. This is
exactly the type of system that can be produced by a policy of
state capitalism. Textile production, on the other hand, was in
this period most efficiently done in small-gcele, protoindustrial
systems. Yet the state cannot possibly create and maintain

protoindustrial textile production, administrative and transaction
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costs would 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,l13 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 Crown power and in-
creased the power of the Cortes (Smith, 1965: 285). For the
first time strong constitutional limits on state power emerged in
Spain. In many ways the situation resembles the Swedish case,
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 tummoil and
conflict. Civil war threatened the Constitution of 1812. It was
eventually replaced by the Constitution of 1837, more moderate and
democratic in form (Smith, 1965: 318). A revolution of sorts did

occur in 1840, followed by yet another constitution in 1845.

13. This situation would of course change when 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.



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 was begun in this dissertation? This project 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 focusing 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 new 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 oniy 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 well will allow me both to specify more clearly the
mechanisms at work 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 periods and quantitative time series

regression analyses of relations between important variables.
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In this chapter I will provide operational definitions and
causal models of the relationships between autonomy, state
policies, and economic development. The first task will be to
operationalize 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 operationalize 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 power to tax. This will be my most important dependent
variable. The first question I want to quantitatively operationa-
lize concerns the determinants of the amount and type of Crown
taxation (see Figure 1). The ruler's power to tax will be
operationalized 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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second, more specific, measure will be the total revenue from
direct and indirect taxation (excludiné 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-
tionalized is war, since I have argued that autonomous rulers will
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 operationalized in
two ways: military capacity and actual war. 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 wars, since the
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latter would provide a very poér measure of autonomy. Only
offensive wars 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 failure of wars. This can be done by the use of a war success
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 waging the war to get
a measure of the total cost. For wars that are won, 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
war will be the only loss. Undoubtedly the vast majority 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 wars as against others should alsoc be measured.

A few other features of war will also be explored. There
may be an interesting relationship between militarism and war.

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 war
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 long-
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)? 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 two years later, since short-
run rationality was 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, whereas fighting a war and
raising taxes on land and customs are short-run. However, many
policies will undoubtedly fall in a large grey area in between.

Third, what factors will determine whether state policies will
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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 without 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 work has yet to
be done.

The major independent variables in this study, resources
and control mechanisms, cannot be operationalized in such a
straightforward 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,
s0 their resources will be operationalized as the proportion of
total land controlled by 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 will be positively correlated with general

militarism and the frequency of actual war.



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, 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 when institutionalized controls are
working 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,
whereas 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 features 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 will



posit that none of these factors alone will have direct effects on
taxation or war. An all noble legislsture 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
hiéh councils and judicial bodies will 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 which 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 correct, 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 taxes. Finally, are agency costs higher for regency
governments than for normal rulers?

The next dependent variable I want to explore is fiscal
criseé 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 the groups paying the

taxes). It is probably the case that each of these three factors
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makes some contribution; what I want 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). Thue fiscal
crisis will not just be a categorical variable that either is
present or is not but a continuous variable, 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 way 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 war. 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 were the main determinants of rates of economic
development in Absolutist Western Europe? My work will 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 within Western Europe preceeded these events,
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(2) instead of looking at the "rise of the west", I will concen-—
trate on differences within the west, and (3) I will 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 diécussed
throughout this dissertation, Crown autonomy and state policies.
One of the main problems I will face is determining the amount of
time that causation will 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 operationalized by yeild ratios. In order to control for
differences between countries in soil and climate it will be
necessary to take change in yeild 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 will 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, will be the primary focus. Again,
exogenous factors and state policies will be differentiated.
Economic cycles (measured by price fluctuations) and integration
in the world 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 chapter, 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 unanswered in the dissertation will probably
still be left unanswered when the data analysis is completed.

However, no good book ever ends the discussion of the topic it
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addresses. Good books always raise questions they can't resolve,
they always promote further work, more discussion. I hope that by
carrying out the acenda for future research outlined above, this

dissertation will = .tually be made into a good book.



APPENDIX A
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AND ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATIONS
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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 fhe
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.
Population growth in this period was 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 by the
features of the dominant feudal mode of production. The growth of
population within 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, was a
decline in population. This population decline had three main
effects: (1) the average size of peasant landholdings was
increased, (2) inferior land was 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 between countries (e.g., England versus



Spain). These two 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.

The 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 érices need not result in & profit
squeeze for landlords but would result in high profits if markets
for agricultural produce are available (especially coupled with'
the low real wages resulting from the low land/labor ratios.
Third, if there is a market for land, land prices will inérease as
population increases. The increased vlue of land will have two
main effects: (1) many small landowners will 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

385
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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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