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Discussion Document

 

Charles Tilly asks all the big questions about state forms and why some sorts of states predominant 

at particular historical moments. Are explanations rooted in either political or economic determinism, 

or are there ‘internalist’ explanations that can be located in local conditions, or perhaps the puzzle 

can be solved by attaching particular weight to pressures derived from the international system?  

So natural do the rise of states occur, the growth of national armies, and the long European 

harmony appear, indeed, that scholars rarely ask why plausible alternatives to them – such as the 

systems of loosely-articulated regional empires that thrived in Asia, Africa and the Americas well 

past AD 990 – did not prevail in Europe. Surely part of the answer lies in the dialectic of cities and 

states that developed within a few hundred years after 990. For the coincidence of a dense, uneven 

urban network with a division into numerous well-defined and more or less independent states 

eventually set apart Europe from the rest of the world. Behind the changing geography of cities and 

states operated the dynamics of capital (whose preferred sphere was cities) and of coercion (which 

crystallized in states). Inquiries into the interplay between cities and states rapidly become 

investigations of capital and coercion. 

A surprising range of combinations between coercion and capital appeared at one point or another 

in European history. Empires, city-states, federations of cities, on networks of landlords, churches, 

religious orders, leagues of pirates, warrior bands, and many other forms of governance prevailed in 

some parts of Europe at various times over the last thousand years. Most of them qualified as states 

of one kind or another: they were organizations that controlled the principal concentrated means of 

coercion within delimited territories, and exercised priority in some respects over all other 

organizations acting within the territories. But only late and slowly did the national state become 

predominant form. Hence the critical double question: What accounts for the great variation over 

time and space in the kinds of states that have prevailed in Europe since AD 990, and why did 

European states eventually converge on different variants of the national state? Why were the 

directions of change so similar and the paths so different? This book aims to clarify that problem, if 

not to resolve it entirely. 
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