


Preface 

Maria Ågren, Asa Karlsson and Xavier Rousseaux 

Power is a central feature of human societies. It manifests itself in the 
relationship between central state authority and local communities, and it is 
present in ordinary mens and womens everyday life. But the ways in which 
power structures societies and lives are often almost imperceptible. As a 
rule, power appears in disguise and seems legitimate to those concerned. It 
is only when the balance of power shifts quickly that people become aware 
of the fact that they have been subject to power - or wielders of power. Slow 
changes are difficult to perceive. 

Understanding how power works has always been regarded as a central 
responsibility for researchers in the social sciences. To look upon the issue in 
a geographically comparative perspective provides important advantages 
because then the scope for explaining power increases considerably.To study 
power in a chronologically comparative perspective adds yet another dimension 
to the question, and must involve historians. This is the point of departure of 
this volume, which sets out to describe and analyse the working of power in 
different social contexts and at different times. The authors do not, however, 
discuss just any social settings but focus explicitly on Sweden and the Southern 
Low Countries (present-day Belgium) in the early modern period. There 
are specific reasons for this choice. 

In 1994, the Swedish Ministry for Education announced its intention to 
provide funding for co-operative projects involving Swedish universities and 
so-called elite universities abroad. Within this framework, the department 
of history at Uppsala university established contact with the department of 
history at Louvain-la-Neuve (Belgium) and subsequently, funding was provided 
on the Belgian side as well. The université catholique de Louvain provided 
funding for an exchange programme between university departments (Bourse 
départementale) over "Les relations Wallonie-Suéde de 1600 ä nos jours". Three 
sub-themes were designed: (a) Industry and mines, (b) Trade, trading 
organisations and trading networks, (c) Administration and law. Responsible 
for the first theme were Anders Florén and Luc Courtois, and for the second 
theme György Novåky and Jean-Pierre Sosson. The third group was headed 
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by Dag Lindström and Xavier Rousseaux, but upon Lindströms change of 
university in 1996, his place was taken over by Maria Ågren and Asa Karlsson. 

Members of the third group convened in Louvain-la-Neuve in 1997. In 
the spring of 1998, a conference was held in Sweden (Uppsala and Leufsta) 
devoted to "Integration of society and legitimisation of power. Formål and 
informal social control in Sweden and the Low Countries ca 1500-1800". At 
the conference, twelve papers were presented and discussed. This volume 
includes revised versions of these. 

If we look at Sweden and the Southern Low Countries, there are some 
obvious differences that need to be taken into consideration if we are interested 
in the mechanisms of power, control and legitimacy. 

For a very long time, the Southern Low Countries were surrounded by 
powerful neighbours and its history was imbued with this experience. As 
early as in late antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, the borderline between 
Roman and German territories (Latin limes) went through this area. In the 
early modern period, The Habsburg monarchy of Spain and then of Austria 
took control of the Southern Low Countries, but English, French and German 
interests also made themselves intensely felt. After the ascension to the throne 
of Napoleon, the area was annexed to France. Often, The Southern Low 
Countries have been the battleground of European high politics and warfare. 
Sweden, by contrast, managed to establish itself as an imperial state in the 
seventeenth century and to keep aggressors at bay. Even after the defeat and 
death of King Charles XII in 1718, when the imperial status was lost, war 
was rarely fought on Swedish soil. 

The Swedish central state had continuously increased its strength since 
the late Middle Ages, but with new vigour from the reign of Gustavus Vasa 
(1523-1560), culminating in the absolutist rule of Charles XI and Charles 
XII. This uninterrupted process of growth strikes the observer most of all as 
regards taxes where the level of taxation increased and the levying of taxes 
was made more efficient from the middle of the sixteenth century. The 
Swedish state was present, through the monarchs personally and through a 
comprehensive system of state officials. In the Southern Low Countries, by 
contrast, the central state was not subject to a similarly continuous process 
of growth. In the sixteenth century, the Habsburgs enforced their rule over 
the area but then there was a long period of weakness, uninterrupted until 
Napoleon subdued the region. Contributing to the slackness of central state 
authority was no doubt the fact that the state was absent in a most concrete 
manner since the monarchs resided in Vienna. Instead, cities grew strong, as 
did the ecclesiastical regime. 
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This fundamental difference in terms of strength and presence of the 
central state led to other differences between the two countries. For instance, 
in Sweden the central state wielded strong control in the field of legislation 
and jurisdiction. Central codification of law had taken place already in the 
mid-fourteenth century and from the first part of the seventeenth century, 
central courts of appeal were set up. In the Southern Low Countries, just as 
in many other European countries, the legal system was characterised by 
strong heterogeneity and lack of uniform rules, procedures and institutions. 
Customary local law played a much more prominent role here than it did in 
Sweden. 

The heterogeneous character of the Southern Low Countries' society 
was further enhanced by the multilingual situation, ensuing from the countrys 
position on the old Roman börder (limes). The region included speakers of 
Flemish, French, Walloon and German. It is true that Sweden too had 
minorities speaking other languages than Swedish (Saami, Finnish, German, 
Estonian) but this was never something which caused the same kind of 
rupture within society as it did in the Southern Low Countries. 

Another obvious difference was the religious affdiations of the two 
countries. Sweden adopted Protestantism wholeheartedly whereas the 
Southern Low Countries not only retained Catholicism: the Catholic identity 
was enforced by sixteenth century religious conflicts and by the geographic 
closeness to the Calvinists in the Northern Low Countries. In this case, the 
choice of confession entailed severe internal conflicts and emigration whereas 
the Swedes accepted their new confession without much opposition. The 
Swedish state also integrated the Church in a way which makes it hard to 
draw the line between the two. In the Southern Low Countries, the church 
remained a clearly separate actor for a long time. 

Finally, the demographic situation needs to be borne in mind.The Southern 
Low Countries with their intensely urban character were densely populated 
already at the beginning of the early modern period. Sweden, by contrast, 
was much more rural and very sparsely populated. This fact affected not 
only labour organisation and productivity but law and administration as 
well. For instance, keeping track of the population and preventing that e.g. 
soldiers fled from their duties was a serious problem to Swedish state 
representatives because of the wide unpopulated areas where a person could 
easily disappear. 

Between these two rather different countries, a link has been established 
through the scholarly work performed by the members of the present project -
a link that allows for contemplation and conclusions as regards the changing 
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guises of power. How does social control work in different contexts? How is 
it made legitimate, and what happens when legitimacy withers away? How 
does power affect the lives and outlooks of ordinary men and women? These 
are the three main questions that the authors of this volume ponder upon. 

Social control is the overall theme of Xavier Rousseauxs contribution. 
Rousseaux makes a long-term study of how criminals were punished in the 
Southern Low Countries, discerning five different phases from the Middle 
Ages until the establishment of Belgium as an independent state. The volume 
does not include any Swedish contribution to match this comprehensive 
overview, but on several points Rousseaux's results are in accordance with 
those reached within Swedish historiography. Thus, in the first phase (until 
1520), criminal justice is said to have aimed mainly at re-establishing peace 
in society and, if possible, at reintegrating criminals into society. The same 
point has been made by Eva Österberg and Dag Lindström as regards Swedish 
medieval towns.1 In phases two and three (1520 to 1630), Rousseaux emphasises 
the increasing power of the monarch and the introduction of religiously 
motivated penalties. In Sweden, the king Charles IX (1599-1611) added 
Mosaic law to the old codification (in 1608) and there was a clearly visible 
change as regards sexual offences where the level of tolerance and forbearance 
sank dramatically. Thus, despite the many differences between the two 
countries, there are some points where the similarities are striking. 

In Marie-Sylvie Dupont-Bouchats contribution the focus is upon the 
family which she follows into the early twentieth century. Dupont-Bouchat 
shows how a wide range of actors tried to enforce control of the family and 
of family matters, and how the ideological bent shifted: from a religiously 
inspired emphasis upon the holy family as a role model, to a liberally inspired 
notion of strong paternal authority and private life. Dupont-Bouchat also 
stresses the importance of charity and philanthropy to solve some of the 
social problems which emerged in nineteenth century society and which 
could not be handled by referring them to the responsibility of fathers. The 
same point has been made as regards nineteenth century Sweden.2 

1 Eva Österberg 8c Dag Lindström, Crime and Social Control in Medieval and Early Modern 
Swedish Towns (Uppsala 1988). 
2 See e.g., Torkel Jansson, Adertonhundratalets associationer. Forskning och problem kring ett 
sprängfullt tomrum eller sammanslutningsprinciper och föreningsformer mellan två samhälls
formationer, c:a 1800-1870 (Uppsala 1985). 
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Who enforced social control defactoi Who were the actors? The servants 
of the judicial system are obvious answers, as Rousseauxs contribution shows, 
but they were not the only ones. In their respective artides, Lars Geschwind 
and AxelTixhon analyse other actors. Geschwind is studying the university 
of Uppsala in the seventeenth century and emphasises its role as intermediary 
between state and subjects/students. The university was endowed with the 
privilege of meting out justice itself, but to retain this right and the confidence 
of the central state, the university had to prove itself capable of controlling 
the unruly students. Tixhon looks at different actors who acted as policemen in 
nineteenth century Belgium. Like Geschwind, he shows how the intermediary 
level caused complaints because of its alleged inability to enforce control. Both 
contributions line up with Bruce Lenman and Geoffrey Parker and their 
discussion about the transition from a system of community law to a system 
of state law (the judicial revolution). Örjan Simonson also uses Lenman &c 
Parker as inspiration but does not focus upon actors but on the importance 
of institutions and administrative boundaries. If the Swedish district courts 
became more firmly integrated into state administration and were affected 
by the judicial revolution, then it is important to understand who actually 
attended the district court meetings, because in this way we can fathom the 
states capacity of reaching out into society. 

Martin Bergmans essay points at the ambivalence of social control. In 
his study of attitudes to executions in Sweden and Belgium, he shows how 
the spectators at executions were increasingly looked upon as a problem. 
The idea that watching an execution would have edifying and deterring 
effects (i.e., work as a means of social control) was being questioned in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as other possible effects became apparent. 
The spectators might be inspired to commit crimes themselves or to turn in 
fury against those who were responsible for law and order. Bergmans contri
bution connects the first theme of the volume with the second one, namely 
the legitimacy of power and of social control. 

Legitimacy is the main theme in the contributions of Asa Karlsson, Mikael 
Alm and Karin Sennefelt. Karlsson studies the system of taxation, which is 
central to any understanding of how power materialised in early modern 
Sweden. The taxation reforms of Charles XII (1697-1718), enforced when 
absolutist power was at its peak, are shown to have affected not only the amount 
of resources that the state received from society but also how the relationship 
between ruler and subject was conceptualised. How the subjects were addressed 
and described in the context of taxation was an important way of creating 
legitimacy for the state. Karlssons concern is with political communication at 
a fundamental level. 
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Political communication is also the subject of inquiry for Alm and 
Sennefelt, but their focuses differ. Sennefelt is looking at the notions of the 
peasantry: what ideas was it that made a group of Swedish peasants take 
arms in mid-eighteenth century and march to Stockholm in support of the 
king? In what sense had the legitimacy of the system broken down and what 
solution did the peasants advocate? The artide brings forth one of the most 
striking features of early modern Swedish society, namely the political capacity 
of Swedish freeholding peasants and the low number of rebellions that took 
place. Sennefelt uncovers the peasantry s notion of a social contract and of 
their responsibility for defending the country. Alm studies how the king, 
Gustavus III (1771-1792), manipulated different notions of concord and discord 
to level criticism against the Diet. Having availed himself of absolutist powers, 
after a long period of "freedom" for the people, the king urgently needed to 
forge a new image and a new legitimacy for himself. Alm uses a somewhat 
unusual source material to analyse these efforts: the royal medals. 

In the contributions of Gudrun Andersson, Henrik Ågren and Geoffroy 
Le Clercq, the period and the problem is looked upon from a point of view 
which is closer to Alltagsgeschichte or history of mentalities. Andersson studies 
the early modern gender system in Sweden. What did it mean to be a woman, 
as opposed to being a man? What were womens everyday experiences in 
terms of power - or lack of power? Andersson analyses the legal documents 
and is able to show that womens scope of action differed depending on 
what sort of cases we are studying. Le Clercq, by contrast, focuses on a 
specific type of case - rapes — and demonstrates how the interpretation of 
what had actually happened between the accused and the victim depended 
very much upon local power structures. His study suggests, implicitly, that 
the introduction of a more bureaucratic legal system might have been 
advantageous to women who wanted to accuse a man of rape because in the 
old system, the local (male) representatives of law tended to protect the 
(male) accused. Henrik Ågren, fmally, discusses how time was used as a 
means of planning and organising in early modern Sweden. More precisely, 
he shows how religious holidays were gradually replaced by modern dates to 
designate points in time. He links this process to the undeniable growth of 
state administration and to the increasing contacts between central state 
and local communities. 

Together, these artides give an incomplete yet fascinating picture of 
the multi-facetted appearances and functions of social control. They en-
courage us to carry on comparative historical research into the changing 
guises of power. 
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