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From the 13th to 17th century, the national state emerged, which harnessed the power of its nobility and the resources of its territory. Capitalism and technology could not have enabled the West to dominate other lands had it not been for their technique of channeling and organizing violence into the service of national power. A degree of stability ensued, and the states encouraged commerce and industry, which could be taxed. Although they nurtured the aristocracy, everyone was required to serve in the army. In most emerging states, monarchs developed forms of government known as absolutism. However, another form of government emerged: republican, or constitutional, states. By 1800, the future lay with this system, which gave greater power to the mercantile elite than the kings. Although kings in some medieval lands had begun to forge states, their political forms differed a lot. Vassals controlled their own land even though they swore fealty to a lord, and assemblies acted as a brake on the king’s power. The clergy governed the monarchs congregations. At first the major figured in the development of states were the kings. The elite class grudgingly gave allegiance to these authority figures. In general, a monarch seemed the only alternative to more brutal war and disorder. So the kings of Europe subordinated the aristocracy and gained control over the churches. Religious zeal was made compatible with and supportive of the state’s goals, rather than what the pope said. The demise of medieval assemblies is an example of how monarchs subordinated other authorities. Monarchs encouraged the use of vernacular languages because of common identity, and breaking with the church’s Latin. The foundations of monarchical power were the army and a system of tax collection that let war be waged. The goal of the monarch was to have independent power, and economic independence made that possible. So, only war justified taxes. The rise and fall of the European powers of the early modern period can be traced in the fortunes of their armies on the battlefield and how rich the king was. The Dutch Republic broke with the pattern of king-army-taxes as the key to the creation of a centralized state. They were the antithesis of absolutism because the Protestant elite loaned the state money at interest and in the process created the first system of national bonds and a citizen-financed national debt. As a result, a nation was created, but without a strong central government. Where early modern monarchs subdued all other authorities, strong dynastic states emerged. Where the monarchs failed, as in the Holy Roman Empire, no states evolved until well into the 19th century. In the Holy Roman Empire, princes found allies in the newly formed Protestant communities, and religion acted as a decentralizing force. Successful early modern kings had to bring the churches under control, and turn them to their needs. They did so by linking their subjects’ religious identity with national identity. In the 13th century, Europeans identified themselves with their localities. In the 17th century, aristocrats in many European countries defined the extent of their power in terms of their relationship to the king and court. By then, people were being affected by tax collection, church practices, and by conscription. Increasingly, the bourgeoisie realized that their prosperity hinged on court-supported foreign and domestic policies. If the king helped their ventures, they gave their support to the growth of a strong central state. In only England and the Netherlands, did the landed and mercantile elite manage to redistribute political power so that by the late 17th century it could be shared by monarchy and parliament, or be monopolized by a social oligarchy. The effects of European state building were visible in the world by the late 17th century. Commercial rivalry were directly related to the ability of the elite to protect their interests, and the state’s willingness to encouraged world trade to enrich its treasury. Monarchs and their states ushered in the modern world. 


