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ABSTRACT 

Though much is written about coercive theories of state formation and 
the role of war in the formation of the modern territorial state, no 
comprehensive quantitative test of the theory, made famous by 
Charles Tilly, that ‘war makes states’ exists. Data collected and ana-
lyzed from George Kohn's (2000) Dictionary of Wars and Valerie 
Bockstette, Areendam Chanda and Louis Putterman's (2002) State 
Antiquity Index finally brings quantitative support for the argument 
that ‘war makes states,’ providing insight into the impact of conflict 
on the ability of groups to form states with strong institutional capaci-
ty. The results confirm Tilly's theory: war plays a prominent role in 
the formation of strong states, though, location and foreign occupa-
tion also matter.  

Keywords: coercive theories, conflict, state capacity, state formation, 
war. 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1992, Charles Tilly published Coercion, Capital, and European 
States, AD 990 – 1992. The book introduces a coercive theory of state 
formation that analyzes the development of the modern territorial 
state in Western Europe. Tilly's main argument is that war is the driv-
ing force that leads to the modern territorial state. His theory, ‘war 
makes states,’ has gone on to become one of the leading theories of 
state formation in comparative politics; though, he is, of course, not 
the only one to make this argument. While much is written about co-
ercive theories of state formation, at least to this author's knowledge, 
no comprehensive quantitative test of this theory exists. As a result, 
this paper constructs a dataset from 0 – 1600 CE to test Tilly's theory 



Social Evolution & History / March 2022 176

that the consequences of preparing for and waging war leads to the 
formation of the modern territorial state. The results add quantitative 
support for the argument that war really does ‘make states.’1  

The relationship between conflict and state formation is important 
because how the state evolved explains why some states develop insti-
tutions with a great deal of capacity while others suffer from a lack of 
capacity altogether. This, in turn, leads to more probing questions 
such as why some states failed to establish modern political institu-
tions in places like Iraq, Somalia, and Afghanistan. Moreover, how 
a state evolved has important consequences regarding its interactions in 
the international system. A state that controls its territory and has a mo-
nopoly over the legitimate use of force, for example, is better equipped 
to conquer nations lacking these capacities. This difference explains 
the consequence of various state behaviors in the international envi-
ronment. Because European states developed many more organized 
and centralized government structures sooner than Asia and Africa, 
for example, European states dominated international relations for 
most of the pre-modern and modern era (Kennedy 1987).  

One of the reasons why no one has undertaken a quantitative 
analysis of Tilly's theory is likely because of the lack of available data. 
Although several datasets on war in the modern era exist, a compre-
hensive dataset on wars in the pre-modern era does not. Likewise, be-
cause states in their present-day form did not exist in the pre-modern 
era, accounting for state capacity during this period can be problematic. 
Fortunately, George Kohn's (2000) Dictionary of Wars and Valerie 
Bockstette, Areendam Chanda and Louis Putterman's (2002) State 
Antiquity Index, provide information useful to construct a dataset to 
test whether conflict led to the modern territorial state.  

Unlike Tilly's original theory which focused on Europe, I test the 
hypotheses in Africa and Asia as well. I argue if war makes states, 
then we should expect to find that the reason why states failed to form 
in many parts of Africa prior to colonialism (despite the fact humans 
existed here millions of years longer than in Europe), for example, is 
because there was a lack of conflict in this region. The findings con-
firm the hypothesis. The more conflict a state faces, the more likely it 
is to develop strong institutional capacity. Those states that faced the 
least conflict, most often developed the weakest institutions. The re-
sults also reveal conflict-prone neighbors can make even peaceful 
neighbors not engaging in conflict increase their strength to survive. 



Young / Testing Tilly: Does War Really Make States? 177 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990 – 1992, Charles 
Tilly makes the case that the modern state structure is a consequence 
of the necessity of waging war. ‘War made the state, and the state 
made war,’ he argues. Tilly does not disagree with economic and 
class-based theories2 that argue the internal make-up of states (e.g., 
how classes are organized) is important regarding the variation in state 
development. He disagrees, however, that it is the main impetus that 
created the modern territorial state. Instead, the organization of classes 
merely affects the way in which rulers extract the means (e.g., taxes, 
people) necessary to engage in coercive efforts. Further, areas that 
were capital-intensive rather than coercive never fully developed into 
states. These areas remained city-states instead. The driving force be-
hind state formation is, therefore, the preparation for and engagement 
in war. Those rulers that were most effective in concentrating and ac-
cumulating the means of coercion created an environment in which 
states grew (Tilly 1992: 19).  

Tilly is not the only one that argues coercive theories explain state 
formation. Thomas Ertman agrees ‘the territorial state triumphed over 
other possible political forms [of rule] because of the superior fighting 
ability which it derived from access to both urban capital and coercive 
authority over peasant taxpayers and army recruits’ (Ertman 1997: 4). 
In short, war-making and, most notably, the extraction of capital were 
the essential elements in the formation and survival of early states. 
Thus, the stronger the state, the more efficient it is at extracting capital 
(Acemoglu 2005), and thus, the more successful it is at waging war 
(Glete 2002; Spruyt 1997).3  

Coercive theories suggest several reasons why war leads to states. 
First, because leaders ‘must administer the lands, goods and people 
they acquire’ it requires more institutions and a larger bureaucratic 
organization. Specifically, war ‘builds up an infrastructure of taxation, 
supply, and administration that requires maintenance of itself.’ Bu-
reaucracies form as a result (Tilly 1992: 20). For example, the ruler's 
creation of armed forces generates a stronger state structure because it 
brings with it bureaucratic organization such as treasuries, supply ser-
vices, and tax bureaus.4 War also helps consolidate power in the gov-
erning body because of the collection of capital. The collection of cap-
ital is important for a state to wage war successfully. Therefore, those 
states which created a structure that efficiently extracted capital 
proved more successful in waging war, and, consequently, consolidat-
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ing power (Tilly 1992). Members of society deferred to the ruler be-
cause they were dependent on the ruler for protection against compet-
ing neighbors. This deferral allowed for the strengthening of power in 
the ruler and provided opportunities for the ruler to structure society 
so that it could raise taxes as well as establish bureaucratic entities to 
manage society. Cities, and then eventually states, formed because of 
the increased ability for the collection of revenue (Tilly 1992).  

Another benefit of war is that it helps societies consolidate under 
one rule much quicker. Specifically, war helps secure a distinct territo-
ry which is essential for defining not only the physical boundaries of 
a state, but also demarcates the people under the state's rule. In addi-
tion, war can expand the territory inhabited by villages and tribes into 
greater areas which not only supports more population, but also great-
ly expands the power of the up-and-coming state. This distinction 
helps to further consolidate power and strengthen the state. 

Though Tilly's theory applies to the modern state system, war was 
also an important catalyst in the formation of the premodern state. In 
fact, the idea that warfare is a modern invention is disproven by ex-
haustive evidence which ‘shows a continuous use of violence by pre-
historic human societies’ (Fukuyama 2011: 73). Interestingly, though, 
few of these wars resulted in conquest of new territory by the victor. 
This lack of conquest is likely because, as Francis Fukuyama explains, 
war can occur for several reasons other than for control of territory. 
War is also fought spontaneously or for prestige, honor, economic 
purposes, or revenge. Nevertheless, overwhelming evidence suggests 
conflict occurred most frequently in antiquity when a society suffered 
from a large population with scarce resources to support it (Carneiro 
1970). This point is important because disputes over territory were 
unique in that these battles usually resulted in the conquest of land and 
foreign peoples by the victor. Therefore, unlike other forms of warfare 
where the acquisition of territory and people did not occur, conquest 
warfare – spurred by conflict over resources – created conditions that 
required the creation of institutions with enough capacity to manage 
the ever-increasing complex society, thus representing the origins and 
development of the early state (Carneiro 1970).  

In sum, when it comes to state formation, coercive theories argue 
war is essential to the origins and development of the state – whether 
in the premodern or modern era – since war comes with several bene-
fits which help to consolidate power and strengthen societies. In par-
ticular, war fosters the growth of a complex bureaucracy necessary to 
support the war effort, and it helps consolidate power for the ruler as 
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well as territory. Those societies most efficient at creating these insti-
tutions and consolidating power, therefore, develop the strongest 
states. The absence of war, on the other hand, does not necessarily 
preclude a state from forming strong institutions, but without war, the 
need to form strong institutions is less important.  

DEFINITIONS, DATA AND RESULTS 

State formation is a topic given a lot of attention within comparative 
politics, and despite the theoretical evidence available to support Til-
ly's findings regarding the impact of war on the creation of the modern 
state structure, as mentioned, no quantitative analysis exists to test this 
theory. This is likely because discussing the formation of states pre-
sents many obstacles. How one defines the term ‘state’ or ‘state capac-
ity,’ for example, can vary significantly. In addition, discussing the 
capacity of a state in a period before the state formed requires an un-
derstanding of the evolution of states.  

Because ‘scholars, predictably, disagree on exactly what social or 
cultural “complexity,” or a “civilization,” or a “state,” is,’ there is no 
universally accepted definition (Wenke 1999: 331). In fact, there are 
‘no shortage of competing definitions’ mainly because ‘a definition of 
the state always depends on distinguishing it from society, and the line 
between the two is difficult to draw in practice’ (Mitchell 1991: 77). 
Although less of a problem when examining societies individually, it 
becomes particularly problematic when attempting cross-country 
analysis.  

The second reason it is so difficult to define a state is because 
scholars, in particular political scientists, think of a state in very limited 
terms. Realism, for instance, defines states simply as unitary, rational, 
and geographically-based actors. Defining power in terms of relative 
military, economic, and even political capabilities allows for states to 
have different levels of power (Morgenthau 1948). Unfortunately, this 
definition lacks the ability to distinguish at what point a group reaches 
the unitary-rational-geographically-based-actor status. While useful 
at the international level, it does little to help explain much else about 
states outside of that arena. In addition, the literature has reduced 
‘the state to a subjective system of decision making.’ This view is nar-
row and idealist because it attempts to divide the state from society 
with an ‘elusive boundary’ scholars try to ‘fix’ with the right defini-
tion. Instead, ‘we need to examine the detailed political processes 
through which the uncertain yet powerful distinction between state 
and society is produced’ (Mitchell 1991: 85).  
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Moreover, common definitions of a state in political science pro-
vide little room to think about the state outside of a fully developed 
stage. In fact, we consider states that do not meet these stringent re-
quirements as ‘failed states’ even though, clearly, some institutions 
still exist in its place. As Alexander Wenke puts it, ‘Even in our own 
age, it is difficult to avoid the notions that… simpler societies are in-
completely developed, and that all the world's cultures are at various 
points along a gradient whose apex is the modern Western industrial 
community’ (1999: 336). Despite acknowledging variation exists 
when it comes to distinguishing what constitutes a state, it is still 
problematic to discuss the characteristics of a state such as Germany, 
or China, or even South Africa a thousand years ago when only indi-
vidual groups lived in these areas and states in their present-day form 
clearly did not exist at that time.  

Though states did not exist in their present form hundreds or thou-
sands of years ago, this does not mean that the origins of the Germanic 
people that currently make up the modern-day state of Germany, for 
example, are not identifiable in some other type of societal structure 
prior to the modern-day state era. ‘Cultural evolution is not a continu-
ous, cumulative gradual change, in most places “Fits and Starts” better 
describes it’ (Wenke 1999: 336). In short, states take on many shapes 
over the course of thousands of years of formation. Thus, to under-
stand this process requires thinking outside the rigid definitions of 
a state that typically apply only to the modern territorial state. 

In addition, focus is often placed on the type of institutions within 
a state to help explain its formation. This, too, does little to further our 
knowledge as to why states in Africa failed to develop the capacity of 
states in Europe. The type or ‘ideology’ or institutions in a state matter, 
but matter to a much less extent than typically portrayed. An autocrat-
ic regime can maintain strong infrastructure, institutions, and internal 
as well as external military control just like a democratic regime. 
Likewise, some democracies suffer from a lack of capacity, especially 
newly transitioning ones. Because state capacity is not dependent up-
on the type of institutions in place, it is necessary to broaden how we 
think about states. Without a new way of thinking, research remains 
blocked in its ability to fully explain the modern state, much less the 
differentiation in capacity across regions.  

With this in mind, and drawing from various disciplines' defini-
tions of ‘state,’ ‘society,’ and ‘civilization,’ I define a ‘state’ as a soci-
ety with some sort of rituals, traditions, and rules that can differentiate 
in terms of structural organization, such as levels of hierarchy, as well 
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as capacity to project power both internally and externally. This defi-
nition meets most basic assumptions about the various components 
that make up a state. It also makes it possible to discuss a state 
throughout different levels across time and space. In other words, re-
working the definition of a state to include specific characteristics of 
differing groups allows us to study the evolution of a particular state 
during a period when the modern-day version did not exist. Though 
they do not specifically frame their discussion of state formation in 
this same way, authors such as James Scott (2009), Francis Fukuyama 
(2011), Jared Diamond (2009), and Max Weber (1946) explore the 
evolution of the state, or the lack thereof in Scott's case, in much this 
same way by starting with the organization of societies in primitive 
times. Robert J. Wenke likewise defines society in a similar fashion 
(1999: 332).  

It is necessary to note this definition differs from that given to ‘na-
tion.’ Although it defines one characteristic of a state as having some 
sort of ritual, traditions, and rules, this is not the same as having 
a shared identity or culture. Though important for state strength, it does 
not accurately define ‘state.’ As Walker Connor explains, a state is tan-
gible – readily defined and easily quantified. ‘Peru, for illustration, 
can be defined in an easily conceptualized manner as the territorial-
political unit consisting of sixteen million inhabitants of the 
514,060 square miles located on the west coast of South America be-
tween 69 and 80 west, and 2 and 18, 21 south’ (1978: 300). No men-
tion about the identity of the people in the area is necessary to identify 
the ‘state.’ Therefore, a state can be thought of as the territory over 
which a central power makes claim to political power and can demon-
strate that power by extracting compliance from inhabitants and 
recognition of this power over the territory from foreigners and other 
states.  

Nations, on the other hand, are intangible, self-defined, and consist 
of ‘a psychological bond that joins a people and differentiates it, in the 
subconscious conviction of its members, from all other people in a most 
vital way’ (Connor 1978: 300–301). A popular definition in internation-
al relations of a nation is that it consists of ‘a social group which shares 
a common ideology, common institutions and customs, and a sense of 
homogenetry.’ The group may have a sense of belonging to a particular 
territory, though certain religious sects also exhibit these same charac-
teristics (Connor 1978: 301–304). International relations scholars have 
gone to great lengths to differentiate between state and nation. Never-
theless, ‘having defined the nation as an essentially psychological 
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phenomenon,’ scholars still treat the term ‘as fully synonymous with 
the very different and totally tangible concept of the state’ (Connor 
1978: 301). 

The merger of these two terms is problematic. Though the more 
homogenous a society the easier it is for a state to establish institutions 
with a great deal of capacity, it is not an essential component for state 
formation. In fact, Connor surveyed 132 states and found that only 
12 states, or 9.1 per cent, qualified as nation-states. In ‘this era of im-
migration and cultural diffusion,’ he cautions, ‘even that figure is 
probably on the high side’ (1978: 301–304). These two terms must be 
separated, therefore, so that the inclusion of states at all capacity lev-
els is possible.  

The definition adopted in this paper coincides with Tilly's own ar-
gument regarding the characteristics of a state. According to him, city-
states, empires, theocracies, and many other forms of government 
above the band or tribal level represent the different levels of state-
hood that evolved over time. He argues, though each type of state has 
distinct characteristics to differentiate it as a separate type of political 
order, they are merely ‘plausible alternatives’ from which elites 
choose; therefore, all represent one form of a state or another (Tilly 
1992: 1–5; see also Connelly 2003; Cooper 2005; Kumar 2010). As 
long as the organization controls ‘the principal concentrated means of 
coercion within delimited territories, and exercise[s] priority in some 
respects over all other organizations acting within the territories’ then, 
regardless of how homogenized or centralized authority, the political 
unit is a state (Tilly 1992: 5). 

Defining State Capacity  

Just as disagreement exists on what constitutes a state, there is little 
consensus on how to measure the capacity of a state. Some scholars 
view state capacity in terms of economic and military prowess con-
sistent with the realist and neorealist understanding of relative power 
capabilities (Mearsheimer 2001; Morganthau 1948; Schweller 1992; 
Waltz 1979). Others categorize a state's capacity dependent upon its 
economic and developmental capabilities (Herbst 2000; Migdal 1988; 
Scott 2009; and Acemoglu 2005). States whose leadership maintains 
a monopoly over the control of the population through coercive poli-
cies and brute force are considered to have the most capacity accord-
ing to others. Because democratic leaders are often constrained by 
their constituency, democratic regimes are viewed as lacking the nec-
essary capacity to project power (Johnson 1984; Ikenberry et al. 1996; 
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Katzenstein 1996). Authoritarian regimes, in contrast, enjoy a consid-
erable deal of institutional capacity since leaders can make decisions 
without fear of backlash from an angry Selectorate (Bueno de Mes-
quite 2003). For some, a state's capacity is measured by its ability to 
influence and control the perceptions of others (MacMillan 1978). 
Along these same lines, the cohesiveness of society can affect the 
state's level of capacity. ‘Since groups can be mobilized by persuasion 
as well as coercion, it should be possible to bring and keep members 
together voluntarily’ (March and Olsen 1989: 12).  

Since rituals and symbols create a sense of community which 
helps unify society and thus, also increase legitimacy, those states 
with the ability to build a cohesive society also, subsequently, have 
the most institutional capacity (Desch 1996: 256). Combining defini-
tions that emphasize the scope as well as the capacity of a state is es-
sential. Minimal states, for example, provide public goods like internal 
order, external defense, and basic public infrastructure, but little else. 
This limited role results in significantly weaker institutions than those 
found in maximal states. A maximal state, on the other hand, has 
much stronger institutions since it must also perform ‘functions such 
as adjudication, redistribution, and extensive infrastructural develop-
ment.’ In addition, divided states are less cohesive and therefore have 
much less capacity than unified states. In short, ‘strong states are high-
ly cohesive and tend to be maximal states; weak states are divided and 
tend to be minimal states’ (Desch 1996: 240–241).  

According to Charles Tilly (1992) and Max Weber (1946) the ca-
pacity of a state is determined by 1) its ability to concentrate coercive 
force in a single organization or set of organizations, 2) its ability to 
clearly delineate its borders from other states, and 3) the presence of 
a legitimate governing authority. The stronger the institutions tasked 
with ensuring this ability, the stronger the state's ability to project its 
power. Others agree a state is just ‘a complex set of institutional ar-
rangements for rule operating through the continuous and regulated 
activities of individuals acting as occupants of offices.’ The state has a 
specified territory ‘and monopolizes in law and as far as possible in all 
fact’ to protect its territory as it sees fit, in its own interest (Poggi 
1978: 1). States lacking in capacity are unable to perform these tasks 
efficiently and effectively.  

In sum, the literature views state capacity in terms of a state's  
1) extractive, 2) coercive, and 3) administrative abilities. Extractive 
capacity refers to a state's ability to raise armies and extract capital 
from its population. Coercive capacity, on the other hand, refers to 
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a state's ability to protect its borders from both internal and external 
threats. Finally, administrative capacity is defined as a state's ability to 
deliver public goods and services efficiently. This requires not only 
bureaucratic efficiency, but also control over the territory of the state. 
Important for each of these areas is a state's ability to control its bor-
ders from both internal and external threats. Thus, those states with 
the most capacity are the most successful at maintaining legitimate 
control over the monopoly of the use of force (Hanson and Sigman 
2011; Tilly 1992; vom Hau et al. 2012; Weber 1946). The modern 
territorial state emerged as the most suitable way of organizing rule 
with the most capacity as a result (Tilly 1992). Conversely, states 
lacking the capacity typical of the modern territorial state do not main-
tain control over the entire population within its borders. In fact, the 
state may not even have clearly defined borders or may be governed 
partially or in whole by a foreign government. Additionally, capacity-
poor states ‘lack the power to tax and regulate the economy’ and they 
do not have the ability to maintain a ‘monopoly over violence’ (Ace-
moglu 2005: 1199–1200). Jeffrey Herbst (2000), for example, argues 
African states lack the ability to extract resources from their citizenry, 
because they lack the necessary institutional capacity to do so.  

Just as a state can gain capacity over time by strengthening its in-
stitutions, circumstances can also cause a state to lose its capacity as 
well. A substantial loss of population, for instance, can have dire con-
sequences. Even Rome, for example, suffered from a series of devas-
tating plagues which historians suggest contributed to its demise. 
Moreover, a state can overextend itself both in territory and military 
engagements. Empire-building in particular places considerable strain 
on a state. If the empire stretches itself too thin, if it comes under con-
siderable pressure from attackers, if it fails to control or incorporate 
conquered peoples successfully, and in some cases even if it suffers 
significant loss because of disease, the state's institutions can weaken. 
Once its capacity is weakened it opens the door for outsiders as well 
as the conquered people who have not been homogenized to fight for 
independence. War, in general, can also seriously weaken the capacity 
of a state. Not only does it often result in a loss of territory, but if the 
war is damaging enough, the losing state's institutions are seriously 
weakened. This is especially so if the victor maintains at least partial 
control over the territory or government in the conquered state – a fate 
suffered not just by the Romans, but countless fledgling societies, 
newly formed states, and even Great Powers and other vast Empires 
throughout history. 
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In antiquity a state built institutions to increase its capacity to 
maintain society because it faced issues of competition-scarcity or 
threat of war, but after it acquired enough territory to satisfy its needs 
or it eliminated the threat, the need for strong institutions diminished. 
This is especially true in those areas where uninhabited territory was 
abundant because it provided a large buffer-zone for security. This 
protection made external clashes less likely. If peace lasted long 
enough, the state may lose even more of its capacity over time as the 
need for the institutions decrease. This is much less likely in the mod-
ern era, however, because states have expanded as far as possible 
without crossing into another state's territory. Thus, a buffer zone 
large enough to protect from an external threat no longer exists.  
In addition, because the world is much more interconnected and wea-
ponry is much more advanced, threats are no longer just from a state's 
adjacent neighbor, but can come from any state anywhere in the 
world. As explained above, modern day states can still lose some, or 
all, of their capacity because of war or other circumstances, but the 
occurrence is less likely now than in antiquity.  

Having established the parameters within which the variables are 
framed, I turn my attention to defining the variables used to test the 
hypothesis that war makes states.  

Dependent Variable 

State Strength: To operationalize the administrative capability of pre-
modern states an ideal measure of state strength would capture the 
ability of a state to collect taxes. Unfortunately, because data is lim-
ited during this period, compiling that information for all states in all 
regions under investigation is not possible. However, the State Antiq-
uity Index provides a comprehensive way of measuring state strength 
which is compatible with my definition. The index contains data on 
state strength for 149 countries from 1 to 1950 CE.5 To determine the 
level of state strength for each country during the selected time peri-
ods the index allocates points to a series of three questions asked 
about each state:  

1. Is there a government above the tribal level? (1 point 
if yes, 0 points if no); 2. Is this government foreign or 
locally based? (1 point if locally based, 0.5 points if 
foreign [i.e., the country is a colony], 0.75 if in be-
tween [a local government with substantial foreign 
oversight]; 3. How much of the territory of the modern 
country was ruled by this government? (1 point if over 
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50 %, 0.75 points if between 25 % and 50 %, 0.5 points 
if between 10 % and 25 %, 0.3 points if less than 10 %) 
(Bockstette, Chanda and Putterman 2002).6  

These questions accurately address the important components 
I use to define a state regarding whether there is a government and the 
ability of that government to control its borders.  

To gather data for the index, Bockstette, Chanda and Putterman 
relied on the historical accounts for each country contained in the En-
cyclopedia Britannica and Macropedia articles in the Britannica 
online. The authors acknowledge the use of this particular source is 
‘far from definitive,’ but due to gaps in the historical record for many 
states ‘no more specialized compilation… containing the necessary 
information exists’ (Chanda and Putterman 2007).7 The data divides 
the period into 50-year intervals and asks the above three questions 
during each segment. A score on a scale of 0–50 is then given based 
upon the responses to the questions. If a country receives a 0 then no 
government above the tribal level exists. A score of 50 indicates 
a strong state is in place which maintains complete control over its 
entire territory. Scores falling somewhere in the middle demonstrate 
some type of government was in place, but it either did not maintain 
complete control over the entire population, there was a foreign gov-
ernment in control, or a combination of local and foreign government 
control existed. 

Because I am predicting the probability that conflict creates strong 
states, I create a variable which divides state strength into three catego-
ries. All states with a score ranging from 0–24 are coded ‘0’ for weak 
state. Moderate states, those ranging from 25–34, are coded ‘1.’ Finally, 
states with a score 35 or above are considered strong and coded ‘2.’ 

Independent Variable 

Conflict: Although many conflict databases exist, finding comprehen-
sive data that begins before 1800 is a difficult task. I rely on George 
C. Kohn's Dictionary of Wars (2000), a one-volume reference source 
on conflicts from ancient times to present. Though it does not account 
for all conflicts throughout history it does include a comprehensive list 
of all major and many minor conflicts that occurred across the globe 
from 3000 BCE to 1999 CE. In addition, Kohn relies on a broad clas-
sification of war defined as ‘an overt, armed conflict carried on be-
tween nations or states (international war) or between parties, factions, 
or people in the same state (civil war)’ (2000: 12). Moreover, Kohn 
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defines international war as those events involving ‘territorial dis-
putes, injustice against people of one country by those of another, 
problems of race and prejudice, commercial and economic competi-
tion and coercion, envy of military might, or sheer cupidity for con-
quest.’ Kohn includes any ‘organized effort to seize power’ such as 
a rebellion, insurrection, uprising, or revolt as a civil war. Finally, 
Kohn adds ‘conquests, invasions, sieges, massacres, raids, and key 
mutinies’ to the list of entries. Having such a broad definition of war 
is useful because it allows a diverse range of disputes in the data. This 
is particularly beneficial for earlier time periods since present day 
states had not formed and classification of many battles fall outside 
the scope of international wars biasing the results.  

Conflict is an independent count variable measured as the total 
conflicts per country per year. Using a count variable yields more pre-
cise predictions than a binary variable since it can pinpoint precisely 
how much different levels of conflict impact state strength. 

Control Variables  

Conflict Adjacent: After remaining at a relatively steady rate with few 
exceptions for centuries, around 1000 – 1200 CE the number of con-
flicts dramatically increases. Because the external environment in 
which a state resides matters (Waltz 1979), it is possible states located 
next to a conflict prone state will also engage in conflict (offensive 
and/or defensive; see Mearsheimer 2001) regardless of its internal 
environment. To control for this effect, I include a dummy variable 
coded ‘1’ for any country next to one involved in a conflict and ‘0’ for 
those countries not adjacent to a conflict prone state. Although I do 
not include Middle Eastern countries in the dataset, I use the Dictionary 
of Wars to determine if any of those states were involved in a conflict 
and coded any adjacent country in the dataset appropriately.  

Contiguous States: Prior research indicates states that share a bor-
der with one or more states are more likely to engage in conflict. Fol-
lowing the lead used by the Correlates of War project for coding the 
contiguous characteristic of states I counted the total number of 
known societies bordering the societies within the current territorial 
boundary of any given state from 0–1600. I relied on an exhaustive 
review of historical data including map archives and accounts of the 
various groups in each area, including all minor and major actors to 
determine how many bordering neighbors any one state or society had 
during this time. Some states, like Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, for in-
stance, were not coded due to lack of available information. 



Social Evolution & History / March 2022 188

Landlocked: I include a control variable coded ‘1’ for landlocked 
countries and ‘0’ for those that are not. 

Island: I also include a control variable coded ‘1’ if the state is an 
island and ‘0’ if it is not. 

Regional Controls: Qualitative case studies reveal state formation 
occurred at different times and at different rates. Asia developed much 
sooner, but a lot slower than Europe. Europe, on the other hand, ar-
rived late on the state building scene, but progressed rapidly; Africa 
lagged behind both. To account for regional distinctions a dummy 
variable is included for Asia, Eastern Europe, Western Europe, and 
Africa.  

Foreign Invasion: Foreign invasion is shown to weaken and 
strengthen a state, depending upon circumstances. Many states in the 
early phase of development were overcome with foreign threats of 
conquests; others residing in a peaceful environment. A dummy varia-
ble is included to account for the impact foreign invasion has on state 
development. All states that have mention of a foreign invasion in 
their historical record by a group other than Rome are coded ‘1’. No 
foreign presence in the state is coded ‘0’.  

Roman Occupation: Qualitative case studies reveal the presence 
of Rome in a state significantly impacts its growth. The findings indi-
cate while Rome may help elevate most states slightly in strength,  
in the long term, its presence weakens the states development. This 
results because despite Roman institutions established to maintain the 
military establishment, Rome did little to strengthen the institutions in 
the state it occupied in any other way. This lack of attention to institu-
tion building is evident after the fall of Rome. Europe, left with no 
rule of law and because Rome did little in the way of state building  
in these areas to help the inhabitants enforce it on their own, state 
strength was weakened. The Dark Ages are the result. Though states 
did recover from Rome's retreat, it is evident Rome set states back  
in their development at least temporarily. Every state in which Rome 
had a presence is therefore coded ‘1’. A lack of Roman presence is 
coded ‘0’. 

Roman Withdrawal: Since the fall of Rome was so problematic 
for its foreign territories, the first year in which Rome's presence is no 
longer dominant is coded ‘1’. All other years are coded ‘0’. 

Plague: Qualitative case studies also reveal states suffered signif-
icant setback in population levels and, in many cases, their strength 
because of several devastating plagues that occurred throughout histo-
ry. Thus, any year in which the historical record indicates a state suf-
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fered a severe loss from a plague is coded ‘1’. Plague-free years are 
coded ‘0’. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Total Conflicts 648 1.66 3.75 0 35 
SAIndex 1698 19.22 18.42 0 50 
SaCat 1696 0.80 0.85 0 2 
Conflict_Adjacent 1177 0.55 .50 0 1 
Contiguous States 1587 1.95 2.26 0 11 
Landlocked 1700 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Island 1700 0.09 0.29 0 1 
Year 1700 800 490.04 0 1600 
Asia 1700 0.25 0.43 0 1 
Eastern Europe 1700 0.18 0.38 0 1 
Western Europe 1700 0.17 0.38 0 1 
Africa 1700 0.42 0.49 0 1 
Foreign not Roman 1700 0.45 0.45 0 1 
Roman Occupy 1700 0.04 0.20 0 1 
Roman Withdrawal 1700 0.01 0.11 0 1 
Plague 1700 0.02 0.15 0 1 

Data Analysis 

I test the hypothesis that war makes strong states by using panel data 
and multinomial logistic regression to predict whether conflict in-
creases state strength. In this model I use a count variable of the total 
number of conflicts per year for each country. This is appropriate 
since the hypothesis suggests the higher the number of conflicts, the 
stronger the state. I also include conflict_adjacent in this model since, 
as previously discussed, sharing a border with a conflict prone neigh-
bor yields a degree of uncertainty forcing a state to defend itself 
against potential aggression. A strong state would certainly be benefi-
cial in this regard. Finally, I control for landlocked and island states, 
Roman as well as foreign occupation, Roman withdrawal, occurrence 
of the plague as well as fixed effects for year. I do not control for 
fixed effects for region in this model. Doing so produced extremely 
large error terms for each of the regional controls and the constant. 
Goodness of fit tests reveal model specification is improved signifi-
cantly when not controlling for region. Fixed effects for year improve 
the model only slightly. Table 2 displays the results.  
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Table 2 

Results without Fixed Effects 

Outcome 0 1 2 0 1 2 

Total Conflicts –0.31*** –0.13*** 0.13*** –0.37*** –0.16*** .37*** 

  (0.09) (0.05) (0.05) (0.10) (0.05) (0.10) 

conflict_adjacent –1.08*** –0.57*** 0.57*** – – – 

  (0.24) (0.22) (0.24) 
 

contiguous_states – – – –0.39*** 0.07 0.40*** 

  (0.08) (0.06) (0.10) 

Landlocked –0.22 0.54** –0.54*** 0.17 0.54** –0.17 

  (0.33) (0.27) (0.27) (0.35) (0.27) (0.35) 

Island 0.44 –0.62* 0.62* –0.14 –0.30 0.14 

  (0.29) (0.33) (0.33) (0.31) (0.36) (0.31) 

Foreign Occupy  1.53*** 0.21 –0.21 1.19*** 0.17 –1.19*** 

  (0.25) (0.25) (0.25) (0.26) (0.26) (0.26) 

Roman Occupy 1.03*** 2.08*** –2.08*** 0.90* 2.14*** –0.90* 

  (0.50) (0.42) (0.41) (0.51) (0.41) (0.51) 

Roman Withdrawal –0.35 –0.06 –0.06 –0.49 0.19 0.49 

  (0.70) (0.61) (0.61) (0.75) (0.61) (0.75) 

Plague –1.58 0.01 –0.01 –1.37 –0.24 1.37 

  (1.09) (0.52) (0.51) (1.08) (0.54) (1.08) 

_cons –0.27 –0.2 0.2 –0.18 –0.83*** –0.18 

  (0.19) (0.18) (0.18) (0.24) (0.24) (0.24) 

Fixed effects incl. 
for:       

Year No No No No No No 

(N) 646 646 646 630 630 630 
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Table 3 

Results with Fixed Effects 

Outcome 0 1 2 0 1 2 

Total Conflicts –0.18*** –0.18*** 0.18*** –0.19** –0.19*** 0.19*** 

  –0.08 (0.05) (0.05) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05) 

conflict_adjacent –0.81*** –0.59** 0.59*** – – – 

  (0.26) (0.26) (0.23) 
 

contiguous_states – – – –0.34*** 0.08 –0.08 

  (0.08) (0.06) (0.06) 

Landlocked –0.2 0.58*** –0.58*** 0.15 0.57** –0.57** 

  (0.35) (0.27) (0.27) (0.37) (0.28) (0.28) 

Island 0.5 –0.62* 0.62* –0.01 –0.28 0.28 

  (0.31) (0.34) (0.34) (0.34) (0.37) (0.37) 

Foreign Occupy  1.60*** 0.09 –0.09 1.37*** 0.10 –0.10 

  (0.27) (0.26) (0.26) (0.28) (0.27) (0.27) 

Roman Occupy 0.16 2.40*** –2.40*** –0.01 2.23*** –2.23*** 

  (0.53) (0.51) (0.51) (0.55) (0.51) (0.51) 

Roman Withdrawal –0.82 0.12 –0.13 –1.11 0.17 –0.17 

  (0.73) (0.70) (0.70) (0.78) (0.69) (0.69) 

Plague –1.34 0.35 –0.35 –1.13 0.11 –0.11 

  (1.17) (0.61) (0.61) (1.17) (0.63) (0.63) 

_cons –1.47 0.48 –0.48 –1.03 –0.39 0.39 

  (0.72) (0.48) (0.48) (0.77) (0.52) (0.52) 

Fixed effects incl. 
for:       

Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

(N) 646 646 646 630 630 630 

The total number of conflicts a state is involved in does increase 
the probability that it will develop a strong state structure. In addition, 
conflict adjacent states are also more likely to have strong structures. 
Landlocked states are more often moderate states but have less chance 
of becoming strong. Islands, on the other hand, have a slightly higher 
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chance of developing a strong state, but it has no significance on 
whether a state is weak. 

As Figure 1 shows, as total conflicts increase the probability that a 
state will develop weak institutional capacity decreases. Whereas, 
Figure 2 shows as total conflicts increase, the probability that a state 
will develop strong institutional capacity likewise increases. In fact, a 
state that engages in less than five conflicts has more than a seventeen 
percent (17 %) chance of remaining weak. More than five (5) conflicts 
in a period, however, yields less than a ten percent (10 %) chance a 
state has a weak structure. A state that engages in fifteen or more con-
flicts has less than a one percent (1 %) chance of being weak. Con-
versely, the more conflicts a state faces, the higher its probability of 
developing a strong state structure. States that engage in fifteen (15) or 
more disputes have an eighty-eight percent (88 %) chance of being 
strong. Twenty-five (25) or more conflicts increase the chance to nine-
ty-five percent (95 %) or greater. Weak states are located next to 
peaceful states only eighteen percent (18 %) of the time. On the other 
hand, fifty-five percent (55 %) of states located next to conflict prone 
states are strong. Landlocked states have an eighteen percent (18 %) 
chance of remaining weak, whereas the likelihood it will develop into 
a strong state increases to forty-three percent (43 %). Islands, on the 
other hand, are only fifteen percent (15 %) more likely to become 
strong than remain weak. 
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Fig. 1. Probability of Weak State Capacity – Total Number of Conflicts 
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Fig. 2. Probability of Strong State Capacity – Total Number of Conflicts 

Rome's presence produces varying results depending upon the 
classification of the state. Roman occupation improves a weak state's 
condition by four percent (4 %). In other words, if Rome occupied 
a state's territory, the state was strengthened, but only slightly. Rome's 
impact on strong states is significant, however. A state left uncon-
quered by Rome has a thirty-two percent (32 %) chance that it will 
become strong. Rome's presence, however, means states only have an 
eighteen percent (18 %) chance of developing strong institutions. This 
finding is particularly intuitive because it confirms that Rome did not 
establish strong administrative structures in these areas. This confirms 
why the areas were so weak after Rome fell; Rome's presence hin-
dered, not helped, developing states. 

In sum, though location is important, and conflict prone neighbors 
can induce states to develop stronger structures, the findings confirm 
the hypothesis that states that engage in conflict more frequently are 
more likely strong.  



Social Evolution & History / March 2022 194

.1
5

.2
.2

5
.3

.3
5

P
r(

S
ac

a
t=

=
0

)

0 1
Next to Conflict Prone

Predictive Margins with 95% CIs

 
.3

.4
.5

.6
P

r(
S

ac
a

t=
=

2
)

0 1
Next to Conflict Prone

Predictive Margins with 95% CIs

 

Fig. 3. Probability of State Strength – Conflict Adjacent 

Table 4  

Summary Goodness of Fit Results (without Fixed Effects) 

Log-Lik Intercept Only: –681.223 Log-Lik Full Model: –583.776 

D(619): 1167.552 LR(40): 194.894 

  Prob > LR: 0.000 

McFadden's R2: 0.143 McFadden's Adj R2: 0.103 

ML (Cox-Snell) R2: 0.260 Cragg-Uhler(Nagelkerke) R2: 0.296 

Count R2: 0.358 Adj Count R2: 0.100 

AIC: 1.89 AIC*n: 1221.552 

BIC: –2837.873 BIC': –91.361 
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Table 5 
Summary Goodness of Fit Results (Fixed Effects) 

Log-Lik Intercept Only: –681.223 Log-Lik Full Model: –548.259 

D(568): 1096.519 LR(40): 265.927 

  Prob > LR: 0.000 

McFadden's R2: 0.195 McFadden's Adj R2: 0.081 

ML (Cox-Snell) R2: 0.337 Cragg-Uhler(Nagelkerke) R2: 0.384 

Count R2: 0.396 Adj Count R2: 0.154 

AIC: 1.939 AIC*n: 1252.519 

BIC: –2578.895 BIC': 44.672 

CONCLUSION 

The findings confirm Tilly's theory that war makes states. The find-
ings also show how conflict between just two states in an area can 
have a reciprocal effect on other states in the region. Finally, the re-
sults yield interesting findings regarding the role Rome played in the 
state making process. Notably, Rome's presence hindered, not helped, 
developing states.  

The results are important for adding to our understanding of how 
states developed, lending support for coercive theories that find 
a positive correlation between the engagement in conflict and the 
strengthening of state institutions. These findings do not account for 
economic or class-based theories' arguments regarding the role the 
market or cultural cleavages, etc. play in the formation of states. Nev-
ertheless, it is clear conflict serves as an impetus for strengthening 
states, at least in the pre-modern era. The more efficient a state is at 
extracting taxes, drafting soldiers, providing resources, and maintain-
ing control of its subjects the higher its chance of success in war. 
Without war the need for this type of strong structure does not exist 
and, thus, does not develop.  

These findings are important, not only because it explains the dif-
ference in state strength in different regions, but it also provides in-
sight into states in the modern era. If one of the main reasons why 
states develop strong state structures is related to the amount of con-
flict it faces, then that might explain why developing states in the 
modern era still find it difficult to create the type of strong states that 
flourished in Europe for centuries. War8 creates a powerful incentive 
to find the most efficient way to structure a state. Without this incen-
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tive, the motivation needed to force states on a rapid path of develop-
ment does not exist.  

NOTES 
1 Though economic or class-based theories may also explain the formation of 

states, it is impossible to quantitatively address each of these competing debates in 
this paper. As a result, focus is solely on testing Tilly's theory. 

2 The type of economic system a state develops determines its strength. The 
ability of institutions to achieve economic growth, the timing of development, and 
the type of structure in relation to the strength of the state drives the formation of the 
state. Others argue the ability of a state to foster trust and cooperation for the co-
ordination of activities is important. States that create a more unified society and 
are better equipped at instilling trust gain legitimacy and therefore strength. Class-
based theories of state formation, on the other hand, argue cleavages in society 
determine the structure of a state. 

3 As states began to focus on non-military activities, however, ‘military ex-
penditure declined’ relegating the ‘military organization…from a dominant seg-
ment of the state structure to a more subordinated position’ (Jönsson et al. 2000: 
69). 

4 I borrow Max Weber's definition of a bureaucracy (see Weber, M. 1946. In 
Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills eds. Oxford: 
Routledge Paperback). 

5 For a complete list of countries included in the dataset used for this project 
see Appendix A.  

6 For a detailed description of how the scores are tallied see Valerie Bock-
stette, Areendam Chanda and Louis Putterman. 2002. ‘States and Markets: The 
Advantage of an Early Start.’ Journal of Economic Growth 7: 347–69. 

7 Despite the limitations of the data sources, the index created by Bockstette, 
Chanda and Putterman has appeared in a wide range of peer reviewed publications 
and has been cited numerous times in a variety of studies. 

8 I refer specifically to international and not civil war in this instance. 
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APPENDIX “A” 

 
Europe Asia Africa 
Albania Afghanistan Algeria 
Austria Armenia Angola 
Belarus Azerbaijan Benin 
Belgium Bangladesh Botswana 

Bosnia & Herz Cambodia Burkina Faso 
Bulgaria China Burundi 
Croatia Georgia Cameroon 

Czech Rep India Cent African Rep 
Denmark Indonesia Chad 
Estonia Japan Congo 
Finland Kazakhstan Cote D'Ivoire 

Italy Korea Dem. Egypt 
Latvia Korea Rep. Gabon 

Lithuania Kyrgyzstan Ghana 
Macedonia Laos Guinea 

Moldova Rep Malaysia Kenya 
Netherlands Mongolia Lesotho 

Norway Myanmar Liberia 
Poland Nepal Libya 

Portugal Philippines Madagascar 
Romania Sri Lanka Malawi 

Russia, Fed. Rep. Tajikistan Mali 
Slovakia Thailand Mauritania 
Slovenia Turkmenistan Morocco 

Spain Uzbekistan Mozambique 
Sweden   Niger 

Switzerland   Nigeria 
Turkey   Rwanda 
Ukraine   Senegal 

United Kingdom   Sierra Leone 
    Somalia 
    South Africa 
    Sudan 
    Swaziland 
    Togo 
    Tunisia 
    Uganda 
    Zambia 
    Zimbabwe 
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