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Prologue
THE PARADOX OF WAR


The army, in the words of the writer Robert Heinlein, is “a permanent organization for the destruction of life and property.” Heinlein captures the essential paradox of every modern military establishment: that it employs large-scale and complex organization toward the ultimate end of physical destruction. War, the most violent of all enterprises, is also the most organized. In no other human endeavor—not in commerce, industry, education, religion, science, nor domestic politics—does collective action occur on such a large scale. And therein lies much of the burden and tragedy of modern politics, which for nearly five hundred years has been driven by the organizational imperatives of conflict.

The battlefield itself is Chaos Incarnate, the most wretched arena on earth, where death and devastation reign supreme. As William Tecumseh Sherman tersely observed and every soldier in combat knows, war is Hell. It is the “blood-swollen god” of Stephen Crane, the “brain-splattering, windpipe-splitting art” of Lord Byron, the “epidemic insanity” of Ralph Waldo Emerson. But if chaos and destruction are the hallmarks of battle, they are not the totality of war; quite opposite conditions prevail beginning immediately behind the front and extending backward to the seat of government. In the rear, order and regimentation reign. A complex logistics system procures and transports large quantities of equipment and supplies to the front. An encompassing bureaucracy trains and outfits reserve and relief forces. Hundreds of munitions factories manufacture the weapons and materiel of war, employing the most intricate and advanced technologies known to science. In a major war between industrial powers, large segments of the civilian population are mobilized for service in the armaments industry or in burgeoning wartime bureaucracies. A central government directs the whole of this vast effort, using extraordinary, and often extralegal, wartime authority to tax, regulate, confiscate, ration, conscript, and otherwise mobilize the resources required to wage the contest.

Thus, except at the front itself, war is a demonstrably organized, and organizing’ phenomenon. Physicists measure the degree of disorder inherent in a given molecular system by its entropy. A high degree of entropy means a low degree of organization and order, while low entropy means a high degree of structure and organization. If human beings at war are viewed as atoms (and as such they are often treated during war), then war can be seen as an activity in which the negative entropy of the rear suddenly explodes into the extremely high entropy of the battlefront. No other human phenomenon, and few natural phenomena, display such a striking shift in entropy. Physicists also link entropy to time, and many combatants speak of a marked shift that occurs in the human perception of time during battle. This is not entirely subjective, for what would require years, decades, or generations in peacetime can happen during war in weeks, days, or even hours.1 The intensity of military conflict unleashes or accelerates numerous forces for change, transforming industry, society, and government in ways that are fundamental and permanent.

From this Paradox of Organized Destruction flow other paradoxes of war. For example, by weakening or destroying traditional structures, or by compelling internal reforms, war may create conditions conducive to social change and political modernization. But “modernization” in this sense should not be taken to imply moral progress, for it may represent just the opposite. The tendency of social scientists until recently to commit the fallacy of associating “modernization” with progress only betrays the strong hold that evolutionary models have had on scholarship over the past century.2 Modernization, as used in this book, simply means movement from medieval, traditional, decentralized, and personal forms of government to bureaucratic, rationalized, centralized, and impersonal forms. The modern is not necessarily superior to the traditional. Depending on the specific case, traditional forms may be culturally richer and offer greater scope for human liberty, while modern forms may be sterile and repressive. That war may serve a modernizing function says as much about the moral ambiguities of modernity as it does about the nature of war.

What then is the role of warfare in history? Liberal and progressive conceptions of history regard war as a transient phenomenon, an anomaly in the inexorable upward progress of civilization. Hegelian, Marxist, and fascist interpretations of history see war as a dialectical engine of that progress. Both conceptions disregard the tragic side of history. Wars are not mere intermissions in a human drama of relentless progress; their organizational residues are woven too deeply into the fabric of modern politics for that. But neither is war necessarily an engine of progress. It is instead a powerful catalyst of change, the direction of which is always morally problematic and often deleterious in effect. Regardless of whether a given war is just or unjust, defensive or offensive, positive or negative in its long-term consequences, military conflict tends to unleash the most primitive of human passions, often with enduring consequences for the moral fabric of the societies that wage it.

One consequence of European warfare from the Renaissance to World War II was an increase in the size and power of central governments. By imposing peace on violently divided societies, strong states helped avert the Hobbesian twin catastrophes of civil war and anarchy; unfortunately, the price of this dividend was too often the loss of political freedom. Here we confront yet another paradox of war: the military power required to defend against foreign aggression can easily be turned to internal repression. A government at war is a juggernaut of centralization determined to crush any internal opposition that impedes the mobilization of militarily vital resources. This centralizing tendency of war has made the rise of the state throughout much of history a disaster for human liberty and rights, a triumph of raw power abetted by conditions of large-scale violence. The Swiss economist J. C. L. Simonde de Sismondi spoke of this in a letter to a friend in 1835: “As war becomes more sophisticated it continuously increases governmental authority and decreases the power of the people.”3 The result may be what Harold Lasswell called “garrison states,” political systems obsessed with national security, where perpetual war or the perceived threat of war leads to the concentration of all political power in the hands of an elite devoted to violence.4

Carried to an extreme, the logical culmination of increasing state power is the totalitarian state, whose rise in the twentieth century should have discredited forever that casual assumption of the Enlightenment that history was a linear march toward utopia. Not surprisingly, the intellectual precursors of totalitarianism included a diversity of nineteenth-century thinkers who glorified war as a wellspring of progress. The Social Darwinists saw war as a means of sifting the wheat of humanity from its weaker chaff. Their chief spokesman, Herbert Spencer, saw the triumph of the strong over the weak as “the decrees of a large, far-seeing benevolence.” He argued that past competition among militant societies had weeded out weaker individuals and prepared the way for the emergence of a new industrial society led by men of high character, heirs of the militant conquerors of the past. In the decades leading up to World War I, various heirs of Social Darwinism—Arthur de Gobineau, Georges Sorel, Ernst Jünger, Oswald Spengler, Heinrich von Treitschke—rejected the liberal heritage of the Enlightenment and became increasing militant, racist, and imperialist in their pronouncements. Glorifying war, they inevitably came to glorify the state. Treitschke wrote of “the sacredness of war,” and declared in words which prefigured fascism that “the grandeur of war lies in the utter annihilation of puny man in the great conception of the State.”5

Another, pre-Darwinian lineage of the totalitarian mind traces back to the German philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel, who also saw war as an agent of progress (“As a result of war, nations are strengthened”) and the state as the highest manifestation of Divine Wisdom working in History. Hegelian philosophy influenced both Social Darwinism and the development of Fascist doctrine in Europe, but its greatest impact was on Karl Marx and the rise of totalitarian ideology on the left. Marx identified class conflict as the engine of human progress, and Lenin wrote that class contradictions continue to exist in war, which for him was simply one of their manifestations.6 But while the Nazi state took seriously the notion that total war and the total state would bring utopia, Lenin and Stalin were more expedient. Turning Clausewitz upside down, they turned politics into the continuation of war by other means, and the state into an engine not so much of actual warfare but of permanent military mobilization.

But the mobilization imperative of war does not always culminate in total state power; in certain circumstances it can actually foster democratization. This occurs when the state’s demand for war-fighting resources gives bargaining leverage to the holders of those resources. Max Weber, despite his hyperbole, captures the crux of this process: “The basis of democratization is everywhere purely military in character … Military discipline meant the triumph of democracy because the community wished and was compelled to secure the cooperation of the non-aristocratic masses and hence put arms, and along with arms political power, into their hands.”7

The right of the medieval Estates in England to give consent on matters of war and taxation (the latter invariably levied for war) was the foundation of the English parliament. The triumph of popular sovereignty in France was closely linked with the advent of the mass army. In the United States, white male suffrage made its greatest advances after the War of Independence and the War of 1812, and black male suffrage after the Civil War. Women in the United States and nearly a dozen European countries received the right to vote at the conclusion of World War I. It was not by chance that the one country in Renaissance Europe requiring active military service of all adult males—the Swiss Confederation—was also the only country with almost universal manhood suffrage. Perversely, it was also the last country in Europe to grant women the right to vote, not taking the step until 1971. The logic apparently was that if they didn’t fight, why should they vote? One gun, one vote.

World War I, perhaps better than any other conflict, starkly illustrates the moral and political paradoxes of war. In the midst of its unrelieved carnage, the governments of France and Great Britain implemented extensive social, labor, and welfare reforms. In Britain, these included vastly improved infant and child-care programs, better maternity care, regulations on safety and hygiene in the workplace, free elementary education, public housing programs, and a new Ministry of National Health. In France, the state introduced minimum wages, rent deferrals for disadvantaged workers, stricter safety regulations in factories, and expanded medical services for workers. In both countries, trade unions made rapid strides during the conflict. Ramsay MacDonald, leader of the British Labour Party, though a bitter opponent of the war, acknowledged that it was doing more for the social agenda of the left in Britain than half a century of efforts by progressive reformers. Léon Abensour, an early historian of French feminism, claimed that French women made more progress during World War I than in fifty previous years of struggle. The irony that the bloodiest war in European history had advanced social reforms found expression in the title of a book by historian Deborah Dwork, War is Good for Babies and Other Young Children, a study of child welfare in England between 1898 and 1918.8

Dwork’s whimsical title was obviously overdrawn in its implied optimism. In the total scale of human affairs, the social reforms of 1914-18 may be judged as mere societal sops by comparison with the mindless bloodletting of a war in which millions perished in order to move battle lines back or forward a few kilometers. Nor is it accurate to regard the violence and bloodshed of the war as having directly caused the social and welfare reforms of the period. War gives impetus to collective action and social organization, but it is not some purposeful agent of change that mysteriously spawns positive social goods from tragedy and destruction. The social reforms of World War I were not direct consequences of the war’s violence; rather they were an indirect outcome—the result of human agency responding, even in a kind of moral backlash, to the senselessness and violence of the conflict. That is, they were an attempt to transcend the violence of the war, to distill positive reforms from the crucible.

A final paradox of war, one that is peculiar to democracies and especially to the American case, is what might be called the Liberal-Conservative Conundrum: liberal and reform-minded political leaders abhor war, but recognize the opportunity it presents for social reform; conservatives revere military institutions and traditions, but are often wary of actual conflict, sensing its potential for revolutionary change. In twentieth-century America, Democratic presidents have gone to war more readily and more often than their Republican counterparts. American political dialogue also reveals the irony of promilitary conservatives railing against Big Government, while forgetting that coercive taxation and bureaucratic organization are the sine qua non of funding and equipping armed forces in the industrial age. Conversely, anti-military liberals embrace the power of the state to accomplish social ends, but are not always mindful of the military origins of that power.

The manifold paradoxes of war penetrate to the very heart of the modern state—its capacity for mass organization. Medieval rulers could hire engineers to devise imposing war machines, but they had no conception of the bureaucratic state as the greatest war machine of all. The analogy of the state as a machine has been evoked repeatedly since the Renaissance, but rarely more effectively than by Mitchell Goodman in The End of It, which depicts the “immaculate contraption” of the U.S. Army in Italy during World War II:


In Naples they had everything by now, a Big Business installed in old and new palazzi, equipped by the International Business Machines Corporation. You need a rifleman? Punch a button, a card falls out, orders are cut, he is put in a shipment, and shipped. From the training center to the grave: punch a card. Nothing is left out in this universal corporation, the vertical and horizontal corporation. All phases: Marketing, Transport, Supply, Legal, Archives. Insurance. Information. Public Relations. Entertainment. Medical, Surgical, Dental. Psychiatric. Graves Registration….

Palazzo after palazzo full of the corporation, grinding out way-bills, due-bills, requisitions, contracts, memos, orders, procedures. It grew, as all the best corporations grow, until it was beyond the comprehension of any one man, and existed for its own sake.9



Goodman’s portrait brings to mind the observation of H. G. Wells during World War I: “We have discovered that the modern economic organisation is in itself a fighting machine.”10 In the bowels of the vast war machines of modern states, some individuals thrive, finding fulfillment in collective effort; others suffer as mere cogs in the machine. The contradictions of modernity—its social fluidity and mobility on the one hand, its anomie and depersonalization on the other—reach their apex in the experience of war.

The machinery of the modern state is derived historically from the organizational demands of warfare, and states as we know them today trace their origins and development in large measure to the crucible of past wars. In the classic formulation of Charles Tilly, “War made the state, and the state made war.”11 Historians and students of politics have generally underestimated the role of organized mass violence in shaping politics as we know it today. There may be a reluctance to confront the military lineage of the modern state, for the implications of that lineage upset conventional notions about Western civilization on both the right and left wings of the political spectrum. But it is impossible to understand the nature of modern politics without considering its military roots, what Ernest Renan called “those deeds of violence which have marked the origin of all political formations, even of those which have been followed by the most beneficial results.”12

How beneficial or otherwise those results have been, the reader may judge in the following pages. The organization of this study is as follows: Chapter 1 sets forth the theoretical underpinnings of the study; it defines key issues and identifies the principal effects of war on the state. Chapters 2 and 3 examine the rise of the early modern state from the Hundred Years’ War to the Peace of Westphalia, with particular attention to the role of the Italian Wars and the Wars of Religion in shattering medieval structures and midwifing the passage to political modernity. Chapter 4 traces how the dynastic states of the eighteenth century became true nation-states as a result of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. Chapter 5 examines the impact of industrialized warfare on the evolution of European states, with particular attention to the rise of the welfare state. Chapter 6 explores the military origins of totalitarianism in its Nazi and Soviet varieties, and Chapter 7 concludes with an examination of the American case. Isolated from Europe and Asia, and imbued from the beginning with an antimilitary, anti-statist spirit, America offers by far the most difficult test of the proposition that warfare and military power lie at the foundation of modern politics. It turns out to be but a partial exception.

The interconnections between war and the state are numerous and complex. Our attention in the following pages will range from Cromwell to Lenin, from the tax structure of sixteenth-century Castile to the social welfare system of Imperial Germany, from the demolition of private fortifications in central France under Louis XIV to the growth of the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs during World War II. Like most studies of war, this inquiry will undoubtedly raise more questions than it resolves, but that is the inevitable price of asking. “Ripeness is all,” observed Edgar, son of Gloucester, in King Lear,13 and as the historian Herbert Muller reminds us, it is enough, quite enough.



1
The Mirror Image of War



War is the father of all and king of all.

—Heraclitus, Fifth century B.C.



States make war, but war also makes states. The origins of the modern state, its rise and development, are inextricably linked with violent conflict and military power. There are few states in the world today whose existence, boundaries, and political structure did not emerge from some past cauldron of international or civil war. This is true of democracies as well as of dictatorships; of small states as well as of large. It is true of the venerable European states formed at the dawn of the modern era five centuries ago as well as of the fledgling nation-states that joined their ranks in the century after Waterloo. It is even true, in an indirect sense, of the scores of non-European states established since 1945: imperial conquests defined their boundaries, and the collapse of European empires after World War II made possible their political independence. The passing of the Cold War and the proliferation of ethnic conflict in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union are having a similar effect today. What Heraclitus declared over two millennia ago remains valid yet: war is a grand progenitor of history, a catalyst of change that has done much to create the structures of power we know today.

This book is about the impact of war on the rise and development of modern states. It is concerned not with what causes war, but with what war causes—with how it affects the internal dynamics, structure, and power of the political systems that wage it. The following pages will argue that warfare and military rivalry played a fundamental role in the origin and development of modern European states, that the institutions of contemporary Western politics reflect the pervasive influence of organized violence in modern history. Since at least 1513, when Niccolò Machiavelli declared strong armies to be the foundation of all states, the link between the organization of physical force—the military—and the organization of political power—the state—has been a prominent leitmotiv of modern history.1

The following pages encompass the five centuries of history that range from the Hundred Years’ War to the Yugoslav Civil War, the period commonly known as the modern era. Though only a fragment of the whole of human history, it was this era that witnessed the rise of the modern state and its proliferation as the dominant political organization throughout most of the world. Our attention will focus on the larger European world, including the United States. Europe was the birthplace of the modern state, and it remained the great breeding ground of states and the most active arena of world conflict until 1945. Though the proliferation of nation-states throughout the globe since World War II is also in part a legacy of imperialism and regional conflict, this study will not attempt to analyze in any depth the politics of states outside the Western world. In Europe, state and society developed in tandem over hundreds of years; outside Europe, in much of Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, the state remains largely an imported phenomenon, a set of institutions and a way of organizing politics that has never been fully accepted by traditional societies. A separate volume would be required to deal with the impact of war and European military institutions on political development in the extra-European world.2

Previous studies on the relationship between war and the state have focused primarily on international wars. This book will argue that civil wars played an equally crucial role in shaping states. By triumphing in civil wars, central governments established their authority and asserted the all-critical monopoly on violent force that Max Weber identified as the essence of the modern state. Though the suppression of popular revolts by military force may not be regarded as “civil war” in the strict sense of the term, such suppression was also a critical factor in establishing the authority of the early modern state, and such instances will be regarded as germane to this study when they entailed intervention by the central armed forces of a state, as opposed to local police or militia alone. (In the early period of European state formation, there was in any case little distinction drawn between military forces and police forces.)

The term “war” in the title of this book should be taken in the broadest possible sense. We will not confine our attention to periods of actual combat or focus only on the home front of states at war. The full impact of a war becomes manifest only after hostilities cease: it is then that combatant states must cope with paying off wartime debts, caring for returning soldiers, recovering from physical losses, and dealing with the internal repercussions of victory or defeat. It is essential, therefore, to look also at postwar trends and long-term effects. Further, even during periods of nominal peace, rivalry among states may impel them to undertake military preparations; these may have effects similar to actual conflict, particularly when they are intense and prolonged. And finally, since armies are products of war whose existence inevitably influences politics even in peacetime, we will consider how military establishments affect the internal political development of states over time.

What this book will not do is postulate a military dialectic of history. War is a profound agent of historical change, but it is not the fundamental driving force of history. Whatever causes war—economic factors, class conflict, human nature, modes of production, technological change, divine will—is by definition a more basic causal agent than war itself. No matter how ubiquitous or profound the effects of war may be, war itself is a derivative and secondary phenomenon, never a prime moving force. By the same token, war should never be seen as an exogenous force that acts on states and societies from without; it derives rather from within them. When we say that war causes a given political effect, we should keep in mind that this is only a convenient shorthand; what really happens is that state leaders, governments, military officers, armies, and populations, in waging war and in coping with its myriad challenges, cause those effects to occur. And finally, we should keep in mind that history is not just political, but involves the whole of human affairs—the arts, science, commerce, society, family, education, etc.—rich and complex spheres of life that often evolve in at least partial independence from the stormier worlds of war and politics.

THE IMAGES OF WAR REVERSED

Kenneth Waltz in his classic Man, the State and War sets forth three “images” of war, each being a different philosophical viewpoint on the origins of war.3 The first image sees the cause of war in human nature; the second, in the internal structure of states; the third, in the international system. Since our concern is with the effects of war rather than with war’s causes, it is necessary to reverse these images, to point Waltz’s arrows in the opposite direction. Each of the three images has a mirror image: How does war affect human behavior?, How does war affect the internal structure of the state?, and How does war affect the international system? Sociologists and psychologists have studied the first of these mirror images extensively, while students of political science and international relations have examined many facets of the third. By comparison, the inverse image of the second image has been neglected. Only in the past two decades has interest in the subject begun to mount, stimulated by the work of Charles Tilly and a handful of other scholars.4

As early as the beginning of the century, the German historian Otto Hintze lamented this lacuna. In 1902 he wrote that students of politics frequently overlooked “the development of the state in relation to its neighbors.” According to Hintze, a state’s rivalry with foreign powers has as much bearing on its internal structure as does domestic competition among class and interest groups. To ignore this, he writes, is to wrench individual states from the context in which they were formed—to regard the state, wrongly, as an isolated entity whose development has no relation to its surroundings. In a later essay Hintze argued that “all state organization was originally military organization,” and that the form and spirit of the modern state derived primarily from its organization for war.5 Hintze’s insights, regrettably, have not had the impact they deserve on contemporary political analysis. The causes of war continue to receive far more scholarly attention than its effects; the role of war as an independent variable remains neglected.6 This neglect may stem in part from a hope or an assumption that concentrating on war as an outcome, and seeking to probe its causes, will contribute to reducing its incidence. Yet understanding the state as a creature of war may be equally relevant to achieving that end.

This book will examine three broad facets of the relationship between war and the state, three distinct mirror images of the second image: the role of war in the origin of the modern state; the influence of war on the evolution of states after their formation; and the impact of war on the power of states vis-à-vis their own societies.7

THE FIRST MIRROR IMAGE: WAR AND STATE FORMATION

Most of the world’s landmass today is divided into states, and most of the world’s population falls under the jurisdiction of political organizations that rightly can be called states. Their boundaries are the demarcating lines of political sovereignty; their interactions are the essential element of world politics; their governments are agents of power that control most of the world’s military force. States are amorphous and fluid, never fully unified in purpose, and often badly fragmented by competing political factions, bureaucratic politics, and institutional conflict. Nevertheless, states do exist; they are not convenient fictions of political analysis and dialogue, as some would have us believe.8 They come complete with “frontiers, capitals, flags, anthems, passports, currencies, military parades, national museums, embassies and usually a seat at the United Nations.”9 They conduct wars, engage in diplomacy, vote in international organizations, and appear in graphic color on political maps of the world. When we speak of France in a political context, we normally do not mean the people of France, the government of France, or even the country, geography, and terrain of France. We mean the state of France.

In contemporary political discourse, the term state conveys a dual meaning, though the distinction between the two senses of the word is often overlooked.

First, in the field of international relations as well as in traditional and vernacular usage, the state encompasses both a sovereign government and the geographically bounded territory, society, and population over which it presides. It comprises what Fred Halliday has termed the national-territorial totality, or in other words, that which is denoted visually on a map—the country as a whole and all that is within it, the territory, government, people, and society.10

Second, in much contemporary scholarship, including the “Return to the State” school of social science, the state is regarded as an apparatus of power, a set of institutions—the central government, the armed forces, the regulatory and police agencies—whose most important functions involve the use of force: the control of territory and the maintenance of internal order.11 This conception of the state is largely Germanic in origin, with its roots in the writings of Max Weber. Weber defined the state as “a compulsory association which organizes domination,” and argued that its principal characteristic was its monopoly on the legitimate use of force within its territory.12

These two conceptions of the state are not mutually exclusive; they merely represent different ways of looking at a complex phenomenon. In either conception, sovereignty is the indispensable attribute of the state, though the first tends to emphasize its external sovereignty within the larger international system; the second, its internal sovereignty and monopolization of coercive power. But it is important to keep in mind that despite the prevalence of the state as the organizing unit of politics today, states by either of these definitions simply did not exist in the medieval world. The state as we know it is a relatively new invention, originating in Europe between 1450 and 1650. Its emergence brought about what John Gerard Ruggie has called “the most important contextual change in international politics in this millennium: the shift from the medieval to the modern international system.”13

Politically, the European medieval world was highly fragmented, consisting mainly of private estates and vaguely defined kingdoms. Jurisdictions overlapped, central authority was weak, and true sovereignty was nonexistent. Medieval warfare was a localized, small-scale affair that relied heavily on the valor of individual warriors and on technologies requiring only a low level of social organization. While the birth of the state was a complex phenomenon, involving many historical processes, it is significant that it took place at a time of unprecedented violence and chaos, during the era of religious wars unleashed by the Protestant Reformation. The intensity of armed conflict during this period precipitated what has been called a “revolution in military affairs,” in which the size of armies, the cost of warfare, and the sheer firepower of military technology took a quantum leap forward. During this transitional era, the patchwork of feudal realms, duchies, independent towns, small principalities, and religious estates that made up medieval Europe was thrown into a crucible of military conflict that consigned many of its smaller parts to political oblivion. The rigors of military survival in such an era favored larger, more centralized political units that were able to control extensive tracts of territory, master complex military technologies, and mobilize the immense physical and human resources required for battle.14 The result was the dawn of modernity and a revolution in political affairs that paralleled the military revolution. How it happened is the first object of our inquiry.

THE SECOND MIRROR IMAGE: WAR AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF STATES

It is not sufficient merely to make the case that war contributed to early state formation and the transition from medieval to modern politics. We must also confront the critical double question posed by Charles Tilly: “What accounts for the great variation over time and space in the kinds of state that have prevailed in Europe, and why did European states eventually converge on different variants of the national state?”15 Tilly’s attempt to answer this question ranges over a millennium and covers both the medieval and modern periods; his use of the term state encompasses premodern political systems that were not truly states in the modern sense of the word. Since our focus is on the modern period, we are primarily concerned with the rise of “different variants” of the national state. Put differently, our objective is to determine how war affects the development of states after their initial formation. Why did some states became absolutist monarchies, others constitutional monarchies, and others republics? How did dynastic states become nation-states? What accounts for the rise in nineteenth-and twentieth-century Europe of divergent political systems such as liberal democracy, the welfare state, and the totalitarian state?

Obviously the factors shaping state development and differentiation are multifaceted and complex, and war is only one of them. There are numerous theories of state development that emphasize alternative factors—modes of economic production (Perry Anderson); internal political dynamics (Samuel P. Huntington); the influence of the global system (Immanuel Wallerstein); collective rational choice (Mancur Olson, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita); or geographic and cultural factors (Stein Rokkan), to name some of the most prominent.16 This book will neither advocate a unicausal theory of state development nor attempt a comprehensive theory, but it will argue that alternative explanations of state formation and evolution fall short empirically to the extent that they fail to take into account the pervasive role played by violent conflict.

One evidence of the link between war and state development is the correlation that exists between the political structure of states and the organization or “format” of their armed forces. Friedrich Engels noted this in 1855, and more recently, scholars such as Stanislav Andreski [Andrzejewski], Samuel Finer, and David Rapoport have described the phenomenon at length.17 Andreski, for example, argues that military organization is a critical determinant of political organization, affecting the size and cohesion of states, their administrative hierarchy, and the extent of government regulation of a given society and economy. And Rapoport observes that military and political institutions are inseparable, a change in the character of one producing a corresponding change in the other.18

Our challenge is to probe the nature of those changes, to understand how wars, and the organization of states for war, have shaped the broad patterns of European history. Since the emergence of the first sovereign states in Europe, the state as an organizing form has passed through three stages of modernity, each one deriving in part from intense and protracted generalized conflict. The first such period of transformative war was the Era of Religious Wars connected with the Protestant Reformation, which culminated in the Peace of Westphalia and the emergence of the first secular sovereign states in Europe. From 1648 to 1789, the dominant form of European states was the dynastic state, whether constitutional or absolutist in nature. This early form of the modern state possessed limited internal and external sovereignty; it had acquired numerous features of political modernity but still strongly reflected its medieval origins and retained features of a private royal estate.

As the eighteenth century progressed, a string of great power wars stimulated rising nationalism across the continent and contributed in numerous ways to the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789. The ensuing French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1792-1815) midwifed the passage to a second stage of political modernity, characterized by the rise and proliferation of the nation-state as the dominant political unit in Europe—a form of the modern state in which there was close identification between cultural nation and political state, and in which political legitimacy became linked to popular sovereignty. The nineteenth century was filled with endemic nationalist strife, as peoples sought to free themselves from larger empires and create new nation-states.

The third great period of transformative war in European history began almost a century after Waterloo and was primarily associated with World War I and II. Industrialized warfare, by virtue of the intense social and economic mobilization it entailed, ushered in a new stage of modernity, the rise of the collectivist state. This latest incarnation of the modern state was characterized by three distinct attributes: pervasive government intervention in the economy, mass participation in politics, and direct state responsibility for the welfare of its citizens. These three features of contemporary states superficially appear to be primarily of domestic origin, but they can be shown to have originated in large measure from the cauldron of the two world wars. The First World War was also a critical factor in the rise of the totalitarian states, primarily Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, which can be seen as perverse mutations of the collectivist state and maladaptations to the demands of industrialized war.19

THE THIRD MIRROR IMAGE: WAR AND THE POWER OF STATES

The question of how war influenced the rise of different varieties of the modern state obviously cannot be separated from the issue of how power is organized in those states. Liberal democracies differ greatly in their organization of power from traditional autocracies; confederations from centralized states; totalitarian systems from absolutist monarchies. This issue is so fundamental, in both political and moral terms, that it calls for examination as a third mirror image in its own right. Our concern is not with the external military power of states, though war obviously affects this, but rather with their internal power. This includes both repressive power, the capacity to dominate by physical force, and administrative power, the more subtle capacity to influence, shape, and regulate society by administrative means short of physical force.20

Just as there is a balance of power in the international system, there is also an internal balance of power between the state and civil society. This internal balance of power demarcates the line between the public and the private—if a thing is public, it is subject to state authority; if it is private, it is not. Where that line is drawn determines the extent to which a given political system respects human rights and freedom. In liberal democracies civil society exerts considerable influence over the state, the sphere reserved for private activities is large, and the powers of the state are restricted. In autocratic systems the powers of the state are great and the scope of action of private individuals more restricted. In totalitarian systems the power of the state is immense and civil society is virtually under siege. At their extreme, totalitarian states attempt to abolish the sphere of the private and make everything—even conversations that take place at home or thoughts in the minds of citizens—a public matter subject to state authority.

Political philosophers have long recognized that war can affect the balance of power between state and society. James Madison stated it succinctly in 1795:


Of all the enemies to public liberty, war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from these proceed debts and taxes; and armies, and debts, and taxes are the known instruments for bringing the many under the domination of the few…. No nation could preserve its freedom in the midst of continual warfare.21



Or from Alexis de Tocqueville:


… All those who seek to destroy the liberties of a democratic nation ought to know that war is the surest and the shortest means to accomplish it.22



Military conflict can aggrandize state power in several ways: by destroying traditional structures and sources of societal resistance that restrain central authority; by giving state leaders both the impetus and the moral justification for repressing factions, enlarging armies, and raising taxes; by fostering a sense of crisis and an acceptance of the violence that accompanies coercive rule. In this manner, wars throughout modern history have fostered authoritarian rule, undermined the civic order of traditional states, perverted consensual political processes within constitutional states, and threatened or destroyed established rights and liberties.

The tendency of war to aggrandize state power has led some scholars to suggest that heavy exposure to violent conflict makes states autocratic, while minimal involvement in war favors the rise of free political systems.23 There is much truth to this, but there are exceptions also. If war only strengthened states, Europe today would be dominated by militarized, totalitarian behemoths. The intense social cooperation entailed in the waging of war may also have a democratizing effect, as shared sacrifice obliterates class barriers. The exigencies of war may compel autocratic leaders to make political concessions in order to ensure popular support. Mass military service may intensify demands for political representation and make it difficult for governments to deny their populations a say in political affairs. In general, the voice of the people is heard loudest when governments require either their gold or their bodies in defense of the state. Thus, while the religious wars of the Reformation destroyed medieval constitutionalism and helped forge absolutist monarchies in Western Europe, that absolutism eventually yielded in many instances to constitutionalism and democracy through a process of political bargaining between state leaders and society, in which issues of military service, taxation, and representation played a pivotal role.

THE MYRIAD POLITICAL EFFECTS OF WAR

War is a phenomenon of immense complexity. Thousands of factors bear on its outcome; innumerable variables interact in its unfolding; millions of individual decisions influence its course. As such, a war may rapidly transcend its original causes and become a powerful force for change in its own right, with myriad and diverse effects on the societies and states that are waging it. With respect to state development, those effects fall broadly into three categories: (1) formative and organizing effects; (2) disintegrative effects; and (3) reformative effects. A brief inventory of these effects, as they have been identified by political philosophers and students of war, will provide a useful foundation for the historical chapters that follow.

THE FORMATIVE AND ORGANIZING EFFECTS OF WAR

In waging war states remake, reinvent, and reorder themselves. The intensity and challenge of war compel political leaders to undertake a whole range of activities that would be difficult or unthinkable in peacetime. This extraordinary activism of the state—its role as a catalyst of collective action—transforms not only the society and the economy, but the character of the state itself. Given effective political leadership and sufficient military power to avoid catastrophic defeat, states will tend to wax stronger during war.24 They become more organized, more rational, more centralized—in short, better equipped not only to fight war, but to exert power and dominion at home. The formative and organizing effects of war—those effects that advance state formation and increase the power, authority, size, capabilities, or jurisdiction of the state—include those that follow.

Territorial Coalescence

The making of modern European states was foremost a process of “conquest and coalescence,” in which militarily powerful states forcefully incorporated weaker political communities. In the fourteenth century, there were perhaps 1,000 or more separate political entities in Europe. By 1500, the number had fallen to under 500; by 1789, to under 350; and by 1900, there were only 25 left.25 Most of this consolidation came about through deliberate acts of conquest and annexation, however disguised by rationalizing statesmen. As the nineteenth century’s most articulate mouthpiece of nationalism, Ernest Renan, observed, “Unity is always realized by brute force.”26 War may also promote territorial coalescence by unleashing powerful forces of nationalism that override provincial loyalties, the most famous examples of which are the wars of Italian and German unification.

The Rallying or Unifying Effect

A kingdom at war may be a kingdom at peace. Unless a war is profoundly unpopular, the exigencies of military conflict promote internal rallying, state and society unite in the common effort; economic and political cooperation increase; factionalism and partisanship are diminished; consonance reigns. A distinguished line of political philosophers from Bodin to Hegel have observed that war unites nations, checks domestic strife, and consolidates the power of the state.27 There are striking historical examples of this, when badly divided polities are suddenly united in war.28 Mindful of the rallying effect of war, the leaders of divided states may be tempted to engage in divergence, promoting unity by resorting to foreign adventure—“to busy giddy minds with foreign quarrels” in the words of Shakespeare’s Henry IV. Recent research suggests that deliberate diversion is not a common phenomenon, though it does occur on occasion. The Duke of Sully, chief minister of France under Henry IV, openly espoused its logic: “The true means of setting the realm at rest is by keeping up a foreign war, towards which one can direct, like water in a gutter, all the turbulent humours of the kingdom.”29

The Centralizing Effect

Whether aggressive or defensive, war generally compels political leaders to centralize power in order to mobilize the resources necessary for its waging. This effect was critical to state formation in early modern Europe. Wars gave rulers both the incentive and the opportunity to concentrate power—and that power was the force that ultimately overcame the fragmentation of feudal society. Historically, efforts to centralize political power triggered resistance from regional and local power centers, or from groups and classes such as the peasantry or bourgeoisie. Because of this, the actual process of centralization almost always precipitated some measure of civil war. A trio of scholars observed this in an important study on the violent creation of political order:


The entire historical process of creating a national state was a long and violent struggle pitting the agents of state centralization against myriad local and regional opponents…. As centralizing, war-making state builders increased their resource demands on their populations, the tax, food, and conscription riot often became the harbinger of much larger rebellions pitting nobles and peasants against the monarchical agents of national centralization.30



The victory of central governments in the resulting civil strife—whether this meant local insurrections, peasant uprisings, or the total division of the state—reinforced the centralizing processes that stemmed from external wars. Victory in civil wars was thus a crucial factor in the formation of centralized states, for only by establishing the unassailable fact of their authority could states assert the internal sovereignty that is characteristic of modern polities.

The Bureaucratizing Effect

The organizational challenge of modern war compels the rationalization of state administrations—the replacement of personal, traditional, and arbitrary methods of rule by impersonal, hierarchical, and bureaucratic methods. In early modern Europe, the Gunpowder Revolution accelerated the process of “going out of court,” whereby daily administration was delegated from royal courts to impersonal bureaucracies. Since then, each successive round of war has made European governments more rationalized and less traditional in their structure. Military problems have begotten bureaucratic solutions.

Government Growth

In addition to rearing bureaucracies, war is a catalyst of their growth. There are many theories as to why government grows—the effects of industrialization, response to crisis, technological change, popular demand for services, etc.—but no theory explains bureaucratic growth as consistently as that of the impact of war and military rivalry.31 At least until the 1950s, when welfare spending first began to overtake defense spending, the growth of most European bureaucracies took place primarily during war or as a result of military pressures. Even the widely cited Parkinson’s Law (“Work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion”) hints at the importance of military origins. The two agencies that Parkinson used to illustrate the relentlessness of bureaucratic growth were the British Admiralty and the Colonial Office—both occupied with defense and foreign policy. And in 1978, Parkinson recounted that the inspiration behind his famous Law was service as a staff officer in World War II. Citing the example of a private becoming a lieutenant colonel with a staff of 85 in only three months, he observed that in wartime “you can build in two weeks a bureaucracy which would take years to accumulate in peacetime, so you can actually watch the plants grow and proliferate.”32

The Fiscal Effects of War

War makes death and taxes not only inevitable, but inseparable as well. If there is any universal law of state development, it may be that expressed by Thomas Paine in 1787: “War … has but one thing certain, and that is to increase taxes.”33 Throughout modern history, war or defense spending have consumed a large percentage of most state budgets, and in some instances over 90 percent. War has been the lever by which monarchs and central governments have imposed increasingly larger tax burdens on increasingly broader segments of society, thus enabling ever-higher levels of spending to be sustained, even in peacetime.34 The capacity of capital-rich states to borrow large sums of money does not alleviate the fiscal effects of war, but only postpones them, since state debts ultimately must be paid off with future tax receipts.

The Ratchet Effect

In war, what goes up seldom goes down. The rapid growth of government and the massive tax increases that occur during war usually level off at postwar levels much higher than were in effect before the conflict. The result is permanent net growth in the size of the state and in the level of both spending and taxation. A recent historical analysis of spending and taxes in the United States, Japan, and several European countries has shown that this ratchet effect occurred after major wars not only in the industrial era but as early as the fifteenth century, and in every type of state.35 One possible explanation for this is that societies will accept levels of taxation in a period of war that would be regarded as intolerable in quieter times, and that even after the crisis has passed this acceptance remains.36

War as an Opportunity for Leadership

Military conflict creates opportunities for leadership that otherwise do not exist. By accelerating the pace of change and imparting a certain malleability to human affairs, it enables strong political leaders—sometimes described as “state-makers”—to achieve goals and push through reforms that would be impossible to implement in peacetime. Numerous generals or statesmen who led their countries during great wars proved to be great architects of domestic politics as well: Gustavus Adolphus, William of Orange, Frederick the Great, Napoleon Bonaparte, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, David Lloyd George, Franklin Roosevelt, Charles de Gaulle, and even—in a country not his own’Douglas MacArthur.

THE DISINTEGRATIVE EFFECTS OF WAR

If war makes states, it also sometimes breaks them. While scholars have generally emphasized the tendency of war to strengthen states, the destructive forces associated with it may overwhelm and negate any organizing impetus it engenders. Carthage certainly received no developmental impetus from war. The disintegrative or degenerative effects of war are those that diminish, limit, or dilute the power, size, authority, or capacity of the state. Among this second category of effects are the following:

Total State Destruction

States can disappear without being plowed under and sowed with salt. As the previously cited figures on territorial consolidation indicate, European history is replete with such casualties of war—the city-states of Italy; autonomous subnational entities such as Aragon, Navarre, Burgundy, Brittany, Savoy, and Franche-Comté; and the 35 members of the German Confederation. The most tragic case of all was the disappearance of Poland from the European map in the wake of the Polish rebellion of 1794. It is true that most of these vanished political units never achieved the full measure of external and internal sovereignty that we associate with modern states, but their fate is as much a part of the history of European political development as the more successful state-building that took place within the survivors.

War as a Catalyst of Revolution

Arthur Marwick speaks of the “test of war” as the supreme trial of a country’s social, political, and economic institutions.37 If an established regime fails that test entirely or insists on waging an unpopular war, the result may be popular revolution, either during or in the aftermath of conflict. French involvement in the American War of Independence helped set the stage for the French Revolution. The Napoleonic Wars subsequently spawned a host of nationalist insurrections across Europe. The French debacle in the Franco-Prussian War gave rise to the Paris Commune. Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese War helped provoke the Russian Revolution of 1905, and World War I paved the way for the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and the German revolution of 1918.38 Numerous historians have postulated such a connection, and a recent statistical study of 177 wars demonstrates persuasively that violent regime changes do occur far more frequently right after wars than during peace.39 The same is true of civil wars, which often break out immediately after international wars.

Diminished Capacity

A state can suffer immense damage short of total destruction or revolution. Defeat in war can destabilize government and paralyze administration. Human losses may result in a diminished labor base and pervasive, long-term psychological trauma. Territorial losses may mean a diminished state, while property losses may damage a national economy. If successful wars unite polities, unsuccessful wars may divide them. In short, even when it does not destroy, war may incapacitate and weaken states, reducing the ability of governments to govern effectively. This is why, even when revolution does not occur, a prolonged period of political and social crisis often follows defeat in war.40

Fiscal Collapse

A state that engages in costly defense spending or prolonged war, whether defensive or aggressive, may suffer long-term decline even if it is victorious—bankruptcy, after all, may have effects similar to those of military defeat. Over the long run, only those states will prosper that maintain a balance between their capacity to generate wealth and their expenditure of that wealth for military ends.41 But since few states are able to sustain wars out of current revenue alone, wars almost invariably add to the public debt; historically, a vast portion of the public debt of European countries has accumulated during wartime. Debt does not necessarily weaken a state, and if the money is borrowed from domestic creditors, it may even strengthen it by increasing the public’s stake in its survival. Access to credit may also give states an advantage in short wars by enabling them to mobilize more quickly. But the long-term effect of war-related debt depends entirely on the capacity of the state to service it through increased taxation after the war is over. Excessive, unserviceable debts will cause outside sources of capital to dry up and can lead to the decline or even the collapse of the debtor state.

THE REFORMATIVE EFFECTS OF WAR

War is an intensely revelatory experience that unmasks the defects of a given political system more starkly than peacetime processes could ever do. This has been termed the audit of war or the inspection effect, since pressure for reform inevitably mounts as large numbers of individuals see and “inspect” the flaws of their state.42 Military defeat especially is a harsh schoolmaster, but the rigors of a victorious but difficult war may also force nations to confront the need for reform. Many of the great reforms of European and American history have occurred either during or in the immediate aftermath of great wars. War facilitates reform through the destruction or weakening of entrenched social strata and institutions, which typically act as barriers to reform, as well as through creating or energizing new political constituencies (veterans, widows, war heroes, taxpayers, etc.) with whom the state must bargain. The principal reformative effects of war are listed following.

The Integrative Effect

When war is fought as a cooperative endeavor of state and society, it tends to broaden the popular basis of the state and foster political integration. In ancient Greece, the full rights of citizenship in both Sparta and Athens (available to men only, of course) were closely tied to military service, and the same linkage persists in the modern era.43 When aristocrats monopolized the means of war, they also monopolized the instruments of rule. As governments became increasingly dependent on bourgeois capital to finance their armies, the commercial and middle classes of Europe waxed in political influence. When great numbers of peasants and commoners entered mass armies, it became increasingly untenable to deny them a say in government. When total war demanded female labor in armaments factories, women too could not be denied political rights. Full rights of citizenship and suffrage have consistently derived from service in war.44

The Socializing Effect

War and military service promote socialization through the personal interaction, indoctrination, training, and sharing of the tasks and burdens that they invariably entail. This effect occurs in peacetime conscript armies, but is most powerful during war, when larger numbers of conscripts experience common training and service. An interesting example comes from Israel, whose first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, was faced with the challenge of forging a new state out of Jewish immigrants from around the world. In a speech to the Knesset in 1952, he said the following:


We do not have hundreds of years [to build a nation], and without the institution of the military, a compulsory, educating, unifying institution, we will not become a nation in time. We cannot rely on an historical process only…. We must direct the historical process, speed it up, channel it to our goals. Through the Israeli Defense Force we can do in a short time things that would otherwise require dozens of years, and we cannot wait dozens of years.45



The quickest way to make a nation is to make an army.

The Social-Levelling Effect

Stanislav Andreski postulated that the higher the degree of societal participation in military efforts—the “military participation ratio”—the greater the degree of subsequent social leveling and political equality that would result. Such a leveling effect clearly occurred after the Napoleonic Wars and after the world wars of this century. The intense social cooperation demanded by war tends to erode class barriers, and the more protracted and intense the war, the greater this effect will be. On the other hand, Prussia and Russia under the Old Regimes managed to incorporate peasants and commoners into their armies for two centuries without yielding them significant political rights, and totalitarian states achieved mass mobilization for war by resorting to brute force, intimidation, and propaganda to nationalize and mobilize the masses. The deciding factor over the long run would seem to be not whether states fight wars, but how they fight them—whether the mobilization of human resources for war is largely compulsory or whether it relies on popular consent and support. Wars that are viewed as legitimate and that generate a high degree of patriotic fervor and enthusiasm will almost always strain existing class barriers.46

War as a Spur to Social Reform

A sense of national catharsis follows the conclusion of almost every major war, a sense of shared sacrifice, a desire to heal wounds and rebuild normal patterns of life, an awareness of the fragility of existence. This often translates into political pressures on the state to care for the victims of war, improve domestic social and political conditions, and reward those groups who have sacrificed lives, family members, and property in battle. Only the promise of a better world can give meaning to a terrible conflict. Since, in the age of mass armies, the lower economic strata usually contribute more of their blood in battle than the wealthier classes, war often gives impetus to social welfare reforms.

THE MILITARY ORIGINS OF NATIONALISM

There is one effect of war that is of profound importance in European history, but that does not fit easily into any of the above categories and that, depending on its specific manifestation, may span them all. That effect is nationalism. When a state is seen by its population as embodying the aspirations of the nation, nationalism will strengthen the state and enhance its capacity to govern, particularly in times of war or crisis. On the other hand, multinational states, unless they can find a basis for their nationalism other than ethnicity or language, may be torn apart and destroyed by conflicting nationalisms. And finally, because nationalism is closely linked with the concept of popular sovereignty, it may serve as a reformative and democratizing force—the role it played in Europe from the French Revolution until World War I.

War itself is a powerful catalyst of nationalism. It infuses the collective consciousness of peoples with a sense of their national identity, while simultaneously linking that identity closely with the fate of the state itself. Nationalism in turn magnifies the unifying effect of wars, promotes a sense of shared destiny, and strengthens political bonds that might otherwise suffer centrifugal failure. The military origins of nationalism are reflected in the military rituals and symbolism that dominate national holidays, when military parades, fireworks, and many-gun salutes herald a nation’s glory. Nationalism is also closely linked to the rise of the modern European languages, which came to transcend the status of vernacular dialects only when they became linked with states. A language is a dialect with an army.47

It is imperative to keep in mind that the violence associated with war does not in most cases directly cause the effects laid out above. They derive rather from the collective responses of human beings—state leaders, citizens, soldiers—to that violence and the challenges that it poses. We should not reify war or regard it as a willful agent of action in its own right, but rather view it as an impersonal phenomenon that serves to elicit human action, often in response to its terrors. By the same token, to the extent that positive effects derive from war—social leveling and democratization, for example—these originate in human efforts to cope with the violence of war, not in the violence itself.

WAR, THE STATE, AND THE BURDEN OF MODERNITY

Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations is almost a work of holy writ for modern economic liberalism, yet it reflects also the moral paradoxes of military power and insecurity in the modern age. While most of the book praises the virtue of homo economicus, market economies, and an open international system, Smith in often overlooked passages also extols the value of standing armies, mass military training, and modern firearms for the preservation of civilization and order. The visionary who wanted government out of economic affairs very much wanted it in when it came to the defense of the “opulent and civilized” against the onslaughts of “the poor and barbarous nations.”48 The Father of Laissez-Faire acknowledged that military spending is inherently unproductive, that it may ruin states through excessive debt, that armies may threaten basic liberties, but he endorsed their necessity nonetheless—something must maintain the civil order essential to free commerce. Confronted with the reality of war, the consummate liberal is unmasked in these passages as the consummate conservative.

Commenting on the military revolution of seventeenth-century Europe, William McNeill elegantly summarized the mutually reinforcing link between military power and civil order:


A well-drilled army, responding to a clear chain of command that reached down to every corporal and squad … constituted a more obedient and efficient instrument of policy than had ever been seen on earth before. Such armies could and did establish a superior level of public peace within all the principal European states. This allowed agriculture, commerce, and industry to flourish, and, in turn, enhanced the taxable wealth that kept the armed forces in being. A self-sustaining feedback loop thus arose that raised Europe’s power and wealth above levels other civilizations had attained.49



In a similar vein, Max Weber saw discipline as one of the foundations of modern politics and argued, “The discipline of the army gives birth to all discipline … military discipline is the ideal model for the modern capitalist factory, as it was for the ancient plantation.”50 The discipline of the military provides discipline to the state, which in turn makes for a stable, peaceful, and prosperous society. Things could be worse.

Unfortunately, neither McNeill’s concept of a self-sustaining feedback loop, nor Weber’s vision of a disciplined state, nor Adam Smith’s assertion that gunpowder fosters the preservation of civilization, can account for the tragic cul-de-sac into which military and state power led Western civilization in the twentieth century. It turned out to be but a short step from the discipline of the military to the discipline of the Gestapo, the discipline of the commissars, the discipline of the concentration camp. One man’s civil order was another man’s gulag. Totalitarianism is the final perversion of expanding state power, its essence captured in Mussolini’s credo, “All for the State; nothing outside the State; nothing against the State.”51 Whatever the rhetoric or ideology—whether fascist, Nazi, Leninist, or Maoist—there has been a direct link between the glorification of war by totalitarian regimes and their prostration of all politics to the god of the state.

Nor in the end did the relentless pursuit of state power by Western states, whatever their form, lead to security: over 100 million persons died violently in the twentieth century either as victims of war or of state genocide, a toll that eclipses the total losses of all previous wars or massacres in all ages of human history combined. If flourishing commerce and industry are the positive fruits of the modern state, the bitter fruit—of which all partake, democracies and dictatorships alike—is the pervasive insecurity caused by the existence of permanent, powerful armies. Human inventiveness, organization, and nature have led us into a trap between Scylla and Charybdis: without the state, internal anarchy or foreign oppression threaten; with the state, we risk internal bondage to keep at bay the anarchy of war, both civil and international. Yet having borne the burden of the state for five hundred years, we find that it has rarely fulfilled its twin promises of security and freedom.

The primacy of armed conflict in the evolution of the Western world is the essential tragedy of modern history. On the one hand, war has helped to create the oases of stability known as states; on the other hand, it has made of the state a potential Frankenstein monster, an instrument of unconstrained coercive force. The mirror image of war, like war itself, reveals both the best and worst of human nature. But regardless of whether war is just or unjust, positive or negative in its long-term effects, its ultimate price is always human life—and therein lies its inescapable tragedy. Unlike commerce, industry, or any other human endeavor, its cost is measured not merely in gold, but in blood as well. In its immediate manifestation, war is a terrible master, a destroyer above all else. “A man might rave against war,” wrote F. E. Manning, “But war, from among its myriad faces, could always turn towards him one, which was his own.”52 This is the one mirror image of war we must never forget.



2
War and the Passing of the Medieval Age



A prince, therefore, should have no other object, nor any other thought, nor take as his own special art any other concern than war, its institutions and discipline; for that is the only art which belongs properly to one who holds ruling power.

Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince



In 1337, a dynastic feud between Philip VI of France and Edward III of England precipitated the long series of conflicts that came to be known as the Hundred Years’ War. This was an unfortunate choice of names, for the issues at stake were as old as the Norman conquest of England, and combat over them had occurred many times before 1337. Nor was the contest settled in 1453, the date historians traditionally give for the end of the war. It dragged on until 1559, when England ceded to France Calais, its last domain on the continent. It should have been called the Two Hundred Years’ War or even the Four Hundred Years’ War. Its significance lay less in shifting tides of territorial dominion than in the new methods of warfare and political administration introduced in the latter stages of the conflict, especially by France. Because of these, the long Anglo-French struggle effectively marked the beginning of the end of the medieval era in European history.

In the course of this interminable conflict, the kings of France and of England began to discover what Hugh Trevor-Roper has called “the secret of State.” Without either realizing or intending it, they began erecting a “new apparatus of power,” the political and military institutions that formed the basis of “the Renaissance State.”1 This new form of organization promised political and military power beyond anything attainable in the medieval era. For the real secret of the state, both then and for the next five hundred years, was its superior capacity for marshaling the resources of war. It was not a secret easily kept, however, tied as it was to universal imperatives of military technology and organization. By the mid-sixteenth century, both England and France had been eclipsed in might and prestige by an unlikely rival, Habsburg Spain, whose power also derived in part from the engine of the Renaissance state.

This chapter will examine how new military technologies and violent interaction between the larger medieval states contributed to the passing of the medieval age and the dawn of modern politics.2 What follows is not an attempt, however, to posit a single cause for the origin of the Renaissance states. A multitude of factors contributed to their emergence: rising population; the growth of cities; expanding commercial links between key European centers; the growth of surplus capital and the development of early capital markets; evolving legal institutions, including the revival of Roman law; and the introduction of new technologies, with the invention of the printing press playing an especially important role. But war and military rivalry played a catalytic role in the overall process of state formation, accelerating other modernizing forces and providing both the opportunity and the incentive for strong leaders, “state-makers,” to concentrate power in central governments. The passage from medieval to modern politics was the most important transformation in the nature of political power since the fall of the Roman Empire, and it bears close examination.

THE SHAPE OF POLITICS IN LATE MEDIEVAL EUROPE

The medieval or feudal period of European history spanned the years from the dissolution of the Carolingian Empire in the ninth century to the rise of the first centralized states some six centuries later. It was an era marked by the absence of cohesive central authority—a time when hundreds of small territories, cities, principalities, and estates functioned in relative independence and with little direction from any higher political authority. In the medieval world, as Joseph Strayer has observed, “the state did not exist…. The values of this kind of a society were different from ours; the supreme sacrifices of property and life were made for family, lord, community, or religion, not for the state.”3 Though some scholars apply the word state to medieval forms of government, they are misusing the term, adapting a modern concept to premodern forms.4

Centralized territorially based empires had existed in earlier millennia, but these too had disappeared from the political map of Europe after the dissolution of the Roman Empire. Catholicism provided a unifying ideology for Western Europe, but formed no cohesive political empire. Concepts integral to modern politics—such as sovereignty, bureaucratic administration, the public domain, and the secular state—were utterly foreign to a world in which power was fragmented, jurisdictions vague and overlapping, and structures of control weak. Political relationships were personal and highly localized, defined largely by ownership and tenancy of land. Taxation was rudimentary or nonexistent; income from private domains made up the vast majority of revenues. Modern diplomacy, with its embassies, ambassadors, and professional diplomatic corps had not been developed. Even the notion of a capital city did not exist. The lightly administered empires and kingdoms of the day had only minimal relations with each other and minimal control over their own territory and inhabitants. Thus in medieval Europe, in a sense far more literal than is the case today, the aphorism applied: all politics was local.5

The means of waging war were also highly localized in medieval Europe. Monarchs and princes did not enjoy a monopoly on military power, or anything remotely approaching one, even in their own territories. The military resources of the day were held in private hands, wielded by landed nobles, military orders, even ecclesiastical institutions. Large kingdoms were divided into patchwork enclaves of military power: into private armies, city walls, locally maintained fortresses, and powerful personal estates. As in all traditional societies, the aristocracy styled itself a warrior class, and war was the central purpose of its existence.6 Being a landed class, the aristocracy saw territory as the source of all wealth and the natural object of their avarice; war for land was a profit-making venture. Sovereigns raised transient armies by relying on the fealty and support of this warrior class, especially those who maintained private stockpiles of weapons. Yet the aristocracy was a flimsy reed on which to base effective military power, for though theoretically obligated to fight for their sovereign, nobles often fought against him instead. The absence of standing armies left sovereigns vulnerable to such challenges, but ensured that violent conflict, though pervasive, was usually confined in space and waged on a smaller scale than would occur from the time of the Renaissance onward.7

The larger medieval kingdoms such as England and France possessed rudimentary administrations that assisted in the management of the royal household and lands. These were not organized like modern bureaucracies, and they had little formal hierarchy or clear division of labor. Virtually no distinction was made between the administration of the private “estate” or demesne of the king and what we would today call “affairs of state.” Decision making centered in the Court, and office-holders did not constitute a separate professional class of any kind.8 In short, the limited power that sovereigns had was based neither on military nor on bureaucratic power, but rested on tradition and prestige, the cultivation of seignorial fealty, and personal leadership.

From the twelfth to the fourteenth century, representative assemblies, or Estates, arose in virtually every country of Latin Christendom, usually as an outgrowth of medieval courts of justice. These institutions consisted of representatives from the various medieval “estates”—in this case, the term denotes the formally named interest groups of the Middle Ages such as the clergy, the nobility (magnates or lords), the gentry, and the towns. In England the Estates evolved into Parliament; in France, they formed the Estates-General; in Spain, the Cortes; in the Germanic lands, the Landstände, in the Netherlands, the States-General; in Sweden, the riksdag; in various parts of Italy, the councils. There were often several such assemblies in any one country, some regionally based, others more national in jurisdiction. The Estates were a critical element in the political and social organization of late medieval Europe, and the type of political system they formed—the Ständestaat, in the terminology of German historians—was an intermediate stage between feudalism and the early modern state. Their rise was closely linked with the rise of towns, which stood outside the traditional networks of lord-vassal relations and represented a source of independent power that required new forms of accommodation by the rulers.9

The Ständestaat was neither democratic nor broadly representative. The Estates excluded the peasant masses, and membership was usually based on status, appointment, and wealth rather than on election. But nor were the Estates weak, politically marginal, or transient, as they are sometimes portrayed. They were representative of the elite, politically active strata that composed them; they operated on the principle of majority voting; and they imposed significant limitations on the autocratic tendencies of their sovereigns, who were compelled to seek their consent to the levying of taxes, the promulgation of laws, and even the conduct of foreign affairs. This gave the Ständestaat a dualistic structure of power, with governing authority shared between the sovereign and the Estates. To the extent that the “medieval constitutionalism” embodied in this arrangement survived the strains of war, it provided a foundation for the later emergence of representative, democratic government in European states. However, where war was prolonged and intense it rarely survived, and autocracy resulted.10

The rise of the national state in both France and Spain was integrally linked with a withering of the privileges and power of these Estates. Over a period of two centuries, from approximately 1450 to 1650, the power-sharing order of the medieval era yielded to monarchical absolutism as the pressures of war, and the concomitant rise of standing armies and central bureaucracies, diminished royal dependence on the Estates. In England and Sweden (and for a time in subnational provinces such as Aragon and certain provinces of France) the Estates retained a measure of their traditional privileges, their tenacity providing a foundation for constitutional monarchy. But even there, the Crown had to restrict the power of the interest-group estates (especially the clergy and nobility) before modern state structures could emerge. Thus, while the rise of the national state brought certain benefits with it, we should not forget that in virtually all cases its rise was connected with the diminution of other independent sources of power. Potential seeds of authoritarian rule were planted at the very birth of the modern state.

THE CONTINENTAL PATH OF STATE FORMATION

The first rudiments of modern government originated in the course of the fifteenth century in a littoral triangle of the North Atlantic encompassing contemporary France, Spain, and England. A series of wars both within and among the three countries provided the catalyst for the emergence of the earliest state structures. In France, the centralizing effect of the Hundred Years’ War favored the monarchy over regional power centers; it also gave rise to the first standing army in Europe, which subsequently enabled Louis XI to triumph over his aristocratic rivals. In England, the Wars of the Roses reduced the authority and depleted the resources of the nobility, enabling Henry VII to fill the resulting power vacuum to his advantage. In Spain, civil wars devastated Castile and Aragon prior to the joint accession of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile; the resultant anarchy facilitated centralization by the strong-willed couple. The subsequent conquest of Moorish-ruled Grenada then became the decisive event in the emergence of the Renaissance state in Castile. A century later, Francis Bacon eulogized Henry VII, Louis XI, and Ferdinand of Aragon as the “three Magi of kings” of their age. Later historians would refer to them as the New Monarchs. By building up military force and asserting royal authority, they reversed a long-term trend toward political decentralization across Western Europe.

With important variations from country to country, the process by which war stimulated state formation in the Renaissance consisted of five interrelated steps:



	
an internal power struggle between the center and the periphery of a given state;

	
a shift in favor of the center due to developments in military technology and organization that increased the cost and administrative complexity of waging warfare;

	
a revolution in taxation, as the rising fiscal demands of warfare, both internal and external, caused governments to make intensified efforts at revenue extraction;

	
the rise of central bureaucracies in response to the fiscal and administrative challenges of warfare;

	
a feedback cycle in which the increasing fiscal and bureaucratic power of states enabled them to field larger and more powerful armies, which meant larger and more destructive wars, which drove the whole process in a circular spiral upward.





We shall call this sequence of steps the continental path of state formation, since it was most characteristic of the large states on the European mainland. One critical point to note about the above sequence is that internal conflicts—civil wars, revolts, etc.—were as central to the process of state formation as external or international wars. State formation was as much a means for the resolution of internal conflict as for the waging of external war.

In Europe, state formation began as early as the Hundred Years’ War, particularly in France, but its course was gradual and uneven, requiring over two centuries before the first genuinely sovereign states emerged on the continent. And England, as we shall see, diverged from the continental path in important ways. In order to understand the role that war and military rivalry played in this formative period of state development, we will examine to what extent the five steps outlined above operated in the three Atlantic kingdoms prior to 1494—the year France invaded Italy and triggered the series of conflicts known as the Italian Wars. This was the first post-medieval war, and the first general (i.e., first multiple axis) war in European history.

THE STRUGGLE BETWEEN CENTER AND PERIPHERY

The main axis of internal conflict in the Atlantic monarchies was between the monarchy (the center) and the landed aristocracy who were regionally based (the periphery). Because the monarchs were themselves of the aristocracy, this conflict was complex, often sub rosa, and tempered by bonds of fealty, religious faith, and the practical necessity of compromise. There was also a secondary axis of conflict between the monarchs and the large towns, whose growing size, wealth, and independence made them a factor of growing importance in the changing balance of power. But the nobility presented the main obstacle to central authority. The wealthier and more privileged nobles had private armies and large landed estates that operated as almost autonomous fiefdoms; their loyalty to the Crown was often tenuous. The rivalry between Crown and aristocracy gave monarchs incentive to acquire military resources both independent of and clearly superior to that of their noble peers. Only then would it be feasible to curb the nobles’ traditional privileges and assert authority over the whole of national territory.

Each of the “New Monarchs” secured his or her preeminent status only after fighting bitter wars against aristocratic rivals. Louis XI’s reign was marked by almost constant warfare with feudal lords, the foremost of whom was Charles the Bold, who waged a decade-long war (1467-77) aimed at carving out an independent Burgundian kingdom between a reduced France to the west and the Swiss Confederation to the east. In Spain, the marriage of Isabella of Castile to Ferdinand of Aragon provoked a struggle over the Castilian throne that lasted for a decade, with open civil war raging between 1475 and 1479. In England, Henry VII’s victory at Bosworth Field ended the thirty-year-long struggle among the leading noble families known as the Wars of the Roses (1455-85). In all three countries, war-weariness facilitated the assertion of central authority as exhausted populations welcomed the advent of monarchs strong enough to enforce civil peace.11

The victory of the center in these civil wars was a vital first step toward the modern condition in which central authority enforces internal order. Without this assertion of royal prerogatives, the emergence of true state sovereignty would not have been possible. In France and Spain, the civil wars were also an important step in the consolidation of national territory that was integral to the formation of the modern state. (England by contrast was a unified territory long before the Tudor victory.) Louis XI’s victories restored royal authority over the existing kingdom and added large tracts of territory; by his death in 1483, the boundaries of the realm approximated those of modernday France. In Spain, the victory of Ferdinand and Isabella brought Castile and the provinces of Aragon together under one dynasty for the first time.

The civil wars weakened aristocratic opponents of central rule at a critical moment, when the organization and technology of warfare had already begun to favor centralized rule. The modernization of the French army that occurred near the end of the Hundred Years’ War gave Louis XI the tool he needed to crush his aristocratic rivals; they regained some ground after his death, but not enough to reverse the trend toward stronger central rule. In Castile, the Catholic monarchs restored royal authority by revitalizing the hermandades, (brotherhoods) a militia force of medieval origin. The new Santa Hermandad became the backbone of royal power, “the most imposing military machine yet seen in the peninsula.”12 Municipally based and hence independent of the landed magnates, the Hermandad enforced a ban on private armies and even claimed the right of entry into the previously sacrosanct fortresses of the nobility, several of which it destroyed. In England, the restoration of royal authority by Henry VII did not entail the use of new or modernized military forces, but it was facilitated by the fact that the aristocracy had suffered serious economic losses as a direct result of the Wars of the Roses, and therefore its influence was severely reduced.13

The civil wars did not permanently end the friction between Crown and aristocracy. The aristocracy, with their private armies and financial resources, remained militarily indispensable—allies as often as rivals of the monarchs—but the wars shifted the internal balance of power toward the center. In Spain and France, the Crown began to govern with minimal reference to the Estates. Charles VII declined to summon the Estates-General for the last 21 years of his reign (1440-61), setting a pattern that Louis XI and future French kings would try to follow. Ferdinand and Isabella governed Castile without summoning the Cortes from 1483 to 1497. English kings, however, took a different approach, seeking to curb the power of the great barons by forming a tacit alliance with the lower estates in Commons. The Wars of the Roses strongly reinforced this royal-bourgeois alliance when Henry Tudor received support from numerous middle-class professionals whose economic interests were threatened by the wars of the nobility.14 This alliance gave the monarchy a broader revenue base and a counterweight to the landed interests, but only at a price: by relying on bourgeois support, rather than building up military forces of their own, English kings reared the constitutional edifice that constrained them. This was an important way in which England diverged from the continental path of state formation.

THE INCREASING COST AND COMPLEXITY OF WARFARE

Changes in military technology and tactics from 1350 to 1500 greatly increased the cost of fielding effective armies. Rising costs, in turn, favored larger countries and more centralized governments, which alone could afford and manage the new warfare. The principal revolution was in the increasingly successful use of gunpowder in siege and field artillery. The crux of the matter as far as state formation was concerned was this: artillery was generally too expensive for the nobility to purchase, and hence tended to become a monopoly of the Crown. The superior military technology of the day both gravitated to and reinforced the political center. Already in the fourteenth century France had established a king’s office for artillery; its budget increased tenfold between 1375 and 1410.15 Under Charles VII, the brothers Jean and Gaspard Bureau engineered critical technical advances in French artillery, which played a crucial role in France’s securing of Normandy from 1449 to 1453, particularly in the last engagement at Castillon. The budget for artillery nearly quintupled again under Louis XI, enabling further acquisitions and technical breakthroughs that contributed to the defeat of Charles the Bold in the Burgundian War.16 In Spain, the Catholic monarchs used artillery to great effect in the conquest of Granada, while in England cannon were used in the major battles of the Wars of the Roses. One of Henry VII’s first official acts as King was to appoint a new royal master of ordnance and expand the staff under him.17

The development of the handgun, even its first crude incarnation as the arquebus, also shifted power away from the nobility by accelerating the trend toward using large numbers of infantry as the mainstay of land armies. Foot soldiers had been important in high-medieval warfare, but from the mid-fourteenth to the mid-fifteenth century infantry had lost ground to mounted cavalry, a seignorial monopoly.18 The handgun once again made the common foot soldier as valuable in battle as the self-equipped noble cavalryman—the caballero, the chevalier, the Landesknecht—whose deeds until then had been the very stuff of lore. The handgun eroded the military monopoly of the nobility and hence threatened their social status; many of them instinctively recognized this and regarded the new weapon as an invention of Satan. Man for man, infantry also cost less than cavalry, and the handgun made it practical to deploy large numbers of them in battle.

The Gunpowder Revolution in both artillery and handguns thus dramatically shifted the internal balance of power in late medieval politics:


By royalizing warfare, on the one hand, and by proletarianizing it, on the other, the gun helped to tip the balance of power within each European state away from the nobility and in favor of the crown. The process was gradual and complex, and its rate varied in the different parts of Europe. But the long-range effect was everywhere the same: gunpowder technology curbed, and finally extinguished the freedom of landed magnates to exercise significant independent, organized military and political power.19
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