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The role of land policies in determining political institutions is becoming widely 
granted (Banerjee and Iyer 2005; Boone 2007; Albertus 2015). Typically, however, the 
focus is on the negative effects of historical inequality, both for economic and political 
order (e.g. Engerman and Sokoloff, 2002; Ziblatt, 2008). By contrast, I show that tenurial 
regimes predicated on land inequality shaped the emergence of the first representative 
regimes in Europe, before 1500. Evidence suggests a positive correlation between land 
effectively controlled by rulers and strong representative institutions, a point that can be 
supported through comparative analysis of England with other European polities, such as 
France, Castile, the Low Countries, even Russia, and others. It is not an accident that 
perhaps the most robust parliament of the pre-modern period, the English one, took root 
in a land-holding system where land was not owned by private actors, but held 
conditionally from the crown (de jure till the present day), subject to the fulfilment of a 
wide set of obligations. 
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More specifically, it was conditional land tenure regimes that generated effective 
representative regimes:  the latter were, contrary to conventional wisdom, predicated on 
strong enforcement powers by the state. Conditional land-holding was critical, especially 
when it bound the most powerful social actors. It is only where rights to land depended 
upon the fulfillment of inescapable obligations to the crown that incentives were present 
for social actors to support parliament as an institution of extraction. This causal logic has 
been submerged under the anachronistic assumption that representation is a right 
wrested from reluctant rulers; in fact, as I have shown elsewhere, it was originally an 
obligation many sought to avoid.1 Only sustained representative practice turned it into a 
right eagerly sought. For this to occur, initial land inequality, under a system of 
conditional tenurial obligation, had to be effectively sustained by rulers in the original 
stage of state formation. 

Many reasons contributed to this, but a key one is that effective representative 
regimes implied a robust governance structure throughout an extended territory, 
including diverse economic groups; as such, they differ from representative institutions 
that were confined to delimited localities, such as cities and their surroundings, for 
instance the Italian city-states and the Low Countries. The latter were also typically 
shorter lived. By contrast, representative regimes of lasting power combined central 
institutions (parliaments) that were well integrated with governing and judicial institutions 
in the localities (the counties in England, provinces in France, for instance). Without such 
integration, central decisions could and would not be implemented in the localities and 
the regimes could not be “representative.”  

The argument is backed by a striking empirical correlation: the cases traditionally 
identified as having robust parliamentary structures also displayed a concentration of land 
in the hands of the crown. England, Hungary, Catalonia, traditionally selected to 
exemplify the representative regimes of the period, present the clearest evidence. In 
England, more than seventy percent of the land was, after the Norman Conquest, under 
the direct control of the crown. In Hungary, after the conquest of St Stephen in the year 
1000, Hungarian kings also claimed direct control over the whole territory (Rady 2015). 
And in Catalonia, historical scholarship has long stressed the precocious concentration of 
power by the counts of Barcelona in the early period of regime formation, after the 
eleventh century (Bisson 1986).  

De jure, ruler control (or “ownership”) of land held throughout the premodern 
world and was not confined to a particular region.2 The ruler was the ultimate holder of 

                                                

1 Boucoyannis (2015). 
2 We cannot project modern conceptions of absolute ownership onto the past, as they are 

anachronistic. 
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the land in the Ottoman Empire, in Russia, in Italy, Spain, France, and in most other 
European territories. Most regimes that descended from the Carolingian partition 
inherited this principle, though the extreme fragmentation over time allowed some 
territories to escape feudal ties of dependence (and were known as allodia). But most land 
was distributed to social actors to hold “of” the crown—the concept of possession was 
highly qualified in that period. Yet, the capacity to enforce those rights over land varied 
sharply. In Italy, although the territory was under the nominal control of the Holy 
Roman Empire, local princes and bishops held real power and the reach of the Emperor 
was tenuous. The Ottoman Empire, though the sultan held all the land, his capacity to 
extract was limited on a per capita basis, as recent studies have shown.3 And as we will 
see, in Russia the same nominal rights belonged to the tsars, but they were only able to 
enforce them in limited periods over second-tier nobility. Yet, those periods also saw the 
only but brief efflorescence of assembly activity that premodern Russia experienced. 

The western cases that developed absolutist regimes, France and Spain in 
particular, were ones where either jurisdictional control over land was weak or where 
such control had to be ceded entirely, generating almost independent latifundia.4 In 
Castile, about 97% of the land was held by private actors (the nobility, the military 
orders, and the Church) when Ferdinand and Isabella inherited the Crown in 1480 
(Hillgarth 1978). In those areas the nobility acquired privileges and immunities that 
placed them well outside the reach of the crown on many dimensions—critically also that 
of taxation. In France, though provinces were also held as feudal dependencies, local 
rulers were often stronger than the king himself, as with Burgundy for instance, and 
jurisdictional penetration was limited. Nobles were not taxed here as well. It is no 
coincidence that the nobility was taxed heavily (but to differing degrees) in England and 
Catalonia, and, periodically, in Hungary too: this royal extraction was another symptom 
of the greater capacity some rulers displayed in enforcing their rights over land. Such 
capacity was in fact not very common and this is reflected in the low numbers of 
territorial states extending over substantial territory (as opposed to the small city-states), 
with polity-wide representative institutions. 

The causal mechanisms that tie this counterintuitive nexus together, between 
concentration of land and constitutional outcomes, requires some elaboration. They are 
predicated on the insight that representation in its origins was not a right, but an 
obligation (as an attitude, that is not unusual even in advanced democracies today) (Post 
1943; Maddicott 2010). Accordingly, successful meetings depended upon the ruler’s 
capacity to both organize and enforce it. Modern theories, by contrast, project a different 

                                                

3 Karaman and Pamuk (2013). 
4 Carrión (1975). 
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logic onto the origins of representation, that of bargaining between rulers in need of 
resources to fight wars and social actors controlling those resources and granting them in 
exchange for rights (Levi 1988; Gennaioli and Voth 2011).  

The conventional narrative assumes that representation was actively demanded 
by social actors, yet this is true only where they were unable to avoid taxation in the first 
place. Only where the obligation to comply with royal demands was inescapable did 
social actors have the incentives to solve the collective action problem and coordinate to 
oppose excessive extraction. Punitive taxation had preceded the demands raised in Magna 
Carta in 1215 for more than a decade—the demands simply came at a time of 
momentary weakness, when the king had lost the war in France.5 Moreover, this 
coordination first occurred at the level of the most powerful social group, the nobility, 
which thus had strong incentives to demand limits on royal power and to support the 
institutionalization of such resistance and exchange. In Castile, by contrast, and in 
different periods and regions of France, these critical sectors of society were exempt from 
taxation, so those most capable of countering the ruler had little incentive to do; 
parliaments accordingly withered. 

The social structure underlying this set of incentives was predicated on the 
distribution of land, a highly unequal one concentrated in the hands of the state. Where 
the crown controlled de facto property rights throughout most of the territory, it also had 
the capacity to compel social actors at all levels to obligatory functions and contributions, 
via conditional grants of land. The critical inequality discussed here, therefore, is between 
state and society, with the state regulating rights across the board—even though the 
relationship was a personal one of tenancy, with various attached obligations that 
stemmed from the feudal relationship. As far as intrasocietal inequality was concerned, 
although systematic data do not exist on land distribution across European cases, English 
land was far from being more equitably distributed than Continental cases (Fleming 
1991). The land was divided among about a dozen of earls. The key difference was the 
rights of major landholders were more effectively controlled by the crown, which did not 
permit any jurisdictional immunities. This power differential had profound consequences 
on political institutions. 

In what follows I will present the causal logic tying these factors together, first by 
analyzing England, as the most articulated case of this dynamic. Then, I will contrast 
England to the unlikely case of Russia to show that even under radically different cultural 
contexts, similar tenurial conditions and distributions of power can produce similar 
political outcomes. Even in tsarist Russia, conditional grants of land and relative (though 

                                                

5 I explore these dynamics in more detail in Boucoyannis (2015), Boucoyannis (forthcoming). 
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temporary) power preponderance of the ruler allowed the occurrence of representative 
assemblies of quite a radical character. 

England, Land Inequality, and the Political Consequences of Tenurial 
Regimes 

Common conceptions of England revolved around a weak crown faced by a 
strong nobility and forced to make concessions. This may be a fairly accurate description 
of the English monarchy at the turn of the seventeenth century, following the extensive 
sale of Crown lands under the Tudors and the weakening of its fiscal base.  At that point, 
conditions indeed most resembled those of continental monarchies.  But this was an 
atypical moment, certainly compared to the early period of the English crown after the 
Norman Conquest. This period saw the emergence of Parliament, conventionally dated 
to the early 1200s; 1295 was a landmark date, by which the institution had acquired its 
full form, when representatives of counties and towns finally joined nobles on a semi-
permanent basis. Next I analyze the land dynamics that made this possible. 

i.  Concentration of Land  

The formative early period offers a radically different picture of the capacity of the 
crown.  As a result of the Conquest in 1066, the ratio of royal to aristocratic land was 
almost two to one.  The king possessed more than 6 times the value of land his half-
brothers did, and almost 10 times as much as the largest landowner, the Montgomery 
family (Fleming 1991, 227).6  The remaining members of the class of barons, the pinnacle 
of Anglo-Norman aristocracy, possessed land worth between 2 and 6 percent of the royal 
demesne.  This directly inverted the ratio of landholding prior to the Conquest, where 
lords were the major landowners. In all, the king was estimated to hold about 64 percent 
of the land.  By 1166, much of this land was granted by the crown to approximately 270 
tenants-in-chief, i.e. major landlords, under tenure (Bartlett 2000, 213).  It was this group 
that provided the main political actor in the early stages of institution building. 

This skewed distribution of land concentrated power in the crown; the 
concentration was, moreover, reinforced by the type of property rights instituted.  In 

                                                

6 This distribution is also reported by Ormrod (1999, 22) and 1957).  Warren states that 
one fifth of the land was held directly by the crown as his personal domain, about half the land 
was held by the barons from the king, as his tenants, and a quarter by the church, though the 
bishops and abbots held their lands as fiefs as well, i.e. of the crown; 1987, 55). 
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England, only the king held land unconditionally and he retained final rights of 
adjudication in questions of inheritance, dues and grants (Hudson 1994).  The law of 
“land loans” was the distinctive feature of land-holding in the English kingdom.  It 
exemplified the conditional character of land-holding in the realm.7  Only some boroughs 
were exempt from this condition.8  It is to this structure of legal and political relationships 
that the term feudalism will be applied in this work.  By contrast, in the French kingdom 
after the Carolingian collapse, allods were the norm.  Allods were holdings with no 
obligations to an overlord (Bloch 1965, 171-2, 188).  As I show below, French efforts at 
state and institution building consisted preeminently in the elimination of this type of 
property right.9   

What caused such variation in the distribution of land across cases? We certainly 
cannot attribute the concentration that emerged in England to the fact of the Norman 
conquest; it was not the inevitable result of violent change.  Indeed, similar conquests 
were observed in Andalusia in the twelfth century and in Hungary in the eleventh.10 Yet 
lands were distributed either allodially or at least without strict conditionality, 
respectively. In fact, if we are to extract a generalizable mechanism from these cases, it is 
the relative power of the king compared to his noble followers and the way this was 
institutionally regulated, rather than the means of territorial appropriation.  Institutional 
regulation was mostly determined by the presence or absence of feudal norms.  For the 
sake of this analysis, this variation has to be assumed as exogenous. Elsewhere, I address 

                                                

7 Maitland (1987, 170-2, 300-01).  See also Bloch (1965, 189). 

8 Maitland (1987, 178-82, 203-4).  A borough was a town that had been granted a royal 
charter conferring special privileges and administrative independence from its county and shire, 
and, later, was granted incorporation.  Historical evidence, however, suggests that this 
independence was fairly qualified.  

9 A critique of the concept of feudalism has been prominent among some historians in the 
last few decades; see Brown (1974), Reynolds (1994).  Reynolds in particular has raised a serious 
challenge to the distinction between fiefs and allods as anachronistic.  The argument is rejectedby 
some medievalists, who continue to use the term, carefully defined; see Bisson (1978), Bisson 
(1994), Bartlett (2000), Magnou-Nortier (1996).  However, the revisions she is proposing do not 
apply to the English case.  In fact, her claims about England are consistent with my main 
positions, especially regarding the strength of the crown and the English feudal hierarchy, which 
she explicitly contrasts with the less structured conditions on the continent; see Reynolds (1994, 
480),  and more extensively 323-395.  Moreover, her claims about France refer to period 
preceding the one covered here and she does not deal with Spain. 

10 Boucoyannis (forthcoming). 



 7 

the endogeneity concerns that flow from this assumption and show that both power and 
institutional regulation are independent of each other.11 

ii. Conditionality of Land Control 

Conditionality was a central feature of the system of legal and social organization 
imposed on the English kingdom, namely feudalism.  Feudal relations structured the 
interaction between rulers and their subjects and were predicated on land grants in 
exchange for service or money: subjects could only secure continuing possession of their 
land and titles if they fulfilled predetermined duties towards the crown.  These ties of 
dependency, predicated on land, as we will see, were critical in sustaining the power 
relations that allowed the crown to summon especially powerful social actors to 
Parliament, but broader social groups as well. They also secured a regular pattern of 
extraction that created incentives to these actors to attend the central institution that were 
constant and inescapable: their possession of land depended on it. So, land relationships 
preceded the state-wide taxation most narratives focus on and strengthened ties between 
center and periphery, enabling institutional emergence. 

That land was held conditionally in post-Conquest England is seen in the dues 
that royal tenants were obliged to pay given their status as feudal subjects of the king.  As 
early as 1130, these “feudal incidents” were a considerable source of income apart from 
the royal demesne itself (the land controlled and managed directly by the king).  At 16 
percent, feudal dues were slightly greater than more general forms of taxation, which 
constituted 12 percent of the total (Bartlett 2000, 159).  If feudal revenues are added to 
the proceeds from justice, which, as I argue below, also flowed from the king's status as 
major landlord, then, revenues generated from such feudal relationships all together 
provided the second largest source of income for the crown (see Figure1). 

 

                                                

11 Boucoyannis (forthcoming). 
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Figure1: Sources of English Crown Revenue, 1130 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Source: (Bartlett 2000, 159). 

 

The feudal dues owed to the crown were of two kinds mainly, one set that related 
to the person of the king, and another to the land held of the king.  The former were the 
feudal aids: feudal vassals were expected to provide the ransom, if the king was captured, 
and to contribute to the expenses of marrying the king’s daughter and of knighting the 
king’s son (Bartlett 2000, 163). Land-related dues included the relief, which barons paid 
to the king to ensure succession to their rights over the title and land of the baronage.12  
Vassals also had to pay to obtain the king’s consent to a marriage involving a transfer of 
property and for the right not to marry (Ormrod 1999; Waugh 1988; Keefe 1983). 
Finally, kings exacted the wardship, the custody of minor heirs and their property. The 
king had all the powers to dispossess nobles of their land and/or title if they did not 
comply, and he resorted to such measures frequently enough in the early period.13   

                                                

12 Magna Carta, c. 2; Stubbs (1913).  For the annual income of barons, see Bartlett (2000, 
213). 

13 See the discussion by McFarlane, who provides evidence that kings readily 
discontinued earldoms or disposed them in the interests of the Crown, down to the thirteenth 
century; McFarlane (1965).  Also, Holt (1972, 50-86, 131-6.) 
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Figure 2: Distribution of English Crown Revenue, Average per Year, 1130-1399 

 
Source: (Ramsay 1925b, 1925a). 
Notes: The figures for the period after 1274 are averages per reign, from Edward I 

to Richard II.  The figures from 1130 come from the reign of Henry I, and from 1171 
from that of Henry II. 

The dominance of land-based, feudal dues continued throughout the period of 
radical institutional transformation in law in England: from the second half of the twelfth 
century to the late thirteenth (see Figure 2). It is only in the fourteenth century that 
commercial taxes, privileged in classic accounts (Bates and Lien 1985) began to dominate. 
By that time, however, Parliament was fully formed. 

 

iii. Parliaments and Court Centralization and Integration 

The account has posited so far an interaction between conditionality of land-
ownership and the emergence of institutions.  But how exactly did control of land 
translate into institutional structures?  This occurred originally through the need to 
regulate inheritance and other property rights, a need that bound both the king and his 
subjects. Eventually the need for dispute adjudication and the hearing of social claims, 
which was handled through petitions, also found a venue in parliament.  Without the 
concentration of land rights in the hands of the crown, the centripetal process necessary 
to integrate all these dynamics would not have been possible—as we observe in other 
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cases, where such land concentration was weaker. It involved both the centralization of 
judicial procedures around London, and specifically Parliament, and the integration of 
these central institutions with provincial ones. 

Judicial Centralization. Parliaments, I argue, consolidated initially partly out of the 
need to institutionalize feudal property rights, which led to judicial centralization. To 
grasp this connection, we must note that parliament originally had multiple functions.  
From the perspective of the crown, apart from revenue extraction, parliament enabled 
monitoring and collection of information.14 Long before the needs of national, i.e. broad-
based taxation, became pressing, kings had strong motives to establish the institutions that 
would provide them with the most efficient information over the whole of their territories. 
Of course, it was also a key organ of governance. 

However, parliamentary assemblies also functioned as judicial courts—a function 
that remained until a Supreme Court replaced the House of Lords as the highest court of 
the land.15  And this was crucial for social groups. Assemblies performed two main 
judicial tasks. Kings would codify fief law, i.e. regulate property law, and address 
administrative problems. The Assizes of Clarendon (1166) tackled lawlessness and those 
of Northampton (1176) regulated inheritance rights. The new laws protected property 
from unlawful seizure, as with mort d’ancestor and novel disseisin.  These two legal forms of 
action were to prove extremely consequential both for the regulation of property disputes 
and for royal jurisdiction: all such actions could only be initiated through a royal writ and 
be tried in a royal court. 

Further, such court sessions also served as actual courts of justice, where subjects 
presented petitions and the king adjudicated on them.  They were attended by the king’s 
magnates, originally as an administrative and consultative body, in the form of the curia 
regis (king’s court).16  Responding to the royal summons was obligatory and the king had 
the capacity to enforce attendance: subjects had to submit pleas of excuse when they were 
unable to attend, called essoins, and fines were payable otherwise (Bartlett 2000, 699).  

                                                

14 Cam, "The Theory and Practice of Representation in Medieval England,” in Cam 
(1970, 262-78). 

15 The judicial sense of the word court etymologically derives from that of a princely 
residence, precisely due to the historical connection here outlined; see Oxford English Dictionary, 2d 
ed., s.v. “court.”  

16 The judicial role of parliament is an old thesis; it originally met with resistance due to 
assumed conservative implications, but it is now widely accepted as an important aspect McIlwain 
(1910), Richardson and Sayles (1981), Harriss (1981), Harding (1973), Edwards (1970), Maddicott 
(2010), Dodd (2007).   
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Nobles had strong incentives to be present at court when property law was regulated, but 
also when specific disputed were being settled.   

Parliament consolidated in the time of Henry III (1216-72). He judged matters as 
varied as corruption of judges, land leases, fines, disputes between bishops and laity, city 
franchises, and reprisals against foreign enemies.17  Hence the term “parliament”: it 
meant “the king talking.”  Though the handling of legal cases was gradually diverted to 
the central royal courts, like the King’s Court and the Court of Common Pleas, the 
adjudicatory character of parliament remained important, not least with the expansion of 
the scope of the law of treason from the mid-fourteenth century.18  This allowed members 
of parliament to take action against ministers of the crown and to exercise some control 
over the crown’s actions (Bellamy 1970). 

Assemblies were usually held at the king’s residence, and were attended by 
magnates of the realm, lay and ecclesiastical.19 Meetings were sometimes as frequent as 
three times per year, on religious dates (Bartlett 2000, 274, 143). They were major events, 
attended by large numbers of people, especially when magnate retinues are included.  At 
the Assizes of Clarendon, in 1166, fifty-two magnates attended.  The retinues of magnates 
numbered about thirty-five, which would bring total attendance to approximately 
eighteen-hundred people (Bartlett 2000, 144).  The cost of such events was, accordingly, 
onerous; this further increases the burden to explain why the nobles would agree to 
attend and bear this cost on a regular basis.   

Judicial Integration. The legal framework outlined above supported judicial 
centralization.  At the same time, however, the increasing reach of central institutions 
incorporated judicial activities in the provinces, spearheading a process of judicial 
integration. This was predicated to a large extent on land relations. For property claims 
to be tried in local courts, permission had to be obtained from the Crown, in the form of 
a royal writ (van Caenegem 1959; Tout 1920, 16).  These were issued by the royal 
Chancery for a fee.  Royal writs were also tried at the central courts, the Court of 
Common Pleas and the Court of King’s Bench (Sayles 1959); eventually, however, limits 
had to be placed on numbers accepted due to high traffic.20  Due to this demand, the 
Crown dispatched itinerant justices in eyre, thus penetrating provincial governance 

                                                

17 See Sayles (1988, 21-2), for a list of such cases under Henry III. 

18 For the two central royal courts, see Turner (1977), Hastings (1947). 
19 In the early period, the king’s court itinerated around the realm; Bartlett (2000, 133-

43). 
20 The forty-shilling rule was established as the minimum for admission of a case to a 

royal court in the Statute of Gloucester in 1278, after a change in the law created a flood of 
incoming cases; Palmer (1982). 
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structures (Milsom 1976, 183-4).  This was the “triumph of royal justice,” which occurred 
during the reign of Henry II (Berman 1983, 438-457).   

Justices of the assize held sessions once a year around the country specifically 
relating to land possession; they were appointed by Henry II and were highly popular 
because they saved the trip to Westminster (Taylor 1950, 220).  By the mid-thirteenth 
century, royal courts were replacing local institutions (Palmer 1982; Shapiro 1981).  
Efficient legal devices were developed to remove cases from the jurisdiction of local 
courts.21  Impressive amounts of records of court cases survive beginning from the end of 
the twelfth century.  Pleas Before the King or His Justices, from 1198-1212, Rolls of the Justices in 
Eyre, and Assize Rolls from various counties in the early thirteenth century attest to the 
density of interaction between king and provinces.  They also demonstrate the advanced 
level of royal justice, a crucial factor in ensuring its superiority over local justice (Pollock 
and Maitland 1968, lxxvi-lxxvii).22   

All these procedures culminated in Parliament and were administered through 
Parliament, given the need for a central location in which to negotiate these matters as 
well as to pass judgment on pressing petitions or serious disputes. What brought everyone 
together, however, nobles as well as commoners, was the common tenurial status, where 
access to land depended on relations with the crown. On the European continent, 
although kings had similar formal prerogatives, they lacked the capacity to enforce them. 
Accordingly, the incentives to organize collectively at the center attenuated. The 
institution was thus deprived of its most powerful members, the ones that had the greatest 
leverage over the crown; as a result, it withered.23 

Russia, Land Inequality, and Second-Best Constitutionalism 

We can observe this obverse dynamic in an unlikely case, Russia, known for a 
regime deemed absolutist and distant from Western traditions. Nonetheless, we observe in 
certain periods many structural similarities with English patterns, where critical factors 
aligned. When conditionality was successfully imposed, similar political outcomes 

                                                

21 See the chapters on “Record, Removal and Supervision” and “The Viscontiel Writs” 
in Palmer 1982, which examine the processes that integrated the English legal system with 
standardized writs under a truly common law.  Removal writs removed litigation from the county 
courts to the royal courts, and viscontiel writs initiated litigation in the county courts.   

22 The expansion of royal justice continued into the fourteenth century, despite the strong 
resistance it faced in different periods; see Aberth (1992), Musson and Ormrod (1999), Maddicott 
(1978). 

23 Elsewhere I explain in more detail why the presence of the nobility, not the urban and rural 
groups, was the most critical factor in parliamentary emergence; Boucoyannis (2015). 
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materialized. However, because ruler power was weak compared to that of English kings, 
this conditionality was not achieved over the most powerful group, the boyars, but over 
lower ranking nobility. This led to constitutional features, but of a second order, not 
polity-wide; what I call second-best constitutionalism. 

Russia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed a wave of territorial 
expansion, under Ivan III. As elsewhere in Europe, land was granted conditionally to a 
class of military men, the service nobility, called dvoriane. As a result, this class was more 
dependent on the tsars than the existing nobility, the boyars, who were typically beyond his 
control;24 the two groups sharply divided.25 The servitor class was the one coopted by the 
tsar’s representative institutions and practices that show similarities with those of the 
West, even England—not the boyars. Once the most powerful sector of the nobility was 
not involved, however, overall institutional outcomes would not approximate the English 
ones at the polity level. If that sector was not incorporated in the institutional structure, 
however effective the conscription of lower social classes, the institution would not define 
the nature of the regime as a whole.  

The power of the boyars generated pressures on the tsars to build up the dvoriane. 
That the dvoriane were “less clannish” only enhanced the tsar’s capacity to control 
them.26 Its members received about half of the land that Ivan III confiscated after he 
conquered Novgorod, which amounted to about 81.7% of total cultivated land, retaining 
the rest for the royal household.27 From the 1490s, these Muscovite cavalrymen replaced 
the Novgorodian landowners, by acquiring lands with peasants that supplied the income 
necessary for military service in the form of taxes.28 The fiefs were called pomest’e and were 
distinguished from votchina, the hereditary lands held by the boyars.29 Pomest’e could not be 
inherited or sold; if a servitor died without a heir, the fief returned to the Treasury. By 
contrast, a member of a boyar clan could repurchase a votchina within forty years.30  

                                                

24 Hosking (2001, 92-6). 
25 Martin (1995, 280-3), Farrow (2004, 34-6). 
26 Pipes (1974, 92). 
27 Pipes (1974, 93). 
28 Hellie (2006a, 382). In addition, other servitors were maintained as vicegerents (namestniki and 

volosteli) through kormlenie grants, which were of limited tenure, and through outright stipends 
given by the grand prince; Ostrowski (2006, 225). 

29 Pipes (1974, 92-3), Graham (1987). 
30 Pipes (1974, 93). This is the same right that obtained in England, in the twelfth century, 

where a heir could buy back land that had reverted to the Crown for its full price, called custom 
of pre-emption. It was more common on the Continent, where it was called retrait lignager; Baker 
(2002, 262).  
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The pomest’e of the servitor class were similar to fiefs, and were established under 
apparently strong tsarist rule, at the height of monarchical centralization.31 This has 
typically been seen as a divergence from Western precedent. In Western Europe, by 
contrast, fiefs are posited in Russian scholarship to indicate the age of “feudal 
decentralization.” Yet, this assumed contrast displays the widespread premise that 
feudalism is identified with the continental version, which is fragmented and overlapping 
(Spruyt 1994). It ignores the English version, where fief-granting was administered by a 
highly centralized crown and had political effects precisely because of that, and which 
some historians consider a more faithful instantiation of feudalism. High levels of 
concentration in the hands of and dependence on the crown was the feature that enabled 
the social reforms that had broad-based impact in England, as I have argued. Similar 
outcomes are observed in Russia at the level of this secondary nobility: the well-noted 
“representative” elements stemmed from this relation of dependence predicated on the 
unequal distribution of land to privileged groups. 

For instance, the service class implemented important governance innovations: 
the local councils of elders, the guba, responded to petitions—the same mechanism 
generating constitutionalism in England. The service nobility effectively controlled local 
government at the behest of the tsar: it was responsible for law and order in the provinces, 
had control over the local population’s mobility, the distribution of service lands, the 
gathering of taxes, the mustering of local military forces and the certifying of slavery 
contracts. This innovation was part of a larger program of reassertion of authority over 
land, with surveying also carried out in the 1530s.32 By “the mid-sixteenth century almost 
the entire population owed substantial obligations to the state.”33  

The role of the tsar’s servitor class in local organization was also reflected at the 
center. After the reforms of the 1550s, the elite servitors staffed the sovereign’s court.34 
However, they did not thereby acquire the capacity to act collectively. The class 
developed an elaborate rank structure, a complicated system of rules of precedence 
(mestnichestvo) that caused its gradual fragmentation, undermining its capacity to check the 
autocratic power of the ruler, unlike in England. The class was further weakened by 
retaining the (more equitable) system of partible inheritance,35 which distributed land to 
all heirs. Both were in contrast to English practices, where the aristocracy was subjected 
to a uniform system of royal law and applied primogeniture. The more a group departed 
from practices concentrating land, the weaker its collective organization. 
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Nonetheless, servitors were still the critical actor in the assemblies that began to be 
called in 1549 for fiscal needs due to war and which ended by the mid-1600s.36 These 
Assemblies of the Land (zemskii sobor) had no formal procedure, elections or quotas; 
“sometimes the instructions requested that as many representatives as desired should 
come.” Estimates of the numbers of assemblies held in this period vary according to the 
criteria on social composition, ranging from about 15 to 60.37  

But these assemblies showed a radicalness that was unprecedented for the period: 
Boris Godunov was elected, with particularly broad representation, including black 
peasants, in the Assembly of 1598 and Mikhail Fedorovich (Michael I) was also elected in 
1613, closing the Time of Troubles. Nothing politically equivalent had yet occurred in 
western Europe. The assembly sat in continuous sessions until 1622, to reconsolidate the 
war-torn bureaucracy. Ratification of a law code occurred in the Assembly of 1649, in the 
midst of urban riots. The last assembly met in 1653.38  

 Soviet historians have portrayed this as a period of “estate-representative 
monarchy,” an assessment questioned by Western historians.39 Nonetheless, the 
composition of these assemblies was not different than that of many Western ones and 
included “members of the middle service class, church officials, merchants, advisers to the 
tsar, civil administrators, and in the seventeenth century, townsmen.”40  

Western historiography interprets these Assemblies as simply an instrument of the 
tsar because no estates existed in Russia, no legally recognized corporative entities with 
established rights; society was stratified in terms of “ranks” (chiny), instead, which defined 
positions vis-à-vis the tsar. “Participants in [assemblies] were considered to be performing 
state service and received pay from the treasury; attendance was a duty, not a right.”41 
However, obligatory service was fundamental in England as well, as we have seen; it was 
also compensated. The distinction cannot therefore serve to account for the differential 
outcomes in the Russian case. 

The key critical difference, instead, was this: Russian tsars were weaker than 
English kings in the period under consideration here.42 They were thus less able to apply 
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the pattern of governance achieved with the servitors across society and to sustain it over 
time.  

Tsarist weakness can be observed on five levels: their weak control over the boyars; 
their poor taxing capability, especially over the most powerful social actors; the mass 
enserfment of peasants by the servitor class; the lack of institutional fusion between the 
different instruments of governance, mostly the Duma and the occasional assemblies; and 
the lack of collective organization imposed at the local level on the servitor class.  

Weak control over boyars. Despite the autocratic façade, underlying power dynamics 
were very fragmented.43 Scholars note that the “persistent emphasis in Muscovite sources 
on the sovereign’s exclusive autocratic power is striking, given that the boyars also held 
real, albeit not institutionalized, power.”44 In fact, “a new literature substitutes a network 
of interconnected patriarchal boyar clans as the real ruling force in the Kremlin.45 What 
we observe here is the concept of normative/empirical inversion, which can be repeatedly 
identified in European dynamics: it was precisely the real power of the boyars that made 
such autocratic discourse necessary.46 

The boyars were the highest level of the nobility and were major landowners.47 
Their land was held allodially, as votchina. If the boyar died without male heirs, his land 
did not revert to the Treasury, but could go to his daughters, according to the Russian 
law code of the early twelfth century; it was therefore a form of absolute property. Boyar 
land could be freely sold. Boyars relied less on slaves than other landowners, however, as 
most of their land was rented out.48  

Although almost all boyars performed military service, this was not a tenurial 
obligation, but due to economic reasons. They were more like modern state citizens, 
having an obligation to make some contribution to the state but free to move. They were 
allowed by customary law to serve any prince; they could even serve a foreign ruler, such 
as the Great Prince of Lithuania, a right affirmed in treaties. They could also leave a 
prince through the right of renunciation (otkaz).49  
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The period of state consolidation under Ivan III, starting with the 1470s, saw a 
concerted effort to undermine these privileges of the boyars. The right of free departure 
was honored until the 1530s. But tsars started extracting oaths for service, as well as 
security deposits in case of breach of oath, so collective responsibility was imposed to 
ensure compliance. Also, documentation started being required from the chancery as 
necessary for any travel; it could be refused and the rank of the boyar lowered without it, 
which would damage his career.50 But enforcement was difficult: as boyars often avoided 
the obligation, a “stream of decrees threatening dire punishment” was issued.  

A major component of the state consolidation program was the effort to shift the 
land regime from allodial to conditional. This initiative has sealed the characterization of 
the tsarist regime as arbitrary and quasi-totalitarian. In “no other European land was the 
sovereign able to make all non-clerical landholding conditional upon the performance of 
service to him.”51 Such a program has ensconced the assumed tight link between 
absolutism and total control of economic resources: “It was the combination of absolute 
political power with nearly complete control of the country’s productive resources that 
made the Muscovite monarchy so formidable an institution.”52  

An important revision needs to be made to this picture, however. Conditional 
land-holding would have made Russia more similar to England, so in and of itself it 
cannot be assumed to explain observed political outcomes. At the same time, however, 
the reality was in stark contrast to the ideology; it resembles closely the disjuncture 
between absolutist rhetoric and weak infrastructural control we observe in Continental 
European cases, such as France and Spain.53  

For instance, the classic exemplar of tsarist tyranny has been Ivan IV's formation 
of the Oprichnina, when he reserved a section of the kingdom for his personal management 
in 1564. This was accompanied by a mass slaughter of 3,000 people and the exile of 190 
princes.54 Moreover, “Ivan’s henchmen, the notorious oprichniki, among their many 
barbarous acts ‘collected as much rent from their peasants in one year as usually was 
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collected in ten years’… The result was that ensuing censuses found up to 85 per cent of 
the heartland of Muscovy, especially around Moscow and Novgorod, abandoned…”55  

However, Ivan’s retreat from Moscow was generated by fear—of court intrigue, 
of foreign relations failures, of danger to his family.56 It was the incapacity to control the 
boyars that elicited the move. The public part of the kingdom, the zemschina, was ruled by 
the boyar council and was out of the control of the tsar. Many of the exiled princes were 
able to return. Although the evidence on the type of land mostly confiscated—boyar or 
servitor—is not clear-cut, the consensus is that inroads were greater on service than boyar 
land.57 The critical point is that the tsar was unable to control a substantial part of the 
polity, so Muscovy “found itself with two administrations, two armies and two separate 
groups of territories”—one controlled by the tsar, another by the boyars.58 The terror of 
the reign, as typical, stemmed from weakness (although “paranoia” is also affirmed), not 
strength.59 The greater the weakness and threat, the more the resort to violence and 
cruelty. The perception of the rule as extreme distorts the understanding of reported 
empirical evidence. 

Poor taxing capability of tsars. Weak state capacity was also reflected in the major 
indicator, fiscal extraction. Fiscal exemptions were so widely prevalent that the Russian 
tax system is mostly known through charters granting immunities, with surviving 
documents dating mostly from and after the fifteenth century.60 The most privileged 
status was enjoyed by the nobility in particular, due to special terms secured during feudal 
wars of the fifteenth century.61 Whether immunities were increasing or not in the early 
sixteenth century has been the topic of unresolved historical controversy.62 However, new 
immunities were phased out after the 1530s, when strong state-building efforts was 
underway. 

This pathology extended into the seventeenth century, typically described, in 
ominous terms, as the “height of monarchical centralization.”63 The assessment draws on 
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another mass distribution of court and “black lands” to the servitors. These lands were 
the major sources for tax revenue, the former directly under the control of the prince, the 
latter being state lands populated by peasants that the prince could freely grant to private 
proprietors.64 By “the early seventeenth century black lands had almost disappeared from 
the heartland of the Moscow state, and with them vanished most of the independent [tax-
paying] peasants living in self-governing communities…” By the late 1650s, 67% of the 
households subject to fiscal and other obligations (tiaglo) stood on boyar and dvoriane land 
and 13% in the hands of the church, i.e. the crown owned outright only 9.3%. Four out 
of five Russians “ceased to be subjects of the state,” and thus taxable, a condition 
formalized in the Code of 1649.65 The incapacity to impose broadly-based royal taxation 
emerges again as a symptom of absolutist image concealing infrastructural weakness. 
Once the tsars lost control of land came the decline of representative assemblies, putting 
an end to this brief episode in constitutionalism. 

Mass enserfment of peasants by the servitor class. State weakness vis-à-vis the lords was 
the key reason for the other major aspect of early modern Russian history, the mass 
enserfment of the peasants. This is traditionally considered as the major point of 
divergence between Russia and the Western absolutist monarchies, where the peasantry 
achieved greater freedom after the Black Death.66 It was a social transformation that was 
ensconced through legislation. “Among the hundreds of articles defining the power of 
landlords over their peasants there is not one which sets on it any limits.” The code 
forbade peasants “to lodge complaints against landlords unless state security was involved 
(when they were required to do so)”, thus depriving them of the right to testify in court in 
civil disputes. It also recognized them as chattels, making them “personally liable for 
debts of bankrupt landlords.”67  

But in doing so, the Code was implementing servitor landlord interests, not just the 
tsar’s own statist agenda; such extreme provisions reflected the power of the class they 
benefited, not the state. The main underlying problem was the state’s incapacity to 
protect the peasants of the servitor class from the depredations of the boyars and the 
church: the latter would simply encroach on the workers of less powerful servitors and 
deplete them of their revenue.68  

As a result, in the 1580s the government began to repeal the right of peasants, 
who lived on the lands of selected landholders, to move on St George’s Day. “In 1592 this 
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prohibition was extended ‘until further notice’ to all peasants.” The purpose was to 
ensure that the peasants in the lands of the provincial servitor class remained stable, since 
the servitors could not render military service in the absence of peasant rent-payers.69 It 
was “gentry landlords and urban communes [who] agitated for increasingly active state 
intervention in enforcing these norms, recovering runaways, penalizing those who 
harbored fugitives, and closing loopholes for escape into border regiments and frontier 
towns.”70  

This enserfment of Russian peasants is usually taken as a symptom of its 
authoritarian structure and as a cause of its political and economic underdevelopment. 
Yet, the restrictions passed were little different than those that applied in England at an 
earlier period of labor scarcity, triggered then by the Black Death. After the 1340s, the 
peasant labor force in England was stabilized through royal statutes, especially the Statute 
of Labourers of 1351, enforced by institutions of local governance.71 Although the statute 
failed to secure a cap on wages,72 labor mobility was restricted through an institutional 
network at the county and the parish level. Successive laws were passed in Parliament in 
the decades following the first Statute and parts of the regulations still survived into the 
eighteenth century and were only removed from the statute books “after heated debate” 
in 1814.73 The restrictions on labor movement were, after all, a major concern in Adam 
Smith’s Wealth of Nations.74 Detailed local studies have shown an “exceptional” level of 
enforcement of the statutes across regions.75 In fact, it was the integration of villagers in 
the machinery of law enforcement that had already been achieved that allowed locals to 
participate in efforts to control labor.76  

In other words, the extensive institutional infrastructure in England, predicated on 
royal enforcement, permitted the relative control of labor through laws and regulations; 
in Russia, such infrastructure was lacking in the sixteenth century and personal forms of 
domination prevailed. So, the same restrictive measures in the two cases appear as 
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regulations in one case and slavery in the other. The missing dimension is the capacity of 
the state to depersonalize coercion through law. But again, coercion is the response to 
weakness. And although in Russia the major threat were the boyars, who could poach 
servitor peasants, in England, as Lachmann pointed out,77 the capacity of the Crown and 
Church to constrain the landlords was critical in preventing Eastern European outcomes. 
However, the constraint did not mean so much the greater mobility of laborers, as it 
meant greater compliance with the tenurial regime, less poaching from weaker landlords, 
and a relatively more effective regulation of labor, which prevented the re-establishment 
of serfdom in England.  

The mass enserfment of peasants by the Russian servitor class can thus be seen, 
through a comparison with English conditions, as another indicator of ruler weakness in 
the Russian case (rather than, as typically seen, a sign of its “absolutism,”) together with 
weak control over the highest level of the nobility (the boyars), and a poor taxing 
capability, especially over the most powerful social actors. These are also the conditions 
that inhibit the creation of a centralized and broadly inclusive representative institution, 
as observed inversely in the English case. And underlying these conditions was the 
tenurial system of land: the more it was effectively concentrated in the hands of the ruler 
and distributed conditionally, the more the ties of dependency enabled the creation of 
institutions that furthered political participation. 

 

Lack of institutional fusion between the Duma and the occasional assemblies. Two final 
conditions that flowed from the above set of conditions were of central importance: the 
lack of institutional fusion between the different instruments of governance, the Duma 
and the occasional assemblies, and the lack of collective organization imposed on the 
servitor class through such a centralized institution. In my book, I show the importance of 
institutional fusion for the emergence of the English parliament, namely how the layering 
of judicial and political functions onto one institution enabled its regularization. It is only 
where judicial functions were present that bottom-up incentives for regularity existed; 
taxation was too intermittent to generate these pressures. 78. As noted, this is contrary to 
the normative prescriptions of mature constitutionalism, which prescribes a separation of 
powers. Under conditions of weak state control, however, a de facto separation of powers 
between the Duma and the Assemblies of the Land in Russia only exacerbated the 
weakness of political institutions. 
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The tsar’s council, the Duma, is traditionally interpreted as evidence of the 
“absolutist” character of the Russian regime. Yet it, too, has striking similarities with 
English practice. For instance, Duma attendees did not have corporative status; they 
received instead “personal invitations.” In Russian scholarship, this is a sign of the 
illiberal, controlling character of the regime.79 These invites are however equivalent to the 
English summons to Parliament. It is perhaps not an accident that the antecedents of the 
Duma are held to be in the Norman period.80 It was a regular council, and even though 
attendance was not fixed and varied by occasion, it was confined to the boyars.81 The 
boyars participated in decreeing some of the most significant acts of the government: law 
codes, foreign treaties, and other precedent-setting measures.82 

The Duma, like all premodern royal councils, also had judicial functions. The 
Grand Prince was actively involved in cases, especially concerning land, in the late 
fifteenth century. But the boyars acquired a separate court in 1497,83 so the most powerful 
actors were excluded from the regular business of justice—a feature which, in the English 
case, was critical for institutional consolidation.  

On the other hand, the Assemblies of the Land, described above, that drew 
broader sections of the population, were not tied to the Duma or to regular judicial 
business, as in the English Parliament. They were irregular and convoked the “non-
taxpaying social groups on issues like war, dynastic succession, and peace.”84 The 
preconditions for the institutional fusion that occurred in England were thus absent: in 
England, fiscal negotiations were layered onto judicial business, which was regular, within 
the same institution, Parliament. The English kings were strong enough to compel service 
and attendance even on the highest levels of the nobility, thus ensuring a broader basis of 
representation, in addition to the urban and rural representatives. Instead, the Russian 
trajectory was closer to that of France, where broader assemblies (the Estates-General) 
occurred intermittently but were never conjoined to the regular judicial institution of the 
Parlement. 

Lack of collective organization imposed on the servitor class. The provincial gentrymen 
remained linked to the center in a manner that was “limited, individualized, and 
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fragmentary.”85 Their autonomy allowed them to engage in “highly particularistic, local 
competitions.” Local institutions did not develop a collective sense of rights like the 
English Parliament or even the French parlements did—but there was a very strong sense 
of “what they expected as their due, an understanding of their “rights” that was couched 
in the language of right and wrong rather than that of corporative charters of laws.”86 
Individual abuses were actively opposed, but there was weak institutionalized effort to 
stop them. It was only towards the end of the seventeenth century that some corporative 
identity developed, with some measure of pluralism.87 Collective responsibility spread to 
broader administrative units over time.88 But this was not adequate to shape the regime as 
a whole in a pluralist mode. 

Conclusion: Challenging the Relevance of Land Inequality for Political 
and Economic Outcomes.   

Inequality, especially of land, continues to be a major preoccupation in the 
developing world. Yet the progress made is not overwhelming. Despite almost a century 
of major land reform efforts in Latin America, for instance, only about half of all arable 
land (14% of total land) has been either redistributed or expropriated between 1930 and 
2008.89 Moreover, this change has not had appreciable impact on levels of inequality.90 
Land redistribution and titling was also a major policy goal in Africa and other parts of 
the developing world, with mixed results so far.91 Underlying these programs lies the 
belief in the necessity of land redistribution on an equitable basis for economic growth 
and political development. 

However, land inequality in Latin America, for instance, which hosted autocracies 
throughout much of the twentieth century with high levels of poverty, was in fact better 
than that observed in Britain, either historically or even today: 90% of the land in Latin 
America was still controlled by 10% of the population in the 1960s, but as late as 1873, all 
land and homes in Britain were in the hands of 3.6% of the population and even today 
0.6% of the population owns about 70% of the land (members of the extended royal 
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family in fact).92 Fifty percent of British land remains unregistered today.93 Such measures 
are poor descriptors of empirical reality, unless they specify the tenurial regimes implied, 
of course. But with formal concentration of ownership and a highly articulated tenurial 
regime even in the eighteenth century, England was the lead industrializer and the most 
evolved liberal democracy, and this before agriculture ceased to be the most important 
economic resource.  

With striking findings, the relation between democracy and redistribution, 
hitherto assumed to be ironclad, is increasingly being taken apart.94 Moreover, echoing 
the same historical logic, land redistribution is now, counterintuitively, shown to be a 
policy implemented by autocracies, not democracies.95 But if both economic and political 
development are at least possible under conditions of high land inequality, as in Britain, 
then the focused preoccupation with land redistribution might be somewhat misguided 
and the great difficulty in overcoming it perhaps not as critical as it has been made to be. 
The English case suggests that an alternative path might be worth consideration. Land 
inequality can interact with mechanisms that generate incentives strengthening 
constitutional, if not democratic, structures and enabling economic growth. Such 
mechanisms typically will constitute treatments that are far less invasive than land 
redistribution and may thus be a more tractable way of reform. One such mechanism in 
this historical account is conditional property rights, or more simply tenurial, rental 
relations. Tenure is finding increasing confirmation in the developing world as an efficient 
and often far less costly means of land allocation,96 overturning decades of institutional 
and theoretical prejudice against it.97 

In fact, the cumulative implication of this analysis on the question of land 
inequality is to suggest instead that the key difference that enabled differential outcomes 
in England and in parts of the developing world had to do with state capacity and 
especially the capacity of the state to tax the most powerful elites.98 The historical record 
suggests that it is the extractive weakness of developing states that created the economic 
pathologies, especially deep poverty and underdevelopment.99 Accordingly, reform 
policies are better targeted, at least in the short term, to the increase in extractive capacity 
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over the most powerful, especially over their wealth, rather than just their income, as the 
highest indicator of capacity. 
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