State Formation in Historical Perspective
PhD Course
25 hours

Instructor: Mattia Fochesato (mattia.fochesato@unibocconi.it)

The course focuses on the emergence and consolidation of ancient and modern states in global human history.
It begins by examining the rise of the earliest forms of hierarchy in human societies and then moves on to
analyze the factors underpinning the formation of the first ancient territorial states around the world, while also
addressing the persistence of non-state spaces across history. The course also explores how scholars use
prehistorical records to reconstruct quantitative aspects of ancient and early modern societies. It then
examines pre-modern political and social institutions from a global comparative perspective. In particular, it
analyzes how different regions diverged in their adoption of foundational social institutions (such as the city
and the clan), how they organized political, legal, and fiscal institutions in distinct ways, and the consequences
of these differences for hierarchy and economic inequality. Finally, the course turns to the political foundations
and long-run consequences of major institutional transformations in the modern era, addressing slavery and
its persistence in modern states, as well as the role of war, revolution, and redistribution in reshaping social

and political orders after the First World War.

Course grades will be based on an in-class presentation (45% of the final grade) and a home assignment (55%
of the final grade). The home assignment will consist of a group project in which groups made of 2 students
prepare and present a research paper proposal. Additional information on the group work and the presentation

will be provided during the first class.



Class schedule
March 16, 2026
- 10:00-12:30 Introduction: states as a political and historical concept
- 14:00-16:30 From tribes to states: hierarchy and inequality in ancient societies
Suggested reading
o Carneiro, 1970, “A Theory of the Origin of the State”, Science, 169.
March 17, 2026

- 10:00-12:30 The rise of modern political institutions. The clan vs the city

- 14:00-16:30 Understanding the functioning of pre-modern city-states in the West

Suggested readings

o Greif, A. and G. Tabellini, 2010, “Cultural and Institutional Bifurcation: China and Europe
compared”, American Economic Review: Papers & Proceedings, 100, p.135-140.
o Greif, A., 1994, “On the Political Foundations of Late Medieval Commercial Revolution: Genoa
During the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries”, Journal of Economic History, 54(2), p. 271-287.
March 18, 2026
- 10:00-12:30 Fiscal capacity and political institutions: Europe and the Middle East
- 14:00-16:30 The consequences of limited fiscal capacity: states consolidation or collapse?

Suggested readings

o Blaydes, L., and E. Chaney, 2013, “The Feudal Revolution and Europe's Rise: Palitical
Divergence of the Christian West and the Muslim World before 1500 CE”, American Political
Science Review, 107(1), pp. 16-34.
o North, D.C. and B. Weingast, 1989, “Constitutions and Commitment: The Evolution of
Institutional Governing Public Choice in Seventeenth-Century England”, The Journal of
Economic History, 49(4): 803-832.
o Sng, T., 2014, “Size and dynastic decline: The principal-agent problem in late imperial China,
1700-1850", Explorations in Economic History, 54, 107-127
March 19, 2026
- 10:00-12:30 Slavery in the pre-modern world: political foundations and long-run consequences
- 14:00-16:30 The persistence of slave institutions in modern states

Suggested readings

o Domar, E., 1970, “The causes of Slavery or Serfdom: A Hypothesis”, The Journal of Economic
History, 30(1)
o Acharya, A., Blackwell, M., and M. Sen, 2016, “The Political Legacy of American Slavery”, The
Journal of Politics, 78(3), 621-641.
March 20, 2026
- 10:00-12:30 Revolution, Redistribution and Social reforms after the Great War
- 14:00-16:30 Students’ presentations
Suggested readings
o Piketty, T., 2020, Capital and Ideology, Belknap Press — Ch. 10




