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Abstract

This study documents the emergence of capable autocracies in response to violent
conflict. In novel data, we examine how the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), the largest
conflict on European soil before World War I, facilitated the consolidation of ex ante
weak states at the expense of early forms of parliament. War exposure gave rise to
local demands for centralized intervention, easing constraints on the ruler. We lever-
age exogenous variation in troop movements to estimate this initial fiscal-military
expansion and the unraveling of parliaments it enabled. Once established, absolutist
regimes saw accelerated state growth, while at the same time undoing local demo-
cratic institutions. These changes persisted for centuries after the war. Our findings
shed light on the expansion of states in the face of crisis, highlighting a potential trade-
off between the short-run and long-run optimality of governance structures.
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1 Introduction

Capable states form the backbone of sustained economic growth (Besley and Persson,
2011). Canonical attempts to explain their emergence point to the occurrence of violent
conflict (Tilly, 1990). The exact role of states in war, however, remains disputed, as ei-
ther providing a common-interest public good (Besley and Persson, 2009), or a means
to finance the pursuits of self-seeking rulers (Tilly, 1985; Gennaioli and Voth, 2015). Re-
solving this ambiguity requires an examination of the constraints on the sovereign, that
is, to account for the type of state that emerges in response to the war. This is also nec-
essary to describe mechanisms of persistence, with states influencing development and
welfare long after the fighting has subsided. Historically and today, examples abound in
which expansions of central power are justified with reference to a “state of exception”
(Agamben, 2008). Better understanding these contexts requires an understanding of the
relationship between warfare and regime type.

Empirically documenting the dynamic consequences of conflict for state consolidation
is challenging. Warfare is endogenous, and a lack of suitable cross-country comparison
groups over sufficiently long time horizons obstructs tracing long-run outcomes. The
description of exact mechanisms is hindered by information quality: existing data largely
collapses conflict incidence to a point in time and space, and reduces state outcomes to
proxies of fiscal capacity or parliamentary strength.1

In this paper, we trace the impact of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), the largest conflict
on European soil before World War I, on state capacity and participatory institutions in the
territories of the Holy Roman Empire. We collect novel data on taxation, militarization,
legislation, and parliaments at the local and regional level for 2,390 towns in 213 polities,
yearly for the time period 1500–1789. In addition, our data depicts the war in great de-
tail, connecting troop movements, military leaders, and battles to 1,715 town-level war
exposure events. This allows us to employ a novel identification strategy, considering
war exposure as a composite treatment in part generated by exogenous variation in troop
movements.

The setting is uniquely suitable to follow the consolidation and transformation of
states over centuries. It comprises hundreds of sovereign political entities within a nar-

1The “inability to link sequences of actions and reactions between actors across space” is a limitation even
in contemporary data on conflict, which “often does not record connections between related events, and thus
cannot capture the spatial dynamics that typically characterize conflict escalation.” (Blair and Sambanis, 2020,
p. 1908).
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row geographical range, and it represents a drastic shift in state organization: the period
saw the establishment of permanent taxes, standing armies, and standardized legislation.
Concurrently, many sovereigns cast aside deliberative institutions and concentrated state
power in their hands.2

Our argument departs from a simple fact: maintaining an army was at the heart of
the war effort. The necessity to enlist, pay, feed, and house soldiers created scope for,
and acceptance of, centralized government intervention. This expanded the violent and
bureaucratic capacity of the ruler vis-a-vis the local elite, allowing him to enforce taxation
even after the war had ended. Sidestepping parliamentary constraints this way, the influ-
ence of deliberative institutions was reduced further, unraveling the political equilibrium
toward an autocracy.

In our empirical analysis, we find an immediate and persistent increase in taxation
and militarization for places that were exposed to troops during the Thirty Years’ War;
these places also became considerably less likely to be called to parliament. Crucially,
troop upkeep was organized locally, relied on existing bureaucratic infrastructure, and
did not differentiate between allies and enemies.3 We provide historical evidence, and
a range of robustness checks, that this effect was not driven by troops being drawn to
places that were already on a path of state consolidation. To adjust our estimates for the
ex ante targeting propensity more directly, we rely on facilitating battles, which enabled
the winning army to advance, and hence acted as mediators of town-level war exposure.
We construct counterfactual realizations of the war in which battles could have ended
differently, changing the set of exposed towns. Adjusting our estimates for the “expected
treatment” (Borusyak and Hull, 2023) confirms the baseline empirical findings.

We furthermore examine the absolutist states in detail. First, we show that once par-
liaments were eliminated, rulers increased legislative activity, instituted standing armies,
and cracked down on local self-governance, thus expanding their reach also to places not
directly affected by the war. Then, we turn back to the unraveling of parliaments, show-

2For example, the standing army at the disposal of absolutist Prussian “soldier king” Frederick William I
(1688–1740), as well as the permanent taxes required to finance it, were just one generation old when he took
office in 1713 (Clark, 2006).

3Because its impact was so local, the Thirty Years’ War provides an ideal context to study the consequences
of warfare: It pioneered troop finances that were expropriated wherever the army was passing through, so-
called “contributions” (Redlich, 1959). External means of war finance, like loans, were not yet available to
rulers due to commitment problems (Queralt, 2019). Furthermore, the contributions system had symmetric
effects for occupying armies, which cooperated closely with domestic bureaucracies to ensure troop upkeep;
rulers continued these taxes after the occupation had ended. We expand on this point in Section 4.2.
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ing that the effects of war exposure were mediated through a loss in bargaining power of
local elites. To illustrate this finding, we provide case studies of the emergence of fiscal-
military absolutism, documenting how capacity build-up through war taxation allowed
the sovereign to gradually cast aside parliaments. The case studies also motivate the em-
pirical exploration of a more subtle effect of the war: the dissolving of the parliamentary
coalition, owing to the difficulty of coordination during wartime, the destruction of elite
capital, and the emergence of outside options within the ranks of the princely state.

Finally, we consider the long-term, ambivalent consequences of the war: in a cross-
section of states in the 19th century, absolutist territories had higher tax ratios, but delayed
the introduction of a constitution.

Research on the nexus between states and warfare dates back as far as Hobbes (1651)
and was particularly advanced in works by Hintze (1906), Finer (1975), Brewer (1989),
and Tilly (1990). We expand on recent theoretical and empirical contributions (Besley
and Persson, 2008; Gennaioli and Voth, 2015; Dincecco and Onorato, 2016; Becker et al.,
2020) by employing a wide array of outcome measures that go beyond fiscal capacity and
opening up the “black box” of the conduct of war and its financing.4 We furthermore
complement research on the local economic effects of conflict (Feigenbaum et al., 2022;
Gierok, 2023) with a granular analysis of state organization outcomes.5

A range of works considers the fate of representative institutions within consolidating
states (Karaman and Pamuk, 2013; Angelucci et al., 2022; Desierto and Koyama, 2022;
Kenkel and Paine, 2023; Cox et al., 2023), and the role of elites in state-building more
generally (Bai et al., 2022; Garfias and Sellars, 2022; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2023). We
underpin these studies by documenting the influence of the war on the power balance
within the state in great detail.

Our setting furthermore speaks to research on democracy and autocracy (Olson, 1993;
Glaeser and Shleifer, 2002; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006). We demonstrate how the
unraveling of parliaments pushed emergent absolutist states off the “narrow corridor”
(Acemoglu and Robinson, 2019); more generally, we relate to works on the expansion of

4The “bellicist” perspective on state-making is not without its critics: for example, Grzymala-Busse (2020)
assigns a substantial role to the Medieval Church. For the purposes of our study, we take the institutional
context at the start of the 16th century as given, applying equally to treated and untreated places in our data.

5In data on civic wealth, public revenues, public expenditure and debt levels for 17 cities in the Holy Ro-
man Empire, Gierok (2023) documents that the Thirty Years’ War led to large city-level increases in expenses
related to war finance. Our paper complements these descriptive findings by showing quasi-experimental
evidence that the phenomenon was present throughout the Empire, and by tracing its implications for mili-
tarization and state organization in the short and long run.
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states in crises (Higgs, 1987; Allen et al., 2023), where our findings highlight a potential
trade-off between the short-run and long-run optimality of governance structures.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we introduce the po-
litical organization of the states in the Holy Roman Empire, and give an overview over the
Thirty Years’ War. In Section 3, we describe the wide-ranging data collection. Our main
empirical findings on the emergence of absolutism in response to warfare are presented
in Section 4; Section 5 examines the absolutist states in detail. We trace the long shadow
of the war in Section 6 before concluding in Section 7.

2 Historical Background

2.1 Princes and Parliaments: State Organization in the Holy Roman Empire

The Holy Roman Empire emerged from the Middle Ages as a loose confederation of quasi-
sovereign, but weak, constituent territories with low fiscal, military, and legal capacity:
taxes were extraordinary affairs; armies were raised ad hoc through mercenaries; and
jurisprudence largely relied on traditional laws (Whaley, 2012).6

Within these territories, political organization rested on two pillars: the ruler and the
so-called “Estates”, mostly comprised of the local nobility, who owned agricultural lands
and the economic surplus thence generated. Ensuring the orderly working of the rural
economy required government functions, like the enforcement of property rights in the
face of conflict. Due to communication costs and asymmetric information, governance
was hard to organize collectively among the coalition of landowners. This gave a role
to rulers, who, initially as primus inter pares, had developed a comparative advantage at
supplying centralized state functions. To do so, they needed to salary bureaucrats and
soldiers, which required revenue. In the absence of other financing options, income had
to stem from the agricultural surplus. From the perspective of the sovereign, two paths
were available for accessing this revenue: coordination with the landed elite, or extraction
through the bureaucracy and military.

European states in the Late Middle Ages were characterized by the fact that elites were
too weak to organize governance themselves, and rulers were too weak to extract revenue
themselves. This gave rise to early forms of parliaments, so-called “diets”. In these as-

6Territories can be classified as either prince-bishoprics, secular states, and city states. We focus on the
first two types, which governed a large share of the landmass, omitting city states from our analysis.
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semblies, the Estates bargained with the ruler, supplying taxes in return for protection
(Carsten, 1959). In addition to the landed nobility, the Estates usually assembled city rep-
resentatives, the clergy, and sometimes peasants; however the nobility was usually the
dominant group.7 As bureaucracies and armies became more capital-intensive over the
course of the 15th and 16th centuries, parliaments took on a central role in the governance
of territories.8

Nevertheless, parliamentary power was brittle. It rested on the inability of the ruler
to organize or coerce revenue without consulting the local elites, and it required a stable
elite coalition. The institutional organization of parliaments had this concern at its core.
A number of measures were taken to avoid a “ratchet effect” by granting too much power
to the ruler: taxes were always limited in size and duration; small, one-off grants ensured
the continued need to consult parliament. Spending was monitored tightly, and Estates
closely guarded their right of tax approval. For similar reasons, Estates also insisted on
ancillary privileges, like the consultation in law-making.9 Additionally, parliaments were
organized to ensure that the elite coalition remained intact: diets always required the joint
summoning of the Estates, barring attempts at “divide and conquer” by consulting them
in separate committees. Crucially, these measures, while ensuring political participation
for some, kept state capacity low through requiring governments to operate on a basis
of exceptional revenue requests (Cox et al., 2023). By the onset of our period of analysis
in 1500, nearly all large territorial entities in Central Europe had developed parliaments;
very small territories had similar, albeit informal, arrangements.

2.2 The Thirty Years’ War

In this institutional context, war broke out in 1618. Throughout Central Europe, reli-
gious tensions had been rising since an uneasy peace between Protestants and Catholics

7For our purposes, the clergy, as landowners, faced the same incentives and constraints as the nobility.
Cities were similar, too: while urban capital was more mobile than that of agricultural producers, burghers
nevertheless required protection of trade routes and the enforcement of contracts at court to produce a sur-
plus, and while density aided organization within city limits, coordination across cities was also difficult.

8These parliaments of course represented a substantially smaller share of the population than parliaments
in contemporary democracies. Nevertheless, their electorate was sizeable: In Bavaria, 5,534 noble lineages,
90 market towns, and 34 cities were represented by delegates (Lanzinner, 1980, p. 18). In places where where
diets did survive, they were the seed institutions of parliaments during later expansions of the vote (Grube,
1957).

9Concerns about the gradual loss of rights also manifested in ceremonial acts; for example, rulers were
usually required to sign off an “affirmation of parliamentary privilege” at the beginning of each bargaining
session.
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at Augsburg in 1555. A local revolt of Protestant Estates in Bohemia hence quickly spi-
raled into civil war that first swept over the Western Holy Roman Empire in the early
1620s. Soon, the conflict provoked the intervention of all major continental powers, and
religious motives formed a mere background to the contest for European hegemony. The
spiral of violence, which concentrated in the Holy Roman Empire, could only be broken
in May of 1648 after decades of complex negotiations (Münkler, 2019).

Over these thirty years, fighting sometimes reduced to a simmer, only to flare up again
in violent episodes, during which armies of either side traversed much of the Holy Roman
Empire in the pursuit of larger strategic goals. We sketch the arguably most consequential
episode here, the first Swedish intervention of 1630–1632. Figure 1 illustrates stylized
troop movements and facilitating battles of the campaign.10

Provoked by the occupation of the German Baltic Coast by Catholic troops in 1628,
Sweden under King Gustavus Adolphus (1594–1632) began to prepare for armed inter-
vention. In July 1630, the king and his troops took Pomerania and parts of Mecklen-
burg without encountering considerable resistance. Advancing down the east bank of the
Oder river into the mainland of the Holy Roman Empire, a first consequential battle with
the Catholic army was fought at Frankfurt (Oder) on April 13, 1631 (Panel A). Gustavus
won, tightening his influence over Brandenburg and allowing him to advance into Sax-
ony. Here, he defeated the Imperial forces again near the town of Breitenfeld (Panel B) and
swept into Southern Germany. In the spring of 1632, the Catholic army regrouped and un-
successfully attempted to halt the Swedish advance into Bavaria at Rain am Lech (Panel
C). As Swedish troops flooded Bavaria, their supply lines were now extremely stretched,
and the army was at danger of being encircled. They hence moved North again, suffer-
ing a first setback at Nürnberg in September 1632 (Panel D), which allowed the Catholics
to take back parts of Southern Germany. Hurrying further north, Gustavus was killed
in battle in November and his troops scattered. Nevertheless, Sweden maintained active
operations on the continent until the Peace of Westphalia sixteen years later.

This episode more broadly reflects the military logic of the Thirty Years’ War: Battles
mediated local war exposure. Following a battle, the party that emerged victorious de-
termined much of the activity, while the losing side needed to collect scattered regiments
and regain troop strength. The next confrontation would only occur once both sides per-
ceived a reasonable chance of winning. For armies, battle outcomes would hence open up

10Section 3.2 details the construction of the data underlying these maps.
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Figure 1: The Thirty Years’ War: Swedish Intervention (1630–32)
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Note The maps show facilitating battles (red crossed dots), troop leader movements (black line), and affected towns (black
dots) of each phase of the initial Swedish intervention in the Thirty Years’ War (1630–32). The troop leader is Gustavus
Adolphus, King of Sweden. Facilitating battles are: Frankfurt (Oder) (Panel A), Breitenfeld (Panel B), Rain am Lech (Panel
C), and Nürnberg/Alte Veste (Panel D). Base map shows territories in the Holy Roman Empire in 1600 from Nüssli (2014).
Details on the data underlying the maps are given in Section 3.2.
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or block off entire regions. Nevertheless, some areas were lightly guarded at times, like
Pomerania and Mecklenburg in the fall of 1630, and thus proved easy targets.

As thousands of soldiers were swept across the map by battle fortunes, the life of local
communities in the Holy Roman Empire was deeply impacted by the presence of soldiers.
Territories large and small had to deal with troops passing through their lands: once an
army had advanced into an area, or was granted passage through a territory, the towns
and villages in its way were highly vulnerable. In the following, we set out to measure
this war exposure, and delineate and quantify its impact on governance structures.

3 Data

We depict the historical setting presented in Section 2 through a range of novel, detailed
data on the baseline organization of the state, war exposure, and medium- to long-term
measures of state expansion.

3.1 Baseline State Organization

Our base data covers the 2,390 towns in the Holy Roman Empire, as depicted in the
Deutsches Städtebuch (Keyser et al., 1939-2003).11 We take the yearly mapping of towns
to their rulers between 1500 and 1789 from Cantoni et al. (2019).12

Onto this base, we add 3,885 town-level record books from the Index Librorum Civita-
tum (Ranft et al., 2023). For a given town, this source lists all available medieval and early
modern account books, together with a categorization and the date range they cover. We
restrict the records to direct taxes levied by the territories to which the town belonged.13

For measures of military capacity, we record the time period of activity for 3,456 terri-
tory regiments from a complete list of early modern armies (Tessin, 1986).

For more granular information on military capacity, we refer to the Deutsche Biographie
(Hockerts and Lanzinner, 2022). This resource provides information of 730,000 notable
individuals in the German-speaking lands, including birth and death year, professions,
and residential locations over the life span. We assign individuals to the town closest to

11This source covers all places in the 1937 German borders that at some point in their history were a town.
12This data was previously used in Cantoni et al. (2023). We omit East Prussia from the data because it is

an exclave; our empirical results are unaffected by this choice.
13Note that the Index is an ongoing effort, and not all German regions have been covered so far. We exclude

those regions from all analyses that require the taxation data.
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their birth place, identify military personnel, and classify them as “active” from age 20 to
their death. We also record their nobility status.

We consult historical works to construct a complete list of the 62 parliaments which
were active in our area of analysis in the 16th century, and, where applicable, we record
the year in which they were last convened. Note that parliamentary constituencies were
tied to regions, and one ruler might have needed to coordinate with multiple parlia-
ments.14 For each parliament, we identify the towns in our data that it represented. We
also record the composition of the Estates — which subset of the factions nobility, clergy,
cities, and peasantry the parliament represented.

To capture geographic town characteristics, we furthermore measure agricultural suit-
ability (FAO, 2002), terrain ruggedness, as well as distances to the coast, the closest nav-
igable river, and the border of the Holy Roman Empire. We include data on whether a
town was fortified, its distance from the closest trade route, its number of markets, as
well as the predominant religious denomination, which we convert to a binary measure
of Protestantism.15

3.2 War Exposure

Our base data on local troop burden comes from Cantoni and Weigand (2021). For each
town, the source provides a brief comment, extracted from the Städtebuch, describing each
separate war exposure event; it also records the year of occurrence. We narrow the data
to events during the Thirty Years’ War. For entries without a precise year during the war,
we consult town-level histories to date the event. In total, 918 places experienced 1,715
war exposure events, with over 50% of places burdened by troops on multiple occasions.

Appendix Figure A.1 highlights all war-exposed towns in our data.
We embed this information on town-level exposure in the broader context of the war.

Bodart (1908) provides a list of 89 landmark battles during the time period of the Thirty
Years’ War, which records the exact time and place, involved conflict parties and military
leaders, and troop strengths. 60 such battles in Central Europe had a direct consequence
for the area of the Holy Roman Empire. We identify all troop leaders that are mentioned
more than once in these battles, of which there are 13, and consult historical sources to

14The close ties of Estates to distinct geographic areas is reflected by the fact they were also known as the
Landschaft, literally translated as “landscape”.

15This data was previously used in Cantoni et al. (2023).
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trace their movements across the map as accurately as possible, allowing us to map styl-
ized troop movements for each point in time during the war.

With this information, we assign town-level events, where applicable, to the battle
that facilitated the winning army to pass through the town. For example, turning back to
Figure 1, all Swedish movements in Pomerania and Mecklenburg in 1630 (Panel A) had
no immediate “facilitating battle”, while the advance into Bavaria in 1632 (Panel D) was a
result of the Battle of Rain.

3.3 Advanced State Organization

A final component of our data collection is concerned with the medium- and long-term
changes to state capacity and deliberative institutions.

To measure legal capacity, we collect data from the Repertorium der Policeyordnungen der
Frühen Neuzeit (Härter and Stolleis, 2021), which includes 693,000 ordinances, categorized
by topic, and specifies the places to which they applied, which we map to the towns in our
data. For innovations to military capacity, we identify the timing of the introduction of all
19 territorial standing armies in the Holy Roman Empire during our period of analysis.
Local political participation is measured through the presence of an appointed (instead of
elected) town council; this data that was previously used in Bosshart (2023).

To assess the long-term impact of the war on territories, we document the timing of
the introduction of first constitution for the states of the German Confederation in the
19th century (Hartung, 1921); and, from a 1800 state handbook of the Holy Roman Empire
(Varrentrapp, 1800), we collect data on state revenue and population. This is, to the best
of our knowledge, the earliest comprehensive population and revenue survey of German
states.

4 Main Empirical Results: The Emergence of Absolutism

4.1 Taxation, Militarization, Parliament Elimination

We first assess the impact of the war on the organization of the state as it emerged in the
late Middle Ages. Our outcomes of interest are direct taxation, militarization, and the
presence of parliaments. Since war exposure was very local, as are all of the outcomes, we
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consider the town as a unit of analysis.16

Our baseline regression specification is

Consolidationijt = βTreatedij × Post1618t

+αi + αj + αt + ε ijt (1)

Consolidationijt represents either an indicator of the presence of territory-level direct
taxes, the log number of active military personnel, or an indicator of the elimination of
parliaments in town i, territory j, and year t. Treatedij indicates whether a town was
exposed to the Thirty Years’ War at least once, while Post1618t is a dummy for the time
period after 1618.17 αi, αj, and αt are town, territory, and year fixed effects, respectively.

Table 1 shows estimation results. Column 1 shows that war exposure is associated
with a statistically significant, substantial increase in the presence of direct taxes of 87% of
the baseline probability. Similarly, war exposure accounts for a doubling of the baseline
inverse hyperbolic sine of military personnel originating from a town (column 2). Finally,
column 3 indicates a significant increase in the propensity of parliament elimination by
7 percentage points in association with the war. This is sizeable given that overall, 12
percent of cities in our sample experience the elimination of parliaments.

To examine the dynamics of these finding, we estimate event study analogues of equa-
tion (1):

Consolidationijt = ∑5
τ=−5 βτTreatedij × RelativeDecadeτ(t)

+αi + αj + αt + ε ijt (2)

with all variables as defined above, and RelativeDecadet denoting decades until/since
1618. Results are shown in Figure 2. The increases in all three outcomes are persistent and
not led by pre-trends (Panels A-C). For taxes and military personnel, the effect is immedi-
ate (Panels A and B), while the effect of the war on parliaments (Panel C) only takes hold
gradually. We devote Section 5 to examine the gradual unraveling of parliaments in more

16In Section 5, we demonstrate how these local shifts, through the elimination of parliaments, influenced
territory-wide outcomes.

17For ease of exposition, we opt to anchor all exposure events in the year 1618. Our results are qualitatively
unchanged if we instead consider the staggered timing of the first exposure event for each town.
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Table 1: War Exposure and Absolutism

Direct Taxes Military Personnel Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3)

War Exposure 0.0543∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0700∗∗∗

(0.0115) (0.0074) (0.0138)

R2 0.56800 0.38022 0.49415
Observations 476,180 653,660 653,660
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0281 0.1222
Outcome Def. (0/1) (ihs) (0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Town Town Town

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1). Observations are at the city-year level.
The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (1) a binary vari-
able whether town i has a record of direct territory taxes in year t, (2) the inverse hyperbolic sine
of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and (3) a binary variable whether the par-
liament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. Standard errors are clustered at
the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level,
respectively.

detail.

4.2 Identification: Historical Evidence

A concern is that these results could be driven by omitted variables: troops might have
traversed places that were already on a path toward state consolidation. Such targeting
might have occurred explicitly, if military strategy favored places with high (anticipated)
state growth, or implicitly, if logistical concerns were correlated with growth, for example
because troops marched along central trade routes.

Historical evidence strongly suggests that the former concern was not at play, the war
being “waged almost entirely without a larger strategic purpose”, since logistical con-
cerns made it “virtually impossible to sustain an ambitious and strategically meaningful
campaign plan” (Parrott, 2011, p. 132ff.). Instead, soldiers followed the “call of their
stomachs” (Van Creveld, 1977, p. 10).

To address the concerns that logistics might confound our results, we first consider the
abundance of historical evidence that directly ties the expansion of princely administra-
tions to the war. Absent other means of war finance, troops subsisted by expropriating di-
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Figure 2: War Exposure and Absolutism (Event Studies)
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Note The plot shows results of estimating the event study regression in equation (2), with 95 percent confidence intervals.
Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (A)
a binary variable whether town i has records of direct territory taxes in year t, (B) the inverse hyperbolic sine of military
personnel born in town i active in year t, and (C) a binary variable whether the parliament that represented town i has
been eliminated in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the town level.
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rect taxes, so-called “contributions” wherever they went. These taxes were raised in both
allied and enemy territories, and they relied on local officials and existing fiscal infrastruc-
ture (Wilson, 2018, p. 235). The bureaucracy had an incentive to comply to “forestall the
greater evil of military reprisals” (Wilson, 2009, p. 406) and uncoordinated plundering.
For example, as the Imperial Army leader Albrecht von Wallenstein was advancing into
Pomerania in 1627/8, he sent a letter to the duke, stating that “in order to preserve better
discipline and to prevent the complete ruin of the country, we amicably request that Your
Grace makes arrangements to provide the troops with the necessary sustenance” (Wilson,
2010, p. 107). The resulting institutions were retained after the occupying army had with-
drawn: for instance, after reclaiming the town of Hameln in 1633, the Duke of Brunswick
increased the local war tax, which had been instituted by the expelled army (Gelderblom,
2016).18

The taxes raised this way were substantial compared to previous levels of taxation. For
the town of Kitzingen, “wartime contributions constituted a 1000% increase on peacetime
tax burdens” (Wilson, 2018, p. 237). Wallenstein’s occupation terms with Pomerania in
1627 generated six times the annual pre-war tax revenue. These direct taxes emerged as
the leading source of territorial income overall, during and after the war.

A very similar mechanism holds for militarization. Mustering took place in the same
manner as war finance: the cost was shifted to inhabitants of the areas in which troops
resided, who, aided by local officials, had to supply soldiers. Key intermediaries were
local “military enterprisers”, who commanded individual regiments and often happily
switched sides when war fortunes turned. For them, “successful military enterprise rested
on a direct relationship with a ruler and with his authority to award tax revenues”, with
the aim of “long-term integration with the state’s authority.” (Parrott, 2017, p. 78). Finally,
turning to the outcome of parliament elimination, the historical literature posits that the
“clear winner of the Thirty Years’ War was the territorial state, embarking on the path to
absolutism” (Press, 1988, p. 266), a claim to which we devote Section 5.

18Additionally, troops needed to be fed and sheltered, with the burden of organization also falling on
local officials. Soldiers often traveled in large cohorts, taking with them families, servants, and livestock. A
document recording the quartering needs of two Catholic companies in 1648 lists 81 soldiers on horsebacks,
84 foot soldiers, 105 horses, 57 women, 48 children, 27 servants, 51 footboys, 3 maids, and 11 cows (Kraus,
2021, p. 215).
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4.3 Identification: Robustness

While historical evidence clearly links the war to shifts in state organization, we addition-
ally take a number of steps to empirically address identification concerns.

Our rich data allows us to account for a broad range of potential strategic and logisti-
cal confounders. First, we note that our analyses include town-, territory-, and year fixed
effects, hence absorbing invariant characteristics that might have influenced troop deci-
sions, such as the baseline wealth of a town.19 Furthermore, our event study graphs in
Figure 2 show that attacked towns did not have differential trends of consolidation prior
to the outbreak of the war. Our results are robust to including for a wide range of town
characteristics that might confound our estimation: in Appendix Table A.1 we flexibly
control for geographic and economic covariates, such as the distance to navigable rivers,
the presence of a fortification, or the number of markets held in 1618.20 To address poten-
tial spatial correlation, Appendix Tables A.2, A.3, and A.4 include, for each outcome, stan-
dard errors clustered at different regional levels, and Conley standard errors for distance
cutoffs of 25, 50, and 100 kilometers. We complement our findings on militarization by
showing robustness to two alternative measures, constructed from separate data sources:
in Appendix Figure A.2, we once measure militarization through Wikipedia biographies
of military personnel (Panel A), and once with territory-level active regiments (Panel B).
Patterns are broadly similar to our baseline measure. Finally, we repeat our estimation us-
ing more comparable control groups obtained by nearest neighbor matching in Appendix
Table A.5. Throughout all of these robustness checks, our results remain qualitatively
unchanged.

4.4 Identification: Expected Treatment

To constructively address the concern of targeting, we approach identification through a
design-based framework. Our thought experiment hence fixes the sample — we observe

19Note that these time-invariant factors have been identified as key predictors of conflict incidence. Bazzi
et al. (2022) note: “The most predictive risk factors tend to be slow moving or time invariant. [. . . ] Sur-
prisingly, predictive accuracy improves little when we add time-varying factors, including economic output,
government finance, communication infrastructure, natural disasters, elections, and fluctuations in rainfall,
temperature, commodity prices, drug production, and U.S. military activity.”

20Specifically, our controls are agricultural suitability, ruggedness, distance to the coast or navigable river,
distance to the border of the Holy Roman Empire; distance to the closest trade route, the existence of fortifi-
cation, the number of markets; and whether a place was Protestant, all measured in 1618 and interacted with
Post1618ijt.
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all 2,390 towns in the Holy Roman Empire — and considers the treatment assignment,
that is, the course of the war, to be stochastic.

From this perspective, targeting implies that a place would have been exposed to the
war in many counterfactual realizations of the treatment. Intuitively, we want to discount
evidence from these frequently-visited places in our empirical approach.

This starting point provides natural bounds on the informativeness of the estimates in
Table 1: If the course of the war was non-stochastic, that is, it could only have happened
like it did, we should discount every observation, and the OLS coefficients are not infor-
mative of the treatment effect without further assumptions. If, on the other hand, the war
would have exposed an entirely different set of towns every time, so every unit had the
exact same ex ante propensity to be treated, then the results in Table 1 are unbiased.

As much of the historical evidence highlights, neither of these extremes seems realistic:
the war was, by no means, deterministic; at the same time, some places were much more
likely to be affected by the war than others. Intuitively, we would hence like to adjust
our estimates for the ex ante propensity of each unit to be targeted, leveraging the contin-
gencies that the war created for identification. We draw on Borusyak and Hull (2023) to
operationalize this notion.

The approach requires two components: first, a treatment that is assigned through
a known function of exogenous shocks and predetermined variables; second, a known
distribution from which the shocks are drawn. Then, a researcher can generate counter-
factual shock realizations from that distribution and plug these into the treatment function
to compute a counterfactual treatment vector. Averaging over all of these counterfactual
treatments, one obtains a summary measure of non-randomness in shock exposure for
each unit, the expected treatment. To obtain a consistent estimate, it is sufficient to include
the expected treatment as a control in the empirical specification.

In our context, the expected treatment is the fraction of times that a given place would
have experienced local war exposure under many different realizations of the war. Our
approach aims to stay close to the actual course of the war, and give a lower bound on the
randomness inherent to treatment assignment. We hence obtain a conservative control
function: The simulated average treatment vector will be uniformly closer to the realized
treatment vector than the true expected treatment vector. Specifically, we consider the
outcome of facilitating battles to be the only shocks to local war exposure, deterministi-
cally fixing other events such as climatic conditions or peace negotiations. We argue that
these battles were exogenous to local conditions of towns: armies aimed to eliminate their
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opponents, and they mutually decided to attack based on the perceived probability of a
battle win. In doing so, they traversed the map of the Holy Roman Empire with little
regard to the locations they found themselves in.21

For example, we can trace the five times at which a substantial troop burden weighed
on Frankfurt (Oder) to facilitating battles in which the advancing army succeeded, and
would have not taken in the town otherwise.22 The Bavarian city of Oberstdorf, on the
other hand, was only exposed to the war once, as a result of the Battle at Rain in 1632.

In addition to the treatment assignment function, we need to specify a distribution of
the objective probability of battle success. We take the relative troop strength going into
the battle as a starting point, and note that our results are robust to alternative specifica-
tions of the shock distribution. Appendix Figure A.3 displays the distribution of relative
troop strengths across battles, which is centered at around 0.5.

We proceed as follows. First, we draw a set of counterfactual battle results from a
Bernoulli distribution governed by relative troop strengths. Then, we delete all exposure
events that would not have happened, according to the counterfactual battle results. We
then aggregate the resulting exposure events to obtain the set of counterfactually treated
places (i.e. all places that have at least one associated counterfactual exposure event). We
repeat this process 1,000 times, hence obtaining the fraction of times during which a place
would have been exposed to the war under different realizations.

It is hence impossible for a town that was exposed to the Thirty Years’ War without a
prior battle to never be exposed in a counterfactual. For other towns, it requires all rele-
vant battles to have ended differently. As a result, Frankfurt (Oder) is reached in 94% of
the war counterfactuals, whereas Oberstdorf is affected by the war in 53% of cases. Ap-
pendix Figure A.4 shows the spatial distribution of the simulation-based average coun-
terfactual treatment.

Appendix Table A.6 shows results when we control for this conservative “expected
treatment”.23 Compared to the results in Table 1, coefficients are qualitatively unchanged,

21We will expand on this section in future iterations of the paper. Appendix C.5 in Borusyak and Hull
(2023) provides estimation approaches and robustness checks when there are unknown parameters in the
assignment process or when there is measurement error in the shock distribution. This will replace our
“lower bound” approach. We also aim to microfound the decision to go to battle, and to explicitly show
historical evidence of randomness in battle outcomes.

22Frankfurt (Oder) was exposed to Wallenstein in 1626 and 1627 after he had won the Battle at Dessau
Bridge; in 1628 after the Imperial army had conquered Wolgast, in 1631 it was conquered by Gustavus Adol-
phus, and in 1643 the Swedes passed through after the Battle of Wittstock.

23Appendix Table A.7 instead shows results when we subtract the expected treatment from the realized
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underlining that troop presence is causally linked to taxation, militarization, and parlia-
ment elimination.

5 The Absolutist State

In this section, we examine the rise of absolutism in more detail. In a first step, we turn
to the post-war period, and show that it was precisely the elimination of parliaments that
gave way to further state expansion, propagating the effect to initially untreated towns
within the same parliamentary constituency. Then, we turn back and document the un-
raveling of parliaments, providing empirical and historical evidence on the exact mecha-
nisms through which warfare facilitated the decline of deliberative institutions.

5.1 The New Equilibrium: State Consolidation After Parliaments

The power balance in a participatory regime is maintained through limitation of ruler
capacity and protection of the parliamentary coalition. The primary means of ensuring
this balance in early modern diets was control of taxation; but parliaments also controlled
legislation, vetoed permanent armies, and protected local institutions from overreach.
Eliminating parliaments would hence allow a ruler to expand into these domains, and
crucially do so in the entire parliamentary constituency, including places that had not been
directly exposed to the war. We measure state expansion through the inverse hyperbolic
sine of legislative acts that apply to a town-year cell, an indicator of the presence of a
standing army. To measure local institutions, we define a “local autocracy” score variable
that is 1 if there is a record of a town council appointed by the prince, −1 if the council
is elected, and 0 otherwise. To address the notion that the elimination of parliaments
propagated the local effects of war exposure, we estimate equation (1) once as a “reduced
form” with war exposure as the treatment, and contrast this with results obtained from
using parliamentary elimination as the treatment variable.24

Table 2 shows results. Panel A considers the reduced form, Panel B the direct effect of
absolutism. In column 1, we examine legislation volume. War exposure is associated with

treatment, and use the recentered treatment as an instrumental variable.
24We consider all outcomes at the town level as the lowest common denominator of the data sources. Leg-

islative events usually applied to the entire territory but were sometimes targeted to specific places. Standing
armies were instituted at the territory level. Town councils varied at the town level. Parliaments represented
sub-territorial regions. To account for the coarser level at which our treatment is administered, we cluster
standard errors at the territory level by default.
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an increase in the ihs of legislative acts of of the baseline mean, significant at the 5% level.
The propensity to have a standing army is 5.8 percentage points higher in war-exposed
places (column 2), and the town autocracy score is 0.017 higher compared to a mean of
−0.05.

Turning to Panel B, we see that the effects point in the same direction, but are consid-
erably more pronounced, when looking at the association with parliamentary elimination
directly: For legislation volume, the association is 4.5 times higher compared to war ex-
posure, and significant at the 1% level. Similarly, the effect is 6.5 times higher for standing
armies, and marginally higher for the town autocracy score.

Table 2: State Consolidation After Parliaments

Legislation Standing Army Town Autocracy

(1) (2) (3)

Panel A: War Exposure
War Exposure 0.2311** 0.0588* 0.0177*

(0.116) (0.034) (0.009)
R2 0.66 0.54 0.82

Panel B: Absolutism
Eliminates Parliament 1.0618*** 0.3810*** 0.0204**

(0.404) (0.104) (0.008)
R2 0.68 0.58 0.82
Number of Observations 653,660 653,660 653,660

Town FE X X X
Territory FE X X X
Year FE X X X
Outcome Mean 1.02 0.23 -0.05
Outcome Def. (ihs) (0/1) (-1/0/1)
Cluster Territory Territory Territory

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1) (Panel A), or its analogue with the elimina-
tion of parliaments as treatment (Panel B). Observations are at the city-year level. The sample com-
prises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (1) the inverse hyperbolic sine of the
number of legislative acts that apply to town i in territory j in year t, (2) indicator of the presence of
a standing army town i in territory j in year t, and (3) a score variable whether the council in town i
was appointed by the prince (1) or elected (-1) in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the territory
level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.

The event studies in Figure 3, which are analogues of equation 2 with the elimination
of parliament as a treatment variable, confirm that the state consolidation timing coincides
with the elimination of parliament.

These results hence suggest further expansion of the state once parliaments are elim-
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Figure 3: State Consolidation After Parliaments (Event Studies)

A: Legislation B: Standing Armies
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Note The plot shows results of estimating the event study regression in equation (1), with 95 percent confidence intervals.
Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (A)
the inverse hyperbolic sine of the number of legislative acts that apply to town i in territory j in year t, (B) indicator of
the presence of a standing army town i in territory j in year t, and (C) a score variable whether the council in town i was
appointed by the prince (1) or elected (-1) in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the territory level.
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inated, and they are also consistent with the notion of propagation of the local effects of
the war to places that were spared from troop presence. To interpret the difference in
coefficients between Panels A and B as only reflective of propagation, we require parlia-
mentary elimination to be uniquely tied to the war. Appendix Figure A.5 shows that the
emergence of absolutist states was entirely confined to the time period 1618–1710. In Ap-
pendix Table A.8 we take a more conservative approach, using (recentered) war exposure
as an instrument for parliamentary elimination, which leaves our results qualitatively un-
changed.

5.2 Warfare and Elite-Ruler Bargaining

We next turn back to the war period to document the unraveling of parliaments in detail.
The first step on the path to absolutism is an increase in the relative bargaining power of
princes. We hence need to show that troop exposure during the Thirty Years’ War, which,
of course, was a bundled treatment, foremost affected our outcomes through this channel.

First, we gauge the importance of potential other channels. In Appendix Tables A.9, A.10,
and A.11 we show, for each outcome, that the effect of the war was not driven by places
that changed ruler as a result of the war, by towns that encountered extreme religious re-
pression during the counter-reformation, or by places that experienced especially heavy
population losses. Our results are also not driven by Prussia alone, and, in fact, by no
other single territory (Appendix Figure A.6).

5.3 Transitioning to Absolutism

To illustrate how this initial shift in power balance unraveled parliamentary participation
in the states of the Holy Roman Empire, we present a range of historical case studies. We
mainly draw on the well-documented case of the Duchy of Bavaria.

Bavaria, at the outset of the war, was a parliamentary state in which taxation was
heavily guarded. Early attempts at raising war revenue were blocked by the Estates with
reference to the fact that this form of taxation was “not possible or feasible in these lands”;
five years into the war, this position was reiterated, referring to the war tax as a “new,
unheard-of, and never-before practiced method in the lands of Your Serene Highness”
(Kummer, 2005, p. 102, 112).

As the war increasingly inflicted the Bavarian lands, the contributions system wrested
war financing from the hands of the Estates. Bavarian local account books seamlessly
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transitioned from recording Estate taxes in 1630 to recording military contributions after
the Swedish invasion from 1632 (Kraus, 2021, p. 321). Following the Swedish expulsion,
the duke’s position hence improved considerably, justifying his financial leeway with ref-
erence to “the preservation of the God-given lands and people in the duchy, our beloved
fatherland”; the Estates, on the other hand, had not been summoned in a diet since the
outbreak of the war and were reduced to unsuccessful pleas to “soon return to the tradi-
tional way of governance” (Kummer, 2005, p. 108, 113).

The continuation of the war accelerated this tendency; in 1634, Maximilian, for the first
time, collected a tax through his own administrative apparatus, without prior consent
of the Estates (Burger, 2012, p. 40); the same occurred in 1647. By the end of the war,
he continued and refined the contributions system (Kraus, 2021, p. 246). His successor,
Ferdinand Maria, convened one last diet in 1661, before entirely relegating the residual
role of the Estates to a permanent commission.

The mechanism of gradual capacity build-up is not limited to Bavaria, but can be
found throughout the Empire. Wilson (2018, p. 237) notes that “the new taxes and com-
missioners were often retained, albeit in modified form, after 1648, as in Brandenburg”;
also small territories like Hohenlohe were “compelled to put their administration on new
footing” (Wilson, 2009, p. 406).

In rare cases, it was not just increased administrative capacity, but a direct use of the
newly acquired military strength that broke Estate resistance, for example in Cleves-Mark
(Press, 1991, p. 324).

Finally, the historical evidence points to a more subtle effect of warfare: the unraveling
of the elite coalition. A very immediate consequence of the war was that parliaments be-
came much harder to organize during wartime. In the duchy of Cleves-Mark, the diet of
1642 had to be postponed because roads were deemed unsafe, and many landlords were
unwilling to abandon their estates for the time of the diet. Additionally, exposure to the
war dramatically reduced the status of the nobility: many rural estates were ruined or
confiscated by military leaders. At the same time, new positions in the expanding state
bureaucracy and military opened up. This naturally changed the incentive, especially
of poorer nobility, to exit the nobility coalition in favor of the emergent absolutist state.
Rulers were acutely aware of this; in Bavaria, duke Maximilian did not employ violence
against the nobility, but instead “left the Bavarian Estates intact, relying on economic pres-
sures that made court, administrative and military appointments increasingly attractive
to the local nobles” (Wilson, 2009, p. 359).
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Our data allows us to explore this mechanism in more detail. From the Deutsche Bi-
ographie, we measure the number of noble individuals in a given town; we then calculate
the fraction of the nobility that is employed in warfare, and estimate the event-study ana-
logue of equation (1). Appendix Figure A.7 shows that, consistent with the historical
evidence, the share of the nobility with a position in the military increases in places that
were exposed to the war.

6 The Long Shadow of the War

6.1 Capacity and Constitutions in the 19th Century

We conclude our empirical results with a survey of absolutism in the 19th century. In a
cross-section, we consider two sides of the state performance medal: capacity, as mea-
sured through per capita tax revenue in 1800 (the earliest year for which this data is avail-
able), and participation, as measured through the timing of the introduction of the first
constitution.25 We estimate

StatePer f ormancej = βAbsolutistj + Controlsj + ε j (3)

where StatePer f ormancej denotes either per capita tax revenue, or the year of consti-
tution adoption; Absolutistj is an indicator whether the state has previously eliminated
parliament, and Controlsj are territory-level aggregates of the geographic and economic
controls described in Section 4.3.26

Results are presented in Table 3. Panel A demonstrates that revenue per capita was
higher in absolutist states: on average, absolutist states levied 1.6 thalers more than non-
absolutist states. The inclusion of controls and territory size quartile fixed effects leaves
the effect qualitatively unchanged, as does considering Conley standard errors. At the
same time, in Panel B, we see that absolutist states took, on average, more than a decade
longer to adopt a constitution in the 19th century. Again, the results are qualitatively un-

25In 1815, the founding document of the German Confederation endorsed that its member states adopt a
constitution, in the light of increasing popular demands for broader political participation. The timing of
the introduction, however, varied widely: the Mecklenburg states had already ratified a constitution in 1755;
Prussia resisted a constitution until 1850.

26We omit states from our sample that never convened a parliament.
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affected by the inclusion of controls. Appendix Figure A.8 shows that no single territory
is driving these patterns.

Table 3: Absolutism in the 19th Century: State Performance

State Revenue (p.c.)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Absolutist 1.941∗∗ 1.588∗ 1.557∗ 1.557∗ 1.557∗

(0.7694) (0.9183) (0.8358) (0.7996) (0.8482)

Standard-Errors Heteroskedasticity-robust 50km 100km
R2 0.16906 0.21663 0.33464 0.33464 0.33464
Observations 36 36 36 36 36
Outcome Mean 4.980 4.980 4.980 4.980 4.980
Controls X X X X
Size Qt. fixed effects X X X

Date of First Constitution
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Absolutist 13.54∗ 11.62 14.96∗ 14.96∗∗ 14.96∗∗∗

(6.934) (7.571) (8.014) (6.858) (3.245)

Standard-Errors Heteroskedasticity-robust 50km 100km
R2 0.08252 0.42304 0.48031 0.48031 0.48031
Observations 35 35 35 35 35
Outcome Mean 1,826.7 1,826.7 1,826.7 1,826.7 1,826.7
Controls X X X X
Size Qt. fixed effects X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (3). Observations are at the city-year
level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (A)
per capita tax revenue in territory j in year 1800, and (B) the year of constitution adoption
in territory j. Standard errors are clustered at the territory level. *, **, and *** denote sig-
nificance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.

7 Conclusion

In this paper we document the emergence of capable autocracies in response to violent
conflict. In novel data, we show how the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), the largest conflict
on European soil before World War I, facilitated the consolidation of ex ante weak states
at the expense of early forms of parliament. War exposure gave rise to local demands for
centralized intervention, easing constraints on the ruler. We leverage exogenous variation
in troop movements to estimate this initial fiscal-military expansion and the unraveling of
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parliaments it enabled. Once established, absolutist regimes saw accelerated state growth,
while at the same time undoing local democratic institutions. These changes persisted for
centuries after the war.

Our results hence affirm the notion that conflict exposure and states are strongly con-
nected; but the new political equilibrium comes with trade-offs. Our long-run results
suggest that these autocratic states were more efficient at implementing policy goals but
were less responsive to citizen voice, suggesting a tension between government efficiency
and participation in this context. We hence provide a nuanced perspective on the ques-
tion of warfare as a public good: during the war, ruler and citizen incentives broadly
align, which aids state growth. As peace has been made, the welfare effect of increased
state capacity is more ambiguous: the short-run and long-run optimality of governance
structures might differ. Further research will shed more light on the interplay between
“Weberian” bureaucracies and participatory institutions.
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Supplementary Appendix: For Online Publication
A Tables and Figures

Figure A.1: Locations of War-Exposed Cities

Note The map illustrates the war exposure data from Cantoni and Weigand (2021). Each point is the location of a city in
our data. Highlighted points are cities that have at least one associated war exposure event. Base map shows territories in
the Holy Roman Empire in 1600 from Nüssli (2014).
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Figure A.2: Alternative Measures of Militarization Event Studies

A: Military Personnel (Wiki) B: Regiments
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Note The plot shows results of estimating (A) the event study regression in equation (1), and (B) its territory-level analogue,
with 95 percent confidence intervals. Observations are at the city-year level in Panel A and at the territory-year level in
Panel B. The sample comprises 290 years, 213 territories, and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (A the inverse
hyperbolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, according to Wikipedia data, and (B) the inverse
hyperbolic sine of regiments active in territory j in year t.

The territory-level event study specification is

Consolidationjt =
5

∑
τ=−5

βτ Treatedj × RelativeDecadeτ(t)

+ αj + αt + ε jt

Where Treatedj is a binary indicator of town-level exposure volume larger than 50% of the number of towns in territory
j.

Standard errors are clustered at the town level (Panel A), and at the territory level (Panel B).
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Figure A.3: Relative Troop Strength Across Battles
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Note The figure illustrates the relative troop strengths for each of the 89 battles listed between 1618–48 in Bodart (1908).

Figure A.4: Average Simulated Counterfactual Treatment

Note The map shows the distribution of the average simulated counterfactual treatment, from 1,000 simulations.

3



Figure A.5: Timing of the Elimination of Parliaments
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Note The graph shows the time range during which parliaments existed in the territories of the Holy Roman Empire, for
each territory that ever convened parliament separately.
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Figure A.6: War Exposure and Absolutism (Leave-Out Plots)

A: Taxation Growth B: Militarization
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C: Deliberative Institutions
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Note The plot shows results of estimating equation (1), with 95 percent confidence intervals, leaving out one territory that
convened a parliament in 1500 at a time. Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390
cities. The dependent variables are (A) a binary variable whether town i has records of direct territory taxes in year t, (B)
the inverse hyperbolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and (C) a binary variable whether the
parliament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the town level.
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Figure A.7: Coalition Unraveling Event Study

Share of Nobility in the Military

−0.01

0.00

0.01

0.02

0.03

1575 1600 1625 1650 1675
Decades Relative to Treatment: War Exposure

P
oi

nt
 E

st
im

at
e

Note The plot shows results of estimating the event study regression in equation (2), with 95 percent confidence intervals.
Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variable is the
share of nobility from town i in year t that is also in the military. Standard errors are clustered at the town level.

Figure A.8: Absolutism in the 19th Century (Leave-Out Plots)

A: Revenue Per Capita B: Constitutions
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Note The plot shows results of estimating equation (3), with 95 percent confidence intervals, leaving out one territory in
the sample at a time. Observations are at the territory level. The sample comprises 35 and 36 territories. The dependent
variables are (A) per capita tax revenue in territory j in year 1800, and (B) the year of constitution adoption in territory j.
Standard errors are clustered at the town level.
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Table A.1: War Exposure and Absolutism (Controls)

Direct Taxes Military Personnel Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3)

War Exposure 0.0432∗∗∗ 0.0196∗∗∗ 0.0579∗∗∗

(0.0113) (0.0070) (0.0139)

R2 0.57880 0.38765 0.50538
Observations 476,180 653,660 653,660
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0281 0.1222
Outcome Def. (0/1) (ihs) (0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Town Town Town
Controls X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), including controls. Observations are at
the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables
are (1) a binary variable whether town i has a record of direct territory taxes in year t, (2) the in-
verse hyperbolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and (3) a binary vari-
able whether the parliament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. Controls are
agricultural suitability, ruggedness, distance to the coast or navigable river, distance to the bor-
der of the Holy Roman Empire; distance to the closest trade route, the existence of fortification,
the number of markets; and whether a place was Protestant, all measured in 1618 and interacted
with Post1618ijt. Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance
on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.2: War Exposure and Direct Taxes (Standard Errors)

Direct Taxes
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0543∗∗∗ 0.0543∗∗∗ 0.0543∗∗ 0.0543∗∗∗ 0.0543∗∗ 0.0543∗

(0.0115) (0.0178) (0.0249) (0.0191) (0.0261) (0.0283)

Standard-Errors city id terr id 1618 region id 50km 100km 200km
R2 0.56800 0.56800 0.56800 0.56800 0.56800 0.56800
Observations 476,180 476,180 476,180 476,180 476,180 476,180
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0621 0.0621 0.0621 0.0621 0.0621
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), using different standard errors. Observations are at the
city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables is a binary variable
whether town i has a record of direct territory taxes in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the level of (1)
towns, (2) territories, (3) regions, or Conley standard errors with a cutoff of (4) 50km, (5) 100km, or (6) 200km.
Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent,
and 1 percent level, respectively.

Table A.3: War Exposure and Military Personnel (Standard Errors)

Military Personnel
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0282∗∗∗

(0.0074) (0.0095) (0.0096) (0.0080) (0.0089) (0.0108)

Standard-Errors city id terr id 1618 region id 50km 100km 200km
R2 0.38022 0.38022 0.38022 0.38022 0.38022 0.38022
Observations 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660
Outcome Mean 0.0281 0.0281 0.0281 0.0281 0.0281 0.0281
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), using different standard errors. Observations are at the
city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variable is the inverse hyper-
bolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and Standard errors are clustered at the level of
(1) towns, (2) territories, (3) regions, or Conley standard errors with a cutoff of (4) 50km, (5) 100km, or (6) 200km.
Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and
1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.4: War Exposure and Parliament Elimination (Standard Errors)

Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0700∗∗∗ 0.0700∗∗ 0.0700∗ 0.0700∗∗ 0.0700∗ 0.0700∗∗∗

(0.0138) (0.0320) (0.0354) (0.0281) (0.0361) (0.0242)

Standard-Errors city id terr id 1618 region id 50km 100km 200km
R2 0.49415 0.49415 0.49415 0.49415 0.49415 0.49415
Observations 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660 653,660
Outcome Mean 0.1222 0.1222 0.1222 0.1222 0.1222 0.1222
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), using different standard errors. Observations are at the
city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables is a binary variable
whether the parliament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. Standard errors are clustered at
the level of (1) towns, (2) territories, (3) regions, or Conley standard errors with a cutoff of (4) 50km, (5) 100km,
or (6) 200km. Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 per-
cent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.5: War Exposure and Absolutism (Matching)

Direct Taxes Military Personnel Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3)

War Exposure 0.0460∗∗∗ 0.0258∗∗∗ 0.0640∗∗∗

(0.0155) (0.0086) (0.0171)

R2 0.53161 0.37065 0.50562
Observations 288,260 412,090 412,090
Matched Sample X X X
Outcome Mean 0.0754 0.0348 0.1329
Outcome Def. (0/1) (ihs) (0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Town Town Town

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), in a matched sample. Observations are at the
city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (1) a
binary variable whether town i has a record of direct territory taxes in year t, (2) the inverse hyper-
bolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and (3) a binary variable whether
the parliament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. The sample is obtained via
Probit nearest neighbor matching using agricultural suitability, ruggedness, distance to the coast
or navigable river, distance to the border of the Holy Roman Empire; distance to the closest trade
route, the existence of fortification, the number of markets; and whether a place was Protestant, all
measured in 1618. Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance
on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.6: War Exposure and Absolutism (Expected Treatment)

Direct Taxes Military Personnel Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3)

War Exposure 0.0792∗∗ 0.0815∗∗∗ 0.1449∗∗∗

(0.0372) (0.0301) (0.0446)

R2 0.56807 0.38076 0.49453
Observations 476,180 653,660 653,660
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0281 0.1222
Outcome Def. (0/1) (ihs) (0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Town Town Town
Controls X X X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), controlling for the “expected treatment”.
Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The de-
pendent variables are (1) a binary variable whether town i has a record of direct territory taxes in
year t, (2) the inverse hyperbolic sine of military personnel born in town i active in year t, and (3)
a binary variable whether the parliament that represented town i has been eliminated in year t.
Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent,
5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.

Table A.7: War Exposure and Absolutism (Recentered Treatment IV)

Direct Taxes Military Personnel Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3)

War Exposure 0.0664∗∗∗ 0.0541∗∗∗ 0.1063∗∗∗

(0.0207) (0.0171) (0.0251)

R2 0.56786 0.37920 0.49344
Observations 476,180 653,660 653,660
Recentered IV X X X
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0281 0.1222
Outcome Def. (0/1) (ihs) (0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Town Town Town

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), using the “recentered treatment” as an in-
strumental variable. Observations are at the city-year level. The sample comprises 290 years and
2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (1) a binary variable whether town i has a record of di-
rect territory taxes in year t, (2) the inverse hyperbolic sine of military personnel born in town
i active in year t, and (3) a binary variable whether the parliament that represented town i has
been eliminated in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote
significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.8: State Consolidation After Parliaments (IV)

Legislation Volume Standing Army Town Autocracy
(1) (2) (3)

Parliament Eliminated 2.865∗∗∗ 0.7774∗∗ 0.3646∗∗

(1.011) (0.3175) (0.1544)

R2 0.60905 0.53514 0.76999
Observations 653,660 653,660 653,660
Recentered IV X X X
Outcome Mean 1.018 0.2304 -0.0536
Outcome Def. (ihs) (0/1) (-1/0/1)
Town FEs X X X
Territory FEs X X X
Year FEs X X X
Cluster Territory Territory Territory

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1) with parliament elimination as treatment, using
recentered war exposure as an instrumental variable Observations are at the city-year level. The sample
comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables are (1) the inverse hyperbolic sine of the
number of legislative acts that apply to town i in territory j in year t, (2) indicator of the presence of a
standing army town i in territory j in year t, and (3) a score variable whether the council in town i was
appointed by the prince (1) or elected (-1) in year t. Standard errors are clustered at the territory level.
*, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.9: War Exposure and Direct Taxes (Subsets)

Direct Taxes
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0543∗∗∗ 0.0804∗∗∗ 0.0461∗∗∗ 0.0841∗∗∗ 0.0569∗∗∗ 0.0511∗∗∗

(0.0115) (0.0152) (0.0120) (0.0180) (0.0143) (0.0129)

R2 0.56800 0.58259 0.55194 0.62329 0.57423 0.56879
Observations 476,180 327,990 425,140 253,750 414,120 368,300
Outcome Mean 0.0621 0.0735 0.0561 0.0609 0.0598 0.0626
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X
Cluster Town Town Town Town Town Town
Stable Territory X
Not Counterreformed X
No Plague X
Undestroyed X
Ever Convened Parliament X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), focusing on subsets of the data. Observations are at the city-year
level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables is a binary variable whether town i has a
record of direct territory taxes in year t. We omit places that experienced a rule change as a result of the Thirty Years’ War
(1), counter-reformation (2), the plague (3), destruction (4), and places that did not convene formal parliaments to begin
with (5). Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1
percent level, respectively.
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Table A.10: War Exposure and Military Personnel (Subsets)

Military Personnel
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0282∗∗∗ 0.0212∗∗∗ 0.0274∗∗∗ 0.0049 0.0424∗∗∗ 0.0351∗∗∗

(0.0074) (0.0081) (0.0082) (0.0053) (0.0103) (0.0092)

R2 0.38022 0.39917 0.39165 0.20067 0.38260 0.37941
Observations 653,660 485,170 570,140 333,790 560,280 476,760
Outcome Mean 0.0281 0.0250 0.0276 0.0117 0.0289 0.0309
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X
Cluster Town Town Town Town Town Town
Stable Territory X
Not Counterreformed X
No Plague X
Undestroyed X
Ever Convened Parliament X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), focusing on subsets of the data. Observations are at the city-year
level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variable is the inverse hyperbolic sine of military
personnel born in town i active in year t, and We omit places that experienced a rule change as a result of the Thirty Years’
War (1), counter-reformation (2), the plague (3), destruction (4), and places that did not convene formal parliaments to be-
gin with (5). Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10 percent, 5 percent,
and 1 percent level, respectively.
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Table A.11: War Exposure and Parliament Elimination (Subsets)

Parliament Eliminated
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

War Exposure 0.0700∗∗∗ 0.0996∗∗∗ 0.0707∗∗∗ 0.0502∗∗ 0.0343∗∗ 0.0816∗∗∗

(0.0138) (0.0171) (0.0149) (0.0202) (0.0158) (0.0171)

R2 0.49415 0.52099 0.49373 0.48046 0.48157 0.53501
Observations 653,660 485,170 570,140 333,790 560,280 476,760
Outcome Mean 0.1222 0.1256 0.1183 0.1098 0.1120 0.1676
Town FEs X X X X X X
Territory FEs X X X X X X
Year FEs X X X X X X
Controls X X X X X X
Cluster Town Town Town Town Town Town
Stable Territory X
Not Counterreformed X
No Plague X
Undestroyed X
Ever Convened Parliament X

Note Table presents results of estimating equation (1), focusing on subsets of the data. Observations are at the city-year
level. The sample comprises 290 years and 2,390 cities. The dependent variables is a binary variable whether the parlia-
ment that represented town i has been eliminated in year t. We omit places that experienced a rule change as a result of
the Thirty Years’ War (1), counter-reformation (2), the plague (3), destruction (4), and places that did not convene formal
parliaments to begin with (5). Standard errors are clustered at the town level. *, **, and *** denote significance on the 10
percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent level, respectively.
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