
LEVELS, CENTERS, AND PERIPHERIES: 
THE SPATIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURE OF POLITICAL SYSTEMS 

 

How should we conceptualize the structures of political systems?  IR’s standard answer, drawing 
heavily on Kenneth Waltz’s Man, the State and War and Theory of International Politics,1 identifies three 
levels of analysis (individuals, states, and the international system) and stresses the structural 
differences between the anarchic top-level international system and the hierarchic middle-level 
national systems (“units”) that compose it.   

This, I argue, inappropriately generalizes one very particular political configuration.  Most 
international systems are not structured “anarchically.”  And this depiction tells us nothing about the 
structures of national/hierarchic political systems (other than that they are not 
international/anarchic). 

I develop these arguments not by extending our standard account of the elements of political 
structures2 but by rethinking levels and their relations to political systems.  Treating levels as a matter 
of spatial aggregation, I look at the distribution of polities in nested spaces, focusing on relations 
between central and peripheral polities and their combination into varied sorts of systems of polities. 

After laying out the terms of reference and the resulting typology, I apply it to Eurocentric political 
systems from the high middle ages to today.  IR’s standard conception sees no fundamental change 
across nearly a millennium.  (The system remained anarchic and (for all but half a century) 
multipolar.)  I show instead a series of partial yet fundamental structural transformations.  I also 
challenge contemporary IR’s foundational national-international binary and argue that this 
rethinking of levels and systems produces a particularly penetrating picture of globalization.   

1.  Levels, Centers, and Spatio-Political Structure 

I begin by sketching a notion of what I call spatio-political structure.   

1.1.  Layered Political Spaces Populated by Polities 

Imagine a layered political space in which lower levels represent greater degrees of detail.  Higher-level 
entities spatially encompass those on lower levels, creating a hierarchy of relative size.   

Figure 1 models such an abstract political space.   

 

 
1 (Waltz 1959, 1979). 

2 I have done that in (Donnelly 2009, 2012b, a).   
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Figure 1:  A Three-Layer Spatial Grid 

 

The top level includes the entire space, which is (arbitrarily) divided into nine pieces on the second 
level, each of which is (arbitrarily) divided in six on the third level.   

The next section develops models of what I call spatio-political structure by populating such spaces 
with “polities” – corporate political entities capable of (at least semi-) autonomous action.3   

1.2.  Centers and Peripheries 

I distinguish two interrelated types of polities:  centers and peripheries.4   

Social and political systems are structured around specially valued “places;” centers.  As Edward 
Shils puts it 

There is a central zone in the structure of society.  ... Membership in the society, in 
more than the ecological sense of being located in a bounded territory and of 
adapting to an environment affected or made up by other persons located in the 
same territory, is constituted by relationship to this central zone.5 

Centrality has many dimensions – for example, political, religious, cultural, and economic.  Centers 
may stand in varied relations to one another and to their peripheries.  Whatever the details, though, 
how centers are related to individuals, groups, institutions, values, and places is essential to the 
structure of social and political systems.6 

1.3  Centralization and Peripheralization 

“Centralization” and “peripheralization,” as I understand them here, are interlinked social processes.   

Peripheries are defined by subordination to, not just distance from, a center.  “Peripheralization” 
transforms formerly autonomous peoples, polities, or places (or peripheries of another center) into 

 
3 See (Ferguson and Mansbach 1996).  A polity is “an organized society; the state as a political entity.” Oxford English 
Dictionary.   

4 Uses of center and periphery to refer to the global economy (e.g., (Wallerstein 2011 [1976])) involve a very particular 
appropriation of concepts that are regularly used in Archaeology and Anthropology in the sense that I employ them 
here.   

5 (Shils 1961, 117) = (Shils 1975, 3). 

6 Although I usually speak of political systems, most of what I say holds for many other kinds of social systems. 
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peripheries of a specific center.  (I call distant but unperipheralized polities “marginal,” “frontier,” or 
“outlying.”)   

Conversely, a powerful polity that merely sits on top of and dominates other polities is not “central.” 
A conquering power becomes an imperial center by peripheralizing peoples, places, or polities – 
which are transformed in the process.    

I thus avoid using “centralization” in the ordinary-language sense of concentrating authority or 
activity in a single place.  For example, I would not describe twentieth-century France as “more 
centralized” than the Roman Empire.  It was differently centralized.  Authority was more 
“concentrated” in France and more “dispersed” in Rome.   

1.4.  An Illustrative Spatio-Political System 

Figure 2 illustrates several important features of this conception of political structure.   

Figure 2:  An Illustrative Spatio-Political Structure 

 

• The number of levels (in this case, four) varies with the empirical conditions of the world, 
the focus of the analysis, and contingent methodological decisions.   

• So do the kinds of polities, their distribution, and their relations.   

• A political space typically contains multiple systems.  (The top level is spatially more 
encompassing, not “the system.”)   

• Varied centers and peripheries on multiple levels may stand in diverse and complex 
relationships. 

• A peripheral polity may also be a lower-level center, creating a nesting of centers. 

“Higher-level” entities, it should be emphasized, are (only) relatively large.  They may range from 
commanding superordinate powers to largely subordinate creatures of the polities that created them 
(e.g., the United Provinces of the Netherlands and the Swiss Confederation in the seventeenth 
century).   

For simplicity, however, I bracket this last dimension of variation.  I read connecting lines as 
downward-pointing arrows, indicating superordinate authority or control.  A more complete 
representation would distinguish authority from control and depict the powers (if any) of peripheries 
over centers.  It would also map relations on (not just between) levels.   

Two differences with IR’s standard Waltzian conception deserve highlighting. 
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• I treat as empirical questions the types of polities that exist within a space, their distribution 
and relations, and the kinds of systems that those relations create – rather than work with 
pre-defined units of pre-defined types, on pre-defined levels, that combine into pre-defined 
types of political systems. 

• Structures are ordering relations that link polities and transcend levels – “structure” refers to 
the arrangement of the parts of a system7 – not things residing on a higher “system level.”  

2.  Types of Polities and International Systems 

This section develops a typology of spatio-political structures based on the distribution of political 
centers and the homogeneity or heterogeneity of centers, peripheries, and their relations.8    

2.1.  States Systems:  Systems of Single-Level Governance 

Figure 3 models a familiar type of international system:  a “states system.”   

Figure 3:  A States System 
(Single-Level Governance by Homogeneous Terminal Peer Polities) 

 

The top level is unoccupied.  (In Waltz’s terms, the system is anarchic.)  The middle level is occupied 
by a few relatively homogeneous centers.  (Waltz calls such polities units or states and stresses their 
similarity to one another.9)  The bottom level is occupied by a relatively large number of relatively 
small and homogeneous polities, most of which are peripheries of a second-tier center.  (The units 
are internally hierarchical.)   

I call this a system of single-level governance by homogeneous terminal peer polities.10  The system is arranged 
around “terminal polities” – polities above which there is no higher central political authority.  These 
terminal polities are relatively homogeneous and are located on a single level.  They provide most of 
the governance in the system, both “nationally” (“hierarchically”) within their domains and “inter-

 
7 “The arrangement and organization of mutually connected and dependent elements in a system.” Oxford English 
Dictionary.  “A structure is defined by the arrangement of its [the system’s] parts.” (Waltz 1979, 80. Cf. 81, 88, 99). 

8 This section draws on (Donnelly 2017, 253-256). 

9 (Waltz 1979, 96-97, 104, 114). 

10 This jargon adds both content and precision.  Nonetheless, I regularly use the familiar term “states system.”   
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nationally” (both bilaterally and multilaterally).  And they are peer polities11 in an international 
society.   

This account differs from Waltz’s in three important ways.   

• It is only one possible type of international system (not a privileged or default model).   

• Neither the system nor its structure is on a level separate from the “units.”  (The top-level 
political system is on the second (inter-state) level – not the (empty) top level.12) 

• Authority in the system is allocated to the terminal peer polities – not, as Waltz claims, 
absent.13    

2.2.  Systems of Single-Center Governance:  States and Empires 

Figure 4 adds a single top-level center to Figure 3.   

    Figure 4:  A Single-Center Governance System     

 

I differentiate two types of systems of single-center governance, based on the relations between the 
center and its peripheries.   

In integrated polities, relatively homogeneous peripheries stand in fundamentally similar relations to the 
center.  Modern states are examples, in both their unitary (e.g., French) and federal (e.g., American 
and German) forms.  (All American states and all German Länder stand in similar relations to the 
federal center.14) 

I call such integrated polities States, with a capital S.  (“The modern state” is, in these terms, a type of 
State characterized by legal-rational bureaucratic rule.)  All historical States have been parts of larger 
systems.   

 
11 I take the term from (Renfrew and Cherry 1986), a work in the comparative archaeology of early complex societies.   

12 Cf. the last two paragraphs of §2.4. 

13 (Waltz 1979, 112, 88).  Waltz’s looks at the system level rather than the system (and confuses (lack of) supreme authority 
with (lack of) authority).  

14 I distinguish federal and unitary states by the fact (which my models do not represent) that the second-tier units in 
federal states are semi-autonomous centers that share in governance – they are polities that have been peripheralized – 
not just subordinate administrative subunits.   
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In aggregated polities, heterogeneous peripheries stand in varied relations to the governing center.  
(Reading Figure 4 as an aggregated polity, the second-tier polities should have different shapes.15)   

I call these empires, following the ordinary-language definition of “an extensive territory ... often 
consisting of an aggregate of many separate states or territories.”16  (Most scholarly definitions also 
see “empire as a territorially expansive and incorporative kind of state.”17)   

I call empires that are polities in a larger system (e.g., sixteenth-century Spain and early-twentieth-
century France) “empire-states,” using “state” in the broadest sense of polity.  An empire that 
encompasses all of a space (or a regional sub-space) I call an “imperial international (or regional) 
system.”  (The Roman Empire was an imperial international system with an empire-state at its core.) 

Note my loose use of “single-center” in reference to federal States and empires, which have 
peripheries that are also lower-level centers.  By “single-center” I mean a system with only one top-
level center.  The number of top-level centers – none, one, or more than one – is, in my account, a 
crucial feature of the structure of political systems.   

Both “States” and “empires” – “integrated” and “aggregated” “single-center” polities – typically 
arise and grow through agglomerative processes such as war, marriage, inheritance, or voluntary 
union.  “States” (with a capital S) re-integrate their peripheries into relatively similar parts of a 
relatively unified whole.  Empires remain closer to their origins, “choosing” to rule their peripheries 
differentially; as parts of an aggregated (rather than an integrated) system.   

For example, late-medieval Florence acquired the surrounding contado and a more distant distretto 
through a series of ad hoc “bilateral accords [with] a large number of single entities.”18  “The 
plurality of asymmetrical relationships gave shape to a politico-territorial system in which a mosaic 
of unintegrated clusters was arranged about Florence as a central pole, each defined by separate 
autonomies and privileges.”19   

In Classical Athens, by contrast, the reforms of Cleisthenes in 508/7 BCE created a unitary political-
juridical structure.  “The Athenians” were spread across the whole territory of the polis.  Those in 
physically or socially peripheral demes (districts) were no less citizens than those who lived in the 
city.20  And, as the system matured, a single system of law governed all citizens (isonomia).   

2.3.  Heterarchies  

In Figure 5, multiple heterogeneous centers located on different levels stand in varied relations to 
one another and to their peripheries.   

 
15 In addition, the failure of my models to represent the extent and character of central authority obscures the great 
variety of forms of aggregation.  

16 Oxford English Dictionary.     

17 (Sinopoli 1994, 160). 

18 (Zorzi 2000, 23).   

19 (Zorzi 2000, 30).  

20 Classical Greek distinguished between astu (“city” as urban space) and polis (“city” as polity or “city-state”).     
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Figure 5:  A Heterarchic System 
of Multi-Actor Multi-Level Governance 

 

I describe this as a system of multi-actor multi-level governance and use the label heterarchy,21 which 

combines the root arkhē (rule) or arkhon (ruler) with the prefix hetero-, indicating difference or 
variety.  Heterarchic systems may be polities in a larger system (heterarchy-states) or not (heterarchic 
international systems).   

In heterarchies, governance is organized in significant measure functionally. 22  Different powers 
over different issues are allocated to different authorities.  Most places thus are subject to multiple 
and varied centers that share governance.  In states systems, by contrast, most political functions are 
concentrated in relatively homogeneous terminal peer polities, making governance fundamentally 
territorial. 

In heterarchic systems of multi-actor multi-level governance, different kinds of centers exercise 
different authorities in overlapping spaces.  In states systems, similar centers on a single level 
exercise similar authorities in different places. 

2.4.  Types of Polities and International Systems 

Rather than emphasize the presence or absence of a top-level government, I have focused on the 
differences between systems with none, one, and more than one top-level centers and between 
systems with homogeneous and heterogeneous centers or peripheries.        

I have identified three types of polities.   

• States (with a capital S):  single-center polities with peripheries that stand in similar relations 
to the center. 

• Empire-states:  single-center polities with heterogeneous peripheries that stand in varied 
relations to the center.   

• Heterarchy-states:  polities composed of heterogeneous centers that operate on different scales 
and stand in varied relations to one another and to their peripheries.   

 
21 For uses of heterarchy in IR, see (Donnelly 2009), (MacKay 2013), (Baumann and Dingwerth 2015), (Spruyt 2017), 
(Hanau Santini and Moro 2019). 

22 More precisely, I focus here on heterarchies that involve a functional division of authority.  A very different kind of 
heterarchy governs different social groups differently.  For example, ancient India and medieval Europe had different 
systems of law for priests, nobles, and commoners and the Ottoman Empire had different systems of personal law for 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews.   
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I have also identified three types of “international systems,” understood as political systems that are 
not themselves polities in a larger system.     

• States systems:  systems of single-level governance by relatively homogeneous terminal peer 
polities.   

• Heterarchic international systems:  systems of multi-level governance by heterogeneous centers.   
• Imperial international systems:  one actor predominates in a system that is more an 

“international” system than a “national” empire. 

Now I want to add one refinement.  States systems, like heterarchic international systems, can be 
seen as structured around multiple top-tier polities.  This would require redrawing Figure 3 as a two-
level system with “states” (homogeneous terminal peer polities) on the top level.   

This reading, it seems to me, is much more revealing if we are interested in the actual structure of 
the highest-level system in a political space (rather than the fact that there is not a top-level 
government).24  It also makes the models of states systems and heterarchic international systems 
more parallel:  “anarchy” is represented in both by the presence of multiple top-tier centers.  And it 
highlights the strong association of single-level governance with homogeneous top-tier polities and 
of multi-level governance with heterogeneous (functionally differentiated) top-tier polities.   

Finally, I want some similarities and differences between my account and Waltz’s.   

My distinction between systems with one or more than one top-tier polities has similarities to 
Waltz’s distinction between hierarchic and anarchic systems.  In addition, my distinction between 
heterogeneous and homogeneous centers is not unrelated to his understanding of the structural role 
of functional differentiation.   

It does matter, greatly, whether or not there is a single top-level governing power.  And where there 
are multiple top-level centers, it matters, greatly, whether they are similar polities governing 
territorially or heterogeneous polities governing functionally.  But these insights do not come close 
to justifying seeing all political systems as either anarchic/international or hierarchic/national. 

More particularly, I reject Waltz’s insistence that a states system is the normal or default form of 
international relations.  I also reject his (closely related) insistence that political spaces typically have 
a simple two-level national-international structure.25  And I reject the idea that political systems have 
a singular ordering principle.26   

Sections 5-9 develop an extended case study that tries to demonstrate the superior insights provided 
by my spatio-political rethinking of levels and political systems.  First, though, I want to draw 
attention to two further characteristics of this approach to thinking about political structures.   

3.  Centralization as Assemblage 

Centers and peripheries are created through processes that transform the related elements and create 
“assemblages,” as that term is used in “assemblage theory.”27 

 
24 Cf. above at n. 12. 

25 These stipulations preclude heterarchic international systems and allow us to say nothing about the structure of 
hierarchical national systems (other than that they are not anarchic).   

26 Cf. (Donnelly 2017, 245-246). 

27 I rely especially on (DeLanda 2016), which is based on (Deleuze and Guattari 1987 [1980], ch. 3, 4).  (Sassen 2008 
[2006]), (Abrahamsen and Williams 2009), (Doucet 2016), and (Bueger 2018) provide varied IR applications.   
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Understanding systems as wholes with distinct identities and emergent (irreducible) properties,28 
assemblages are systems with parts that are “extrinsically” related, in the sense that they retain a 
certain separateness or separability.29  For example, an archaeological assemblage – “an associated set 
of contemporary artefacts that can be considered as a single unit for record and analysis”30 – is the 
product of “extrinsic” “logics” of deposition, preservation, excavation, and analysis.   

In an assemblage, the whole is “more than” the sum of its parts; it has a character and meanings 
distinct from its parts.  (It is a system.)  The parts, however, are “more than” just pieces of a whole; 
they retain a separate or separable identity; they are linked (more or less tightly) into a heterogeneous 
entity.  (It is an assemblage.)   

Parts of a complex organism, by contrast, are related “intrinsically.”  For example, a human heart 
can be part of only one kind of whole.31  Similarly, many social roles, such as parent-child and 
teacher-student, are intrinsically related – although families and classes, like most social groups, are 
assemblages. 

Centers and peripheries, as I have defined them, are intrinsically related.  The polities and systems of 
polities that they compose, however, are assemblages.  And an assemblage frame emphasizes that 
polities often are both integral parts of and separate from larger political systems.32    

4.  So What?  

OK.   

But what can we do with this? 

Like any good typology, it helps us to depict the structures of political systems, explain some of their 
fundamental characteristics and parameters, and thus compare political systems, both across cases 
and across time.   

IR’s standard structural typology, by contrast, depicts all international systems as anarchic and thus 
fundamentally the same.  I am in effect arguing that we should not take seriously any account that 
sees no structural difference between Figures 3 and 5.   

A structural typology that does not generate fundamentally accurate accounts of the arrangement of 
the parts of a system is worse than useless.  A structural explanation claims to explain an outcome by 
the arrangement of the system.  Therefore, unless the depiction of that arrangement is a 
fundamentally accurate simplification the resulting explanation will be just plain wrong.     

Of most immediate relevance, states systems, pace Waltz, are characterized not just (or even 
primarily) by the absence of a top-level government but also (and no less essentially) by the 
territorial allocation of authority to relatively homogeneous second-tier polities.  States systems 

 
28 (Jervis 1997, 12-17) cites much of the classic literature on emergence.  See also (Sawyer 2005, ch. 10).    

29 (DeLanda 2016, 2, 10, 11-12).   

30 Oxford English Dictionary. 

31 Although strictly speaking not true – imagine, for example, a collage of preserved human hearts – the general idea is 
clear enough for our purposes here.   

32 Waltz, despite his use of systems language, does not really understands states as parts of a system (as opposed to 
actors influenced by an environment).  Cf. (Donnelly 2019, esp. 916-917).  And he has no real way of comprehending 
the separability of the parts of an assembled system.  Waltzian anarchic systems are not really systems.  And Waltzian 
hierarchic systems are not assemblages.  But, I am arguing, most “political systems” are in fact assembled systems.   
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combine “national” “hierarchy” and “international” “anarchy.”33  The structure of a states system 
simply is not (fundamentally) “anarchic.”34  

One might respond, though, that this typology, whatever its virtues, is just that; a typology.  It does 
not lead to a theory.   

That, I would reply, is true of any structural typology – including Waltz’s (despite his pretenses to 
the contrary).   

As numerous scholars have shown, in varied ways, “structure,” defined as anarchy and the 
distribution of capabilities, (alone) explains nothing.35  And if we want to know not only that but 
also which “balances of power tend to form,”36 Waltzian structural predictions or explanations 
prove wildly inaccurate.  For example, states balance not against power but against threat, a largely 
perceptual (unit-level) variable.37   

Waltz’s typology is, in the end, just a typology.   

That is a “problem,” though, only if we expect to be able to read causal theory more or less directly 
off a depiction of structure.  But that expectation is groundless.  Structural-typological explanations 
and causal explanations are only very loosely connected.   (Structures are not Humean causes.  They 
explain by the interdependence (that is, a particular arrangement) of parts – not the independent 
causal effects of isolatable parts (variables).)    

The real problem with IR’s standard (Waltzian) structural typology is that the types that it identifies 
and the comparisons that it grounds – anarchic/international vs. hierarchic/national – just are not 
very enlightening.  My typology, I am arguing, allows us to make illuminating comparisons of 
political systems and chart continuity and change in structures over time.   

The remainder of this essay tries to illustrate this in the case of Eurocentric political systems over 
the past eight centuries, with special attention to early modern Europe (§§5.3, 6) and globalization 
(§9).  I also highlight the problematic nature of IR’s standard national-international binary (§7), both 
in the medieval, early modern, and post-modern periods and more generally.   

5.  From Medieval Heterarchy to the Early Modern States System  

From the central/high medieval period to today, international systems in the Eurocentric world have 
been anarchic and have not varied systematically in polarity.  Therefore, in IR’s standard account, 
they are structurally indistinguishable.   

The other standard narrative in IR sees a singular modern transition (somewhere between, say, 1492 
and 1648).  This reading, however, is inconsistent with the standard account of structure.  (Neither 
ordering principle nor polarity changed with modernity.)  And it does not identify criteria that justify 

 
33 Neither national hierarchy nor international anarchy is a given condition.  (Of most immediate relevance, preexisting  
national states do not combine, out of nothing, into an anarchic international system.)  Rather, different types of political 
systems on different levels not merely interact but usually mutually shape one another (to varying extents, in varying 
ways).   

34 Cf. (Donnelly 2015, esp. 413-415). 

35 (Wendt 1992) is the best-known – and I think still the best – such argument.  (Wagner 2007, 16-18, 21-29) is a 
particularly spirited rationalist version. 

36 (Waltz 1979, 119). 

37 (Walt 1987). 
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seeing centuries of medieval continuity followed by a decisive modern break – and then three, four, 
or more centuries of fundamental continuity.   

I show instead that structural changes cumulate every couple hundred years to generate identifiable 
eras but not radical breaks.  Neither the medieval nor the modern era – let alone nearly the whole 
second millennium CE – was an epoch of structural continuity.   

5.1.  High Medieval Heterarchy 

I begin at the end of the “high” or “central” medieval period, glossing over great spatial variation38 
to present an overview of the structure of politics in western and central Europe around 1250, give 
or take half a century.    

Political authority in the Christian community was divided functionally (heterarchically) into 
sacerdotium (supreme spiritual authority; priesthood) and imperium (supreme secular authority; empire) 
or regnum (secular rule; government), creating parallel hierarchies that jointly governed (Western) 
Christendom.39  (The most important political task in the medieval world was the regulation of 
religious practice and belief, the path to eternal salvation.) 

Each functional domain had four lightly layered levels.   

At the top of the ecclesiastical hierarchy40 was the Pope, the Bishop of Rome;41 the successor to 
Peter, to whom Jesus gave the keys to heaven.  Sacerdotal authority was exercised by archbishops, 
bishops, and parish priests, in nested communities of decreasing scale.  As the hierarchical or 
physical distance from Rome increased, though, papal control declined.  And secular authorities 
often exerted substantial influence.42   

The top secular level was occupied by the Emperor, the successor to the emperor of Rome.43  
Despite propagandistic protestations of universal imperium, though, the Emperor had little power 
beyond the boundaries of the Empire (Germany, northern Italy, southeastern France, and the low 
countries) – which itself was a disparate collection of more than two hundred secular and 
ecclesiastical polities of varied sizes, shapes, and powers.44  Imperial control was especially 
problematic in “subordinate” polities that were distant from the dynastic lands of the Emperor – the 
Hohenstaufens, who held the imperial crown from 1155-1250, were based in Swabia – or that had 
been ruled by another family for multiple generations.45 

 
38 What follows best fits the Empire, the Papacy, and France.   

39 (Cowdrey 1998, 546-550 and ch. 10), (Chodorow 1972, ch. 9. Cf. ch. 3, 4, 7). 

40 Very briefly, see (Watts 2009, 116-122).   

41 (Ullmann 1972) and (Whalen 2014) are single-volume histories of the medieval papacy.   

42 Although the resolution of the Investiture Controversy (1076-1122) (see (Blumenthal 1988 [1982]), (Robinson 2004)) 
gave the Pope control over appointing bishops, leading nobles regularly had substantial input and sometimes even 
effective control.  And parish priests continued to be appointed (and physically sustained by the benefices provided) by 
local or provincial lords. 

43 (Fuhrmann 1986 [1983]) and (Haverkamp 1988 [1984]) are histories of the central-medieval Empire.  

44 https://i.pinimg.com/originals/57/8f/e2/578fe20fd9122ed47a6605b26c893e56.jpg is a map that strikingly illustrates 
the agglomerative character of the Empire in 1250. 

45 (Arnold 1991) is a classic study of princely rule in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

https://i.pinimg.com/originals/57/8f/e2/578fe20fd9122ed47a6605b26c893e56.jpg
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I call the second secular level regnal, using a neologism created by Susan Reynolds46 to indicate that 
kings were the typical actors on this level, without suggesting anything else about the character of 
these polities.  Rulers such as the King of England and the Duke of Brittany acknowledged no 
higher secular authority.  (The motto rex imperator in regno suo [the king is emperor in his realm] was 
being used regularly by the early fourteenth-century.47)  Regnal rulers, however, had limited legal, 
fiscal, and political rights and lacked the resources to exercise much control beyond their personal 
dynastic domains.   

Secular rulers on what I will call the provincial level thus typically were subject only to limited 
direction and oversight.48  Some, such as the Duke of Saxony, rivalled their status superiors in power 
and wealth, making them more centers than peripheries.  As John Watts nicely puts it, there was “a 
thin royal crust over a mass of independent jurisdictions.”49 

In local communities, which were overwhelmingly rural,50 secular authority was exercised by lords 
(seigneurs, Herren), with little higher supervision.  (Most localities were marginal or outlying areas that 
had not been peripheralized.)  Furthermore, “many lordships … were little more than private 
estates, with odd scraps of jurisdiction attached – often insecurely.”51  

These two functional hierarchies diverged territorially.  Regnal polities usually included at least parts 
of multiple archbishoprics.  Bishoprics did not correspond to secular divisions.  And local lordships 
(seigneuries) rarely corresponded to church parishes.   

The result was a heterarchic system of overlapping and interpenetrating authorities and jurisdictions 
that stood in varied, complex, and contested relations.   

The particularism of medieval life stands out to us today.  The emphasis at the time, though, was on 
the unification of particularities in an all-encompassing cosmic hierarchy52 – and the hierarchical 
unity of Christendom, the universal polity that provided the path to salvation.  Therefore, the top 
level of the system, although populated by actors with limited powers, was central to the structure of 
high-medieval politics. 

5.2.  Late Medieval Political Changes 

The power of both the Pope and the Emperor deteriorated significantly in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries.  And no new top-level actors emerged. 

The decline of the Papacy was absolute.  The Church never fully recovered from the Great 
(Western) Schism (1378-1417), when competing popes (and their backers) crassly competed for 
ecclesiastical control53 – allowing kings “to wield powers that had formerly been exercised by 

 
46 (Reynolds 1984, ch. 8, esp. 254).  (Watts 2009, 376-380) powerfully applies the concept to the rise of early modern 
polities.   

47 (Rivière 1924), (Ullmann 1979), (Hinsley 1986, 88-89), (Pennington 1993, 31-36), (Watts 2009, 68). 

48  See (Reynolds 1984, ch. 7). 

49 (Watts 2009, 84).   

50 (Reynolds 1984, ch. 5), (Epstein 2009, ch. 2).  On medieval towns, see (Pounds 2005).   

51 (Watts 2009, 97). 

52 (Pseudo-) Dionysius (Denys the Areopagite) provided the most influential expression of this vision.  His works are 
available in translation at http://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html.  (Rorem 1993) provides a commentary on 
the texts and their influence.  

53 (Ullmann 1972, ch. 11, 12), (Kaminsky 2000).  On the preceding Avignon Papacy, see (Zutshi 2000).   

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/dionysius/works.html
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popes,” especially taxation to support the Church.54  Although the Council of Constance (1414-
1418) restored ecclesiastical unity,55 churches became increasingly national/regnal.  The 
Reformation56 then fractured the doctrinal and ecclesiastical unity of Christendom.  And the Italian 
Wars (1494-1559)57 reduced the secular power of the papacy to that of an Italian regional actor.   

The decline of the Empire was (only) relative.  Sigismund (r. 1410-1437) and Frederick III (r. 1452-
1493) were successful Emperors.58  Leading regnal rulers, however, more rapidly improved their 
legal, administrative, fiscal, and military capabilities.59  The formal change of name in 1512 to the 
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation in effect recognized that the Emperor had become the 
regnal ruler of Germany – although extensive reforms between 1489 and 155960 kept the Empire in 
the ranks of the great powers into the late seventeenth century.   

5.3.  New Monarchies and the Rise of a European States System 

In France, England, and Spain, fifteenth-century wars rooted in succession crises – the last third of 
the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453),61 the Wars of the Roses (1455-1485),62 and a series of conflicts 
from 1412 to 1469 within and between the crowns of Castile and Aragon,63 followed by the War of 
the Castilian Succession (1475-1479) – weakened many provincial princes and created opportunities 
that were vigorously exploited by the victorious kings.  Over the next century, these three kingdoms 
differentiated themselves from other regnal polities and began to expand and deepen the 
peripheralization of provincial centers.64   

The mid-1550s can be seen as a pivot point between universalistic medieval heterarchy and a new 
particularistic system of regnal politics.   

In 1519, Charles I of Spain, who also held the Hapsburg domains in the low countries, became 
Emperor (ruling as Charles V), creating an empire much larger than Charlemagne’s.  His aspiration 
to re-establish a universal Christian polity was evidenced not only in the five wars he waged against 
France, his only serious geo-political rival, but also in his leadership of military efforts against the 
Ottoman advance and his strong support for “Christian unity,” especially suppressing heresy 
(Protestantism), by force if necessary, and encouraging the Catholic/Counter Reformation.65   

Charles’s abdication in 1556, and the (re-)division of the Hapsburg holdings between his son and 
brother, marked the end of the last serious effort at universal imperium.  The top level of the system 

 
54 (Watts 2009, 296). 

55 (Black 1998, 67-76), (Watts 2009, 291-301).   

56 (Greengrass 2014, ch. 10, 11) and (Marshall 2009) are recent brief overviews.   

57 (Mallett and Shaw 2014 [2012]). 

58 (Scott 1998).   

59 (Watts 2009, 43-129, 205-263, 393-419) surveys changing late-medieval governmental structures and practices.  See 
also (Guenée 1985 [1981]). 

60 (Whaley 2012, 355-356, 361-362, 364-365, 370-371 439-440, 443-444, 494-497, 512-521, 570-572), (Wilson 2011, 70-
75, 85-93). 

61 (Neillands 2001, ch. 13-16). 

62 (Carpenter 1997), (Pollard 2013). 

63 (Del Treppo 1998), (MacKay 1998).   

64 As noted above (§1.4), a center on one level can be a peripheralized polity of a higher-level center.  The issue of 
contention in late-medieval and early modern Europe was the balance between regnal and provincial centers. 

65 (Blockmans 2002), (Parker 2019).  More briefly, see (Nexon 2009, ch. 5). 
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now clearly was empty.  (More precisely, the inter-regnal level became the top level of the European 
political space.66)  And this, it turned out, would remain the case for another four centuries. 

No less importantly, in 1555 Charles accepted the Peace of Augsburg, which established the 
principle cuius regio, eus religio [whose realm, his religion], allowing certain princes within the Empire 
to establish Catholicism or Lutheranism as their polity’s official religion.67  This acceptance of both 
particularistic religious heterodoxy and the subordination of churches to princes effectively ended 
the functional bifurcation of high-medieval political world.   

Over the next century, regnal polities became – as the result of intense, extended, and often violent 
conflicts between regnal and provincial centers – the focal point of both “national” and 
“international” politics.  And although religion remained a subject of often violent contestation, 
ecclesiastical autonomy came to be restricted to narrowly “religious” and institutional matters, even 
in Catholic Spain68 and France.69  

Early modern Europe was beginning to approximate the type of single-level governance depicted in 
Figure 3.  Medieval heterarchy was giving way to an early modern states system.   

6.  Early Modern Dynastic Empire-States 

What kinds of polities composed this emerging states system?  Most were empire-states 
(agglomerated polities) not States (integrated polities), let alone “modern” legal-rational states – a 
model that “is hopelessly anachronistic when applied to an early modern state.”70   

“The modern state has been constructed to create a uniformity or universality of life within its 
borders.”71  “A single system of governance … [and] law applies to (virtually) all who find 
themselves within these boundaries.”72  Early modern polities, by contrast, were variegated 
aggregations of “a myriad of smaller territorial and jurisdictional units jealously guarding their 
independent status.”73  Their “parts had different social structures [and] different laws and 
institutions.”74   

Historians today often call these polities “composite states.”75  And these “non-integrative unions”76 
were very much assemblages.  “Their constituent parts ha[d] a meaningful and partly independent 
existence.”77 

 
66 Cf. the last two paragraphs of §2.4. 

67 (Nexon 2009, 158-183) addresses the struggle leading up to this decision and its significance. 

68 (Rawlings 2002), (Payne 1984, ch. 2). 

69 (Bergin 2014) 

70 (Collins 1995, 2).  As Ruth MacKay (1999, 2) puts it, that Spain “did not conform to any of our available models …  
suggest[s] not that Spain was an exception but, rather, that the models are deficient.”  Cf. (Elliott 2002 [1963], 77).   

71 (Migdal 1997, 209). 

72 (Morris 2004, 197).   

73 (Elliott 1992, 51). 

74 (Koenigsberger 1986, x). 

75 (Elliott 1992) is an excellent brief account.  (Koenigsberger 1978) = (Koenigsberger 1986, ch. 1) is the classic 
exposition.  More briefly, see (Nexon 2009, 68-72).     

76 (Hayton and Kelly 2010, 4).  

77 (Watts 2009, 380).   
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For reasons of space, I focus on France, which is usually considered the most “modern” of the early 
modern great powers, and, to a lesser extent, on Spain, the most powerful European polity of the 
second half of the sixteenth and the first third of the seventeenth century.78     

6.1.  Castile/Spain 

The marriage in 1469 of Isabella, future queen of Castile, and Ferdinand, future king of Aragon, laid 
the foundation for “modern Spain.”  The Crown of Aragon, however, loosely linked an Iberian core 
of Aragon, Catalonia, and Valencia with the peripheral Mediterranean polities of Naples, Sicily, 
Majorca, and Sardinia, “each with its own laws and institutions.”79  Castile was a geographically 
compact realm.  Its major towns, though, enjoyed substantial self-rule80 and noble families in the 
countryside were largely independent authorities.81  And these two realms were only weakly joined.82   

It may be a bit harsh to call the resulting polity “a ramshackle assemblage.”83  “Spain,” however, was 
“a plural, not a unitary state;”84 a “polycentric monarchy.”85   

When the Hapsburg holdings were (re-)divided in 1556, Charles’ son Philip, who already was king 
consort of England and Ireland (through his marriage to Mary I), received the crowns of Castile and 
Aragon (and Navarre) and the Hapsburg holdings in the low countries.  This in some ways 
represented a political “rationalization.”  “In place of the vast and cumbersome geographical 
monstrosity that passed for an empire under Charles V, Philip II would rule an empire of three 
logical units:  England and the Netherlands, Spain and Italy, and America.”86  But compared to a 
territorial or national polity, both “England and the Netherlands” and “Spain and Italy” were 
geographical monstrosities.  And Spanish America was vast, diverse, and immensely distant.   

Even “the Spanish peninsula was not a single economic or administrative unit, but a complex of 
kingdoms and territories:  Castile, Aragon, Valencia, Catalonia, Navarre, Vizcaya, Galicia, and 
Portugal [which was added to the crown of Castile in 1560].”87  Each “remained in its own 
compartment, governed by its traditional laws” and institutions.88  And strong local and provincial 
identities facilitated regular resistance and recurrent rebellions (usually led by nobles and urban elites 
who benefited from the “ancient” rights and liberties of towns and regions).89 

 
78 The realm of the King of England became a dynastic composite state in the early modern period, as Wales was 
incorporated (in 1543), Ireland (in 1542) became a separate kingdom held by the English crown, and England and 
Scotland were joined in 1603 in a personal dynastic union under James VI/I.  (The Empire, the other great power of the 
era, was a heterarchy-state.)   

79 (Elliott 2002 [1963], 31).   

80 (Kamen 2014, 25-28), (Fernández Albaladejo 1989, 725-726).   

81 (Elliott 2002 [1963], 26, 86-99, 113), (Kamen 2014, 23), (Anderson 1974, 62-63, 66). 

82 When Isabella died in 1504, Ferdinand did not become king of Castile.  “Spain” was (re-)united only when Charles 
inherited both crowns.  And the status of Portugal would not be resolved until 1668, after more than a century of being 
part of “Spain.”   

83 (Anderson 1974, 62). 

84 (Elliott 2002 [1963], 84).   

85 (Cardim et al. 2012). 

86 (Elliott 2002 [1963], 210). 

87 (Elliott 1970, 437-438). 

88 (Elliott 2002 [1963], 78).  Cf. (Elliott 2002 [1963], 29-30, 40-41, 81-82, 279-280, 282, 283).  See also n. 140 

89 On the 1591 revolt of Aragon, see (Elliott 2002 [1963], 277-284), (Kamen 2014, 131-135).  On the Catalan Revolt 
(1640-1659), see (Elliott 1963).  On noble and urban privilege, see §6.5. 
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6.2.  France 

Early modern French kings, like their medieval predecessors, “assembled their kingdom piecemeal, 
layer on layer.  They accreted different customs, legal systems, and privileges.”90  Two fifths of the 
king’s subjects, most notably in Brittany, Burgundy, Languedoc, Provence, and Dauphiné, retained 
their traditional laws and representative institutions.91  Even Louis XIV added Flanders to his realm 
(in 1668 and 1678) through agglomerative compacts that produced “two governmental systems 
corresponding to very different historical traditions [that] found themselves having to work side by 
side.”92  Early modern France was “a polyglot empire” – as late as 1789, half of the population did 
not speak French93 – “with a wide range of local institutions adapted to the many local cultures.”94   

This “conglomeration of duchies, counties, and provinces”95 was “only partially under royal 
control”96 – especially as one moved away from Paris.  Provincial governors, drawn principally from 
the upper nobility, were semi-independent powers.97  “The great nobles exercised considerable 
influence over the appointment and behavior of royal officials in their fiefs.”98  And major towns 
were semi-autonomous.99   

The early Bourbon kings did significantly increase central administrative capabilities.  Most notably, 
after 1634 intendants exercised administrative oversight in two dozen généralités (new administrative 
districts).100  In typical early modern fashion, though, they were layered on top of, rather than a 
replacement for, older jurisdictions, institutions, and offices.   

Furthermore, almost the entire judiciary and much of the royal administration owned their offices101 – 
which after 1604 were fully transferable private property.102  By 1664 there were more than 45,000 
venal offices in the judiciary and financial administration alone.103   

Add the military weakness of the king, discussed immediately below, and it becomes easy to 
understand the regularity and severity of provincial rebellions.  In the civil wars (Wars of Religion) of 
the last four decades of the sixteenth century,104 large swathes of the country repeatedly fell out of 
royal control105 – including Paris from 1588 to 1593.  Rebellions returned from 1619 to 1628.106  And 

 
90 (Briggs 1977, 2).   

91 See also n. 140. 

92 (Lottin 1991, 86).   

93 (Hobsbawm 1992, 60). 

94 (Collins 1995, 5).   

95 (Major 1962, 125). 

96 (Kettering 1986, 5).  Cf. (Anderson 1974, 85-86). 

97 (Harding 1978), (Mousnier 1979 [1980], ch. 22). 

98 (Major 1964, 640).   

99 (Mousnier 1979 [1974], ch. 13).   

100 (Mousnier 1979 [1980], ch. 26). 

101 (Mousnier 1979 [1980], ch. 5) is a good introduction to officiers.   

102 (Mousnier 1979 [1980], 35-52).   

103 (Doyle 1996, 6, 11).  (Swart 1949) and, much more briefly, (Blockmans 1997, 227-234) survey venality in seventeenth-
century Europe. 

104 (Holt 2005) is an excellent general history.  In IR, see (Nexon 2009, ch. 7).  See also below at nn. 163ff. 

105 https://www.themaparchive.com/france-in-1585.html maps the partition of France between Catholics, Huguenots, 
and the King in 1585. 

106 See (Holt 2005, ch. 7).     

https://www.themaparchive.com/france-in-1585.html
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the Frondes (1648-1649, 1650-1653), named for the slings used to smash the windows of Parisian 
supporters of the king, were effectively regional civil wars.107 

6.3.  Early Modern Militaries:  The Case of France 

Space precludes even superficial consideration of early modern administration and finance, which (as 
indicated by practices such as the sale of offices and tax farming) bore little resemblance to their 
modern successors.  Given the typical emphasis on the modern state’s monopoly on the legitimate 
use of force, though, I will look briefly at the royal armies of France (the sole top-tier military power 
across the whole early modern period).   

During the Wars of Religion (1562-1598),108 royal and rebel armies were roughly comparable in size.  
Fighters on both sides were raised and led by local and provincial nobles (and towns), who had 
considerable latitude over whether, when, and for whom to fight.  And (foreign) mercenaries were 
readily available.   

The King raised only about a third of his forces directly.109  Mercenaries, who are notoriously 
unreliable, made up another third.  The remaining third was composed of temporary additions that 
“were little more than the armed clients of their noble commanders.”110  And all the officers, as well 
as most of the cavalry, were nobles, who often pursued primarily personal, familial, and local 
interests.  “Such an army was but a small step forward from the feudal levies of the middle ages.”111  

The royal army was “almost a republic of semi-independent warlords.”112  The king persuaded, 
cajoled, and coerced more than he commanded.  He allied with, rather than ruled over, the leading 
nobles – when he was not struggling with or fighting against them. 

Louis XIV (r. 1643-1715) did largely suppress local and provincial military forces.113  And he was 
able to field an army of about 350,000 – more than double the largest French force during the Thirty 
Years’ War (1618-1648), which itself was three times the largest French army during the Italian Wars 
(1494-1559).114  The Sun King’s army, however, was not a “modern army” but what John Lynn aptly 
calls a “state commission army.”115   

The French state in the early eighteenth century neither raised nor provisioned “its” forces.  Rather, 
it contracted with (noble) colonels, who recruited and equipped soldiers,116 and with what David 

 
107 (Moote 1971), (Ranum 1993).   

108 (Holt 2005), (Wood 1996).   

109 (Wood 1996, 44-66, 71-72, 233, Table 9.2) details the composition of the royal armies in the 1560s and 1570s. 

110 (Collins 1995, 14). 

111 (Major 1962, 119).    

112 (Asch 2014, 110), referring to the mid-seventeenth century.   

113 (Rowlands 2002, 354-361), (Lynn 1997, 347).   

114 (Lynn 1997, ch. 2).   

115 (Lynn 1997, 9). 

116 This, however, reflected “progress” from the Thirty Years’ War, when entire armies were raised by entrepreneur-
generals like Wallenstein.  See (Anderson 1998 [1988], Pt. 1).   
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Parrott calls “enterprisers,”117 who supplied the troops (at a considerable profit).  (The government 
only began to directly provide arms to soldiers in 1727118 and bread in 1799.119)   

Furthermore, Louis XIV institutionalized venality in military office.120  Colonels “were officially 
allowed to sell the captaincies to suitable candidates.  In their turn the captains sold lieutenancies … 
until each commission from the lowest to the highest came to be regarded as a piece of property.”121  
The King and his ministers could only try “as far as possible to keep major military commands in 
the hands of family, clients and allies.”122  

This public-private partnership partly reflected the superior capabilities of local actors.123  Primarily, 
though, it was a “compromise that the crown and war ministers needed to establish with French 
elites if the latter were to continue to provide large-scale financial support for the state’s military 
activity.”124     

Parrott argues that “military devolution was no more problematic than any other delegation of the 
authority of the ruler.”125  “Devolution” and “delegation,” however, falsely suggest that authority 
and capabilities had previously been centrally controlled.  This system was actually “centralizing.”  It 
concentrated authority in and increased the capabilities of the royal center.   

6.4.  Periodizing Early Modernity 

In this as in so many other ways, the early modern era was a “middle age” between the medieval and 
modern worlds; post-medieval but pre-modern.  Furthermore, as the preceding discussion hints, it 
falls into two rather different periods.   

The earlier or “Renaissance” period was a time of hotly contested peripheralization, culminating in 
the tumultuous 1640s and 1650s:  the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648), the English Civil War (1642-
1651) and Protectorate (1653-1659), the Frondes (1648-1653), and the Catalan Revolt (1640-1659) 
and Portuguese War of Independence (1640-1668).  Eventually, though, kings made their principal 
challengers peripheralized parts of regnal realms,126 ushering in the later or “Baroque” (or Ancien 
Régime) period.  1660 – the Stuart Restoration in England, followed the next year by the assumption 
of personal rule by Louis XIV – is a conventional marker.    

Baroque states, however, were still agglomerated, not integrated, polities.  Provinces no longer had 
the option of armed resistance.  Nonetheless, they continued to enjoy considerable autonomy and a 

 
117 (Parrott 2012). 

118 (Anderson 1998 [1988], 106). 

119 (Corvisier 1979 [1976], 93). 

120 (Parrott 2012, 69, 291, 292-294), (Rowlands 2002, 166-171, 343-353), (Lynn 1997, 230-231).   

121 (Childs 1982, 78-79).  Britain also sold army offices – in 1720, the government published an official pricelist (Guy 
1985, 138) – although not naval offices. (Brewer 1990 [1988], 44-45) 

122 (Harding 1978, 284). 

123 (Parrott 2012, 320-321). 

124 (Parrott 2012, 292).  Cf. (Rowlands 2002, 2, 7, 346).   

125 (Parrott 2012, 281).  Cf. (Lynn 1997, 354-355). 

126 The Spanish crown did not succeed, or even try very hard at, this task – and thus dropped from the ranks of the great 
powers.  And in Central Europe, the Hapsburg monarch’s power increasingly shifted to Austria (and Bohemia), 
reflecting the relatively effective peripheralization of the family dynastic domains (and the growing autonomy of the 
other parts of the Empire).   
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wide range of particularistic fiscal, legal, and political privileges.  And the central government still 
had only the most limited local capabilities (beyond extracting taxes).     

6.5.  Corporations, Privileges, and Patronage 

Early-modern provinces were understood as territorial corporations; legally recognized entities that 
enjoyed privileges, in the root sense of private laws.127  Corporate privileges were also, however, 
“assigned vertically along a hierarchy of social status.”128  A political system organized around 
privileged social corporations thus was overlaid on the system of privileged territorial corporations 
discussed above.  Although social corporations take us beyond the spatio-political focus of my 
framework, they were central to the composite character of early modern polities.   

“Every state in Europe except certain Swiss cantons recognized the existence of a nobility, a social 
group enjoying some form of legally established hereditary superiority.”129  Nobilities enjoyed 
extensive social,130 legal,131 and fiscal132 privileges, usually including – England was the principal 
exception – exemption from most direct taxes.  Nobles also often held a privileged place in 
representative institutions and had preferential access to certain offices.133  Noble control of 
seigneurial courts134 helped to solidify their domination of the countryside.  And, as we saw above, 
Renaissance nobles often controlled substantial armed forces.  For example, at the siege of La 
Rochelle in 1627, the Duke of Rochefoucald, the governor of Poitou (a relatively small province), 
arrived to aid the king with 1,500 mounted men – on four days’ notice!135    

Towns136 – legally recognized (and usually royally chartered) corporations – enjoyed more or less 
broad powers of self-rule and a variety of economic and fiscal privileges.  For example, most large 
towns in France and Spain were exempt from most ordinary direct taxes.137  Furthermore, many 
continental towns had (often sizable) militias – for example, in 1597 Amiens had a force of 3,000 
men138 – and fortified walls.139 

In most realms, select social corporations – usually some combination of clergy, nobles, and towns – 
were politically represented as “estates” (états, Stände, staten, stati) organized in assemblies at the 
“national” (e.g., the “Estates General” in France and the Netherlands) and/or “provincial” level.140  

 
127 (Bossenga 2012) and (Mousnier 1979 [1974], ch. 10) offer good brief introductions for France.  (Mousnier 1979 
[1974], ch. 11-14) explores French territorial corporations. 

128 (Bossenga 1991, 5). 

129 (Doyle 1992, 73).  (Dewald 1996) offers a general overview.   

130 (Bush 1983, 120-143).  

131 (Bush 1983, 66-71). 

132 (Bush 1983, 27-64). 

133 (Bush 1983, 79-120), (Storrs and Scott 1996, 13-23).   

134 (Bush 1983, 157-162), (Collins 1995, 5). 

135 (Collins 1995, 28). 

136 (Friedrichs 1995) surveys early modern towns.   

137 (Farr 1992, 131).  Thus “almost anyone who was not a peasant managed to avoid paying some portion of the tax.” 
(Kwass 2000, 24-25). 

138 (Major 1994, 33).   

139 (Wolfe 2000) provides an overview of walled towns in France in the last third of the sixteenth century.   

140 See (Major 1980), (Collins 1994), (Swann 2003) for France; (Jago 1981, 1992) for Castile; (Sanz 1994) for Aragon; and 
(Carsten 1959) for the Empire.  (Graves 2001) and (Myers 1975) are general, although often superficial, overviews.  In 
France, parlements – national and regional courts – were at least as important.  See (Swann 2001, 155-160; 2012). 
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These assemblies of estates “claim[ed] to represent a wider, more abstract, territorial entity – 
country, Land, terra, pays – which, they assert[ed], the ruler is entitled to rule only to the extent that 
he upholds its distinctive customs and serves its interests.”141  “The territorial ruler and the Stände 
[estates] make up the polity jointly, but as separate and mutually acknowledged political centers.  Both 
constitute it, through their mutual agreement.”142   

Although the groups represented varied considerably, assemblies of estates almost always excluded 
the (privilege-less) common people, who made up the vast majority of the population.  H. G. 
Koenigsberger thus speaks of “the crystallization of powerful social groups into estates.”143  As Max 
Weber put it, “proprietors of privilege … came together in joint congresses for the purpose of 
ordering political matters by means of compromise,”144 both among themselves and with the king.   

Another essential integrative and representative mechanism was patronage.  The crucial corporate 
group here was the (extended) family/clan/dynasty.  Families, deploying their status, children, lands, 
offices, and wealth, created complexly networked and nested alliances on and across local, 
provincial, and regnal levels.145   

In this system, the king was not a qualitatively different actor but “the greatest patron;”146 “the 
archpatron.”147  As Koenigsberger puts it, early modern kings are “best visualized as sitting, spider-
like, at the centre of a kingdom-wide network of patron-client relations.”148  And kings (too) pursued 
primarily family (dynastic), not national, interests.   

Clientelism seems to us today fragmented and inefficient.  In early modern Europe, though, as in 
societies today that have “a relatively weak and ineffective state apparatus,”149 it was not only 
hierarchical and “centralizing” (compared to feudalism) but “necessary to stable government.”150  
Kings “far from struggling against privilege, found it a resource they could not live without,”151 using 
patronage “to establish vertical ties strong enough to counter the horizontal and centrifugal forces of 
society.”152  In return, peripheral elites obtained a voice at the center.   

6.6.  The Interdependence of Centralization and Peripheralization 

The early modern “centralization” of politics involved complex processes of re-centering, achieved 
less through imposition from above than through contentious, often violent, “negotiation” – and 
continuing renegotiation.  Both the late-medieval and early modern periods saw “the gradual 
emergence of more powerful and plural ‘regnal’ polities.”153       

 
141 (Poggi 1990, 41). 

142 (Poggi 1978, 48 [emphasis added]). 

143 (Koenigsberger 1995, 160).  Cf. (Poggi 1990, 42). 

144 (Weber 1994, 101). 

145 (Lind 1996) briefly discusses patronage and early modern state building.  On Renaissance France, see (Major 1964).  
(Kettering 1986) is the standard study of seventeenth-century French patronage.   
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147 (Salmon 1975, 92). 
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“The gradual elimination of the principalities and the centralisation of power in the person of the 
king enforced a decentralisation in geographical and institutional terms which respected the strength 
of provincial particularism.”154  Early modern polities were based on what Angelo Torre nicely calls 
“empowering interactions and entwining jurisdictions;”  “a reciprocal sequence of ‘crossed 
legitimations’ between different social, juridical and political actors.”155   

“The power of the monarch depended on the government’s ability to manipulate an array of vested 
interests rather than its capacity to override them.”156  Early modern kings ruled not so much over 
their provinces and the privileged groups that dominated them as in conjunction with them – a type 
of rule that was much closer to that of their medieval predecessors than their nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century successors. 

6.7.  The Logic of Composition in Early Modern Europe 

Dynastic empire-states, rather than “an unsatisfactory prelude to the construction of a more 
effective and permanent form of political association,” 157 were a type of polity that was the 
European norm for three centuries – largely because they reflected the values of the time.     

Even in the eighteenth century, “few European states had any obvious geographical, ethnic, or 
linguistic unity, nor was it widely felt that they should.”158  Society was understood, especially by the 
privileged, as an “organic” union of groups with fundamentally different social and legal statuses.  
People saw themselves and each other as members of multiple complexly layered corporate groups.  
And they believed that a legitimate government recognized and respected the privileges of territorial 
and social corporations.   

“Full incorporation of distant provinces was seldom attempted and even more rarely 
accomplished.”159  As James Collins puts it in the case of the French legal system, “the thicket of 
jurisdictions, seemingly so absurd, in fact served a very important political purpose:  it protected the 
contracts between the king and [privileged] members of French society.”160   

The medieval world of a “patchwork of jurisdictions, operating under a (sometimes very light) co-
ordinating authority”161 had become more “centralized;” more authority was concentrated in the 
regnal center.  It remained, though, fundamentally a patchwork – because that suited the political 
needs and aspirations of (at least the dominant groups in) the multiple overlapping communities that 
made up early modern polities.   

7.  Polities and Systems of Polities:  Before (and Beyond) “International Relations” 

In neither the medieval nor the early modern period did political systems or politics sort into 
“national/internal” and “international/external.”  This foundational analytical distinction of 
contemporary IR, as well as the associated distinction between “units” and “the system,” is deeply 
anachronistic.  Multiple nested systems of polities – not a political world of one international system and 
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multiple national systems – has been the historic norm in the Western world for at least the past 
millennium.   

7.1.  Before “International Relations” 

Consider early modern France. 

Between 1560 and 1660, France experienced “internal” warfare in 49 years and “external” war in 
47.162  And “internal” “French” politics often looked more like relations between polities than within 
a polity.   

During the Wars of Religion (1562-1598),163 leading families – Valois, Bourbon, Guise, 
Montmorency – pursued dynastic, religious, and regional interests rather than anything that could 
plausibly be considered a national interest.  For example, the Guises, who had for more than a 
quarter century been the King’s leading supporters, turned on him in 1587.  And in the fifth (1575-
1576) war, the King’s brother, Francis, the heir to the throne, joined the rebels.  It was perfectly 
normal for the king to fight provincial nobles.   

Furthermore, “foreign” dynasts could be central to “national” politics.  Consider the Guises, whose 
homeland was in Lorraine  – in the Empire, not France.  The Duke of Guise was, after the King, the 
most important political figure in France from 1559 (when Duke Francis and his brother, Charles, 
Cardinal of Lorraine, gained effective control over the government) to 1588 (when Duke Henry and 
his brother Charles, Cardinal of Guise, were assassinated by King Henry III).  Guise was both a 
foreign prince and a leading “French” noble – or, more accurately, neither, as we understand those 
terms today.   

Noble leaders of rebel communities made treaties with foreign rulers as a matter of course.  For 
example, both the 1562 Treaty of Hampton Court between the Prince of Condé and Queen 
Elizabeth of England and the 1584 Treaty of Joinville between the Guises (on behalf of the Catholic 
League) and Philip II of Spain brought “foreign” forces to France.  Treaties were agreements 
between “princes,” in the broadest sense of that term, not states (or even kings).  Guise, Bourbon, 
and Valois were equally free to enter into treaties.  (That the former usually were less attractive allies 
is a different matter.)   

Conversely, royal edicts ending individual wars were essentially peace treaties among the various 
“French” parties.  And they regularly returned leading rebels to their prior positions.  (For example, 
after the first war the Protestant leader Louis of Bourbon, Prince of Condé, received the office of 
Lieutenant-General, which had been held by his brother, who had been killed in the fighting.)  This 
looks very much like the treatment of foreign princes after a war:  restoration of the status quo ante, 
with adjustments based on the ex post balance of power. 

France, it must be emphasized, was not unusual.  For example, the King of Spain was required to 
seek permission before his (Castilian) troops could enter Aragon.  And during the Catalan Revolt of 
the 1640s and 1650s – more than a century and a half after “the creation of modern Spain” – J. H. 
Elliott notes that “the rebels found it easier to rally support, because the oppression came from 
foreign [i.e., Castilian] rulers, foreign officials and foreign troops.”164 
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Neither was this an early and brief “transitional” phenomenon.  Regime-threatening regional crises 
wracked all the great powers in the mid-seventeenth century, both where religion interacted with 
provincialism and privilege (Britain (the Civil War) and the Empire (the Thirty Years’ War)) and 
where it did not (Spain (the Catalan and Portuguese revolts) and France (the Frondes)).   

7.2.  Beyond “National” and “International” Politics 

IR’s national-international binary defines political systems by whether they involve relations within 
or between a privileged type of polity – “states,” or what I have (I think much more informatively) 
called terminal peer polities.  This, in addition to being deeply anachronistic, makes “the 
international system” an external, even alien, arena; a mere environment in which polities happen to 
interact.   

My account instead emphasizes that it is the system (the whole) of which they are parts – and that the 
characters of both the whole and its parts are interdependent.  It also sees multiple nested systems of 
polities as the historic norm.  (“Units” at one level are regularly systems of (lower-level) polities.  A 
two-level structure of units and a system is but one (not especially common) arrangement of a 
political space.)   

Even Justin Rosenberg’s account of “the international” as “that dimension of social reality which 
arises specifically from the coexistence within it of more than one society,”165 reflecting the fact that 
“human existence is not unitary but multiple,”166 largely reformulates a foundational national-
international binary as unitary-multiple.  It also suppresses the fact that all complex societies are 
societies of societies – and that federal States, empire-states, and heterarchy-states are defined, in 
part, by multiple centers/polities/societies.   

Multiplicity is distinctively “international” only where relatively tightly integrated territorial terminal 
polities create domains of relative (“national”) unity and deal with each other as top-level peers.  
Only in a world of States-in-a-states-system is it illuminating to draw a fundamental distinction 
between national/inside/unity and international/outside/multiplicity.  Mainstream IR, however, 
inappropriately generalizes this very particular kind of structure.   

The frame of centers and peripheries, by contrast, shifts attention to the variety of relations between 
centers and peripheries in layered (and often nested) systems of polities.  It also (properly) treats as 
empirical questions the locations of governance and the ways that peoples, places, and political 
authority are organized.  As a result, my typology allows us to identify a relatively narrow but 
illuminating range of types of political structures located on varied levels of layered political spaces 
that can be configured in many different ways – and thus to better comprehend both continuity and 
change.   

8.  Early Modern vs. Modern Polities 

For reasons of space, I skip over both the (late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century) transition 
to the modern state and transformations of the Eurocentric international system.  I simply note six 
fundamental differences between early modern composite polities and “modern” states (understood 
in standard “Weberian” (legal-rational bureaucratic) terms).   
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1) Modern states were relatively tightly integrated, territorially organized, “unitary” polities with 
a single system of law and administration.  Early modern polities were agglomerations of 
disparate corporations governed by different laws and institutions.   

2) In modern states a single center ruled directly over its peripheries.  Early modern polities 
were ruled indirectly and differentially through complex collaborations between centers and 
peripheries.   

3) Modern states were defined territorially or nationally, legitimated legally and rationally, and 
ruled bureaucratically.  Early modern polities were defined dynastically, legitimated by 
dynasticism, tradition, and religion, and ruled patrimonially. 

4) Modern states were abstract entities clearly differentiated from their rulers.  Early modern 
polities were patrimonial possessions of princes.   

5) Modern states had citizens who were individually equal before the law.  Early modern 
polities had subjects who were members of hierarchically organized corporate groups, all but 
the lowest of which enjoyed particularistic privileges.   

6) Modern states were multifunctional entities that monopolized not only law and force but 
identity, social policy, and economic regulation.  Early modern polities provided little more 
than (limited) access to justice, some degree of internal order, and ruinous foreign wars 
(during which they offered partial protection against external attack). 

9.  Globalization as Heterarchic Re-Assembly 

Turning to today, my framework depicts “globalization” as an epochal change from modern-states-
in-the-modern-states-system to a post-modern configuration that is increasingly heterarchic but 
otherwise still of uncertain shape.  I only have the space, though, to offer a superficial account of 
globalization and compare it with a few familiar alternatives.   

Figure 5 was designed with contemporary Europe in mind.  (I would label the levels supranational-
regional, state, subnational-regional, and local.)  To model globalization, we would need to add an 
additional layer on top (and populate the supranational-regional level less densely and more 
unevenly).   

Authorities and capabilities previously held by states are being disaggregated and reallocated –  not 
only “up” but also “down,” and “across” (to non-profit and business organizations).  In addition, 
new functions (e.g., standard setting) are being created, usually at a level above states.   

The inter-state system, which previously was the highest-level political system (the global level being 
largely unpopulated), now is the middle-level system, with two increasingly densely populated levels 
above (and interpenetrating) it.  And to the extent that a clear distinction between national and 
international persists, the character of “the international” has been fundamentally transformed by 
these two supranational levels.   

States, it is true, remain the most important centers.  (Most governance continues to go through 
states, even where they are no longer its sole or direct provider.)  Nonetheless, there is a clear trend 
toward multi-actor multi-level governance.  This is especially true at the supranational and global 
levels, where governance is increasingly organized functionally.   

The downward reallocation of state authorities, however, has been more “imperial” than heterarchic.  
Even in countries where “devolution” is relatively advanced, such as Spain and the UK, authority is 
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largely being reallocated between national-central and regional-peripheral territorial polities rather 
than fundamentally reorganized along primarily functional lines.167   

Such a spatio-political account not only easily and “naturally” pulls together standard elements in 
depictions of globalization (such as interdependence, complexity, changes in scale, changes in state 
sovereignty, and the rise of nonstate actors) but shows them to be structurally interrelated.  And, I 
would argue, the focus on the spatial scale of varied forms of political organization is unusually well-
suited to thinking about globalization.   

IR’s States-in-a-states-system model of international relations, by contrast, sees globalization as an 
anomaly.  And the standard “anarchy plus polarity” structural story can only note that the system 
remains anarchic; i.e., international (not national).   

The familiar framing most similar to mine is “multi-level governance.”168  Heterarchy, however, adds 
multi-actor governance.  And if, as I have suggested, these two features are interdependent – and 
both are connected with a move from territorial to functional organization – heterarchy provides a 
richer account of the referenced phenomena. 

Heterarchy also has the advantage over talk of “nonstate actors” of not conceptualizing political 
organization through the lens of (the historically contingent dominance of) states.  “Multi-actor 
governance” sees the multiplicity of types of actors as noteworthy but normal.  And it does not 
reduce most types to undefined members of a residual class (not states).   

My account has similarities as well to James Rosenau’s notion of “fragmegration,” which he defines 
as “processes of integration and fragmentation [that] are unfolding simultaneously and endlessly 
interacting as the migration of authority [away from states] moves helter-skelter and in contradictory 
directions.”169  “Fragmegration,” however, is too statist and too “presentist” a framing.  It also gives 
insufficient attention to the assembled nature of all political systems.   

Fragmentation and integration are universal features of social and political systems.  States systems 
are differentiated and integrated in one way, empires in other ways, and heterarchies in still other 
ways.  Fragmegration is a useful analytical category only if we anachronistically take the assemblage 
of States-in-a-states-system as normal and not fragmegrated.   

Similarly, the idea of an embedded state, which emphasizes the enmeshing of contemporary states in 
increasingly complex transnational, international, and supranational practices and institutions,170 
remains focused on states (rather than systems) and their autonomy (rather than the structure of 
their relations), inappropriately privileging the (unembedded) modern state.  My framework shifts 
attention to the fact that polities of various types are regularly parts of varied kinds of layered 
systems of polities.  (Unembedded polities are noteworthy because of their relative rarity.) 

Globalization is also sometimes presented as “neo-medieval.”171  The world of the twenty-first 
century, however, is not becoming “more medieval” in any strong or substantively interesting sense.  
It is becoming more heterarchic.  
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A much better take on the relation of medieval and postmodern sees them as distant but connected 
points along a contingent path of historical change.  For example, Philip Cerny outlines a five-stage 
progression from feudalism through the nation-state to globalization.172  Saskia Sassen similarly 
argues that “the processes by which the national gets assembled and then partially disassembled”173 
should be seen as parts of a continuing story of reassemblages of territory, authority, and rights.   

Sassen and Cerny, however, develop historical accounts of globalization.  I deploy a comparative 
typology.  Although I would not claim that this is “better” – whatever that might mean – I do claim 
that it provides particular understandings that deserve attention.   

10.  A Multi-Dimensional Multi-Perspectival Conception of International Political Structures 

Much the same, it seems to me, can be said more generally of my conception of spatio-political 
structure.  It generates significant insights but does not come close to exhausting what can and 
should be said about the structures of polities and systems of polities.   

For example, stratification, a focal point of recent work on hierarchy,174 overlaps considerably with 
centralization.  But even where center and periphery can be translated into top and bottom, 
something usually is lost in the translation.  And the reverse translation regularly fails.  (Many tops 
are not centers.)   

Both stratification and centralization provide distinctive insights.  For example, a stratification 
framing of heterarchy focuses on the concurrent presence of multiple (at-least-partially-divergent) 
hierarchies.  A spatio-political framing draws attention to the non-territorial allocation of authority 
and the complex sharing of governance.   

Or consider the recent article in this journal by Meghan McConaughey, Paul Musgrave, and Daniel 
Nexon.  They develop a (not dissimilar) typology with three dimensions:  “First, the degree that 
contracting among segments is uniform or heterogeneous.  Second, the extent that central 
authorities enjoy autonomy with respect to constituent segments.  Third, the direction of investment 
of authority – from center to segment or segment to center.”175   

This framing allows them to (in my terms) elaborate some different types of heterarchies – a form 
that my framework leaves exceedingly vague.  And their incorporation of the direction of the 
investment of authority allows them to draw useful distinctions that lie beyond the scope of my 
framework.  But whether we focus on the relative autonomy of central authorities or on the relations 
between centers and peripheries (and among centers) is partly a matter of taste or interest and partly 
a matter of the actual configuration of the systems in question.  And there are subtle but important 
differences in the framings of “segments” and “peripheries” (and between “contracting” and 
“centralization/peripheralization”) – but no compelling reason to always choose one over the other.     

Political structures are not simple things that come in a few forms that differ only in relatively minor 
ways.  Nonetheless, their patterned variations permit typological and comparative analysis.  And my 
conception of spatio-political structure requires us to investigate some of the (varied and often 
complex) ways that polities, systems of polities, and political spaces are structured (arranged) – 
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rather than pretend that politics can be understood as the national and international dimensions of a 
universal three-level game.    
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