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Abstract

We examine how states integrate peripheral elites by overcoming credible commitment
problems that weaken taxation, public debt, and security provision. We argue that elite

marriage networks can serve as an “exchange of hostages,” binding central and peripheral elites
through kinship ties that raise the costs of ex post opportunism and render fiscal and security
promises credible. We test this mechanism in early modern Venice, where the 1630 plague and
the fiscal demands of the War of Crete induced a previously closed nobility to admit wealthy
mainland families. Using newly digitized family-level data on marriages, offices, and public debt
holdings, we show that families integrated earlier into the noble marriage network were more
likely to invest in public debt than later entrants. Integration is also associated with higher
provincial tax revenues, increased military spending, and a stronger central institutional pres-
ence. These findings highlight the relational foundations of state territorial integration.
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How do states integrate peripheral elites into a lasting system of rule? The integration of the

political center and its territorial periphery is a central challenge of state development (Lipset

and Rokkan, 1967). The extent to which this integration succeeds determines whether a state can

realize the scale economies required to enforce authority, provide public goods, maintain order, and

sustain economic development (Ziblatt, 2006; Kalyvas, 2006; Garfias and Sellars, 2021).

At the heart of center–periphery integration lies a problem of credible commitment. For integra-

tion to occur, peripheral elites must be willing to transfer resources to the center—by paying taxes,

subscribing to public debt, and supporting the central war effort—in exchange for protection and

investment in their territories; yet a state strong enough to defend its territory is also strong enough

to default, expropriate, or reallocate public goods once resources have been transferred (Weingast,

1995). Where peripheral elites expect such opportunism, they rationally withhold cooperation, and

efforts at integration can falter even when external threats should, in principle, push toward greater

centralization (Tilly, 1992).

The dominant response to this commitment problem emphasizes formal political institutions.

Canonical accounts argue that representative assemblies and constitutional constraints give elites

“control rights” over executive decisions, allowing them to threaten rulers with dismissal or fiscal

obstruction if promises are broken (North andWeingast, 1989; Blaydes and Chaney, 2013; Cox, 2016).

When successful, such institutions create a self‑enforcing equilibrium in which rulers find it optimal

to honor public debts, respect property, and invest in public goods.

Scholars, however, have raised cautions that formal institutions are not sufficient to bring the

desirable outcomes, and research should focus on the interests of the agents and power dynamics

behind the institutions (Stasavage, 2002; Bates, 2014; Pincus and Robinson, 2014).

This article develops a complementary mechanism rooted not in formal rules but in social in-

stitutions. We argue that elite marriage networks can help sustain credible commitments between

center and periphery by operating as an “exchange of hostages” in Williamson’s (1983) sense. By

marrying their children across regions, elites place assets they value highly—lineage continuity, in-

heritance claims, and dynastic futures—inside relationships that would be directly harmed by ex post

opportunism. When central elites intermarry with peripheral elites, they embed peripheral families
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within kinship networks that overlap with political authority, shaping expectations about taxation,

debt repayment, and the allocation of public goods. Anticipating that future decision-makers will in-

ternalize these intergenerational ties, peripheral elites can rationally view central promises as more

credible and become more willing to invest in the state through public debt purchases and sustained

fiscal cooperation.

Marriage networks are not the only way elites can be connected. Patronage, office rotation,

shared debt holding, and clientelism can all link elites across political space, but these arrangements

typically rely on contemporaneous benefits that can be revoked, reallocated, or renegotiated as po-

litical conditions change. Elite marriage networks differ in that they bind elites through durable

intergenerational stakes rather than short-term exchange. By fusing family lines, dowries, inheri-

tances, and future political careers into a single dynastic portfolio spanning center and periphery,

marriage ties transform political commitments into obligations that extend beyond the current gen-

eration.

Our claim is not that social mechanisms substitute for formal institutions. Rather, kinship and

other durable social ties help make the promises embodied in formal arrangements credible by em-

bedding political authority in overlapping family networks: even where elites share a common par-

liament or legal framework, variation in the density and structure of their marriage networks can

shape expectations about whether center–periphery bargains over taxation, debt, and protection

will be honored. On this view, social institutions provide the relational infrastructure that allows

formal institutions to function as effective commitment devices.

We investigate this mechanism in early modern Venice. In the early seventeenth century, a dev-

astating plague sharply reduced the size of the patriciate and the membership of the Great Council,

just as mounting external threats—notably the protracted and costly War of Crete—raised the Re-

public’s demand for fiscal resources; under these twin pressures, a previously closed urban nobility

began to sell noble status to wealthy mainland (Terraferma) families and to open its tightly policed

marriage market to them. Because marriage networks and kinship structures are typically sticky,

this episode offers an unusually sharp historical episode of elite social-network expansion.

To study this process, we undertook an extensive original data-collection effort in the Vene-
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tian State Archives. Despite the Republic of Venice’s extraordinary tradition of record-keeping,

no large-scale, systematic micro-level datasets existed that allowed us to trace the fiscal and insti-

tutional consequences of the opening of marriage and social networks. To address this gap, we

assembled and linked multiple archival and secondary sources by hand, combining newly digitized

records on patrician marriages, family characteristics, office holding, tax revenues and expenditures,

institutional expansion, and individual ownership of public debt.

At the family level, using newly constructed data on locations, marriages, and public-debt sub-

scriptions, we find a strong association between mainland families’ integration into old-patriciate

marriage networks and their investment in public debt. To address selection into integration, we re-

strict the sample to mainland families that eventually integrated and compare families that married

into influential lineages earlier with those that did so later. The key implication of our argument

concerns timing: debt could precede marriage as an entry signal, or marriage could precede debt by

strengthening credible commitment. Across specifications and robustness checks, we find a clear

pattern—marriage occurs first, followed by debt subscriptions—consistent with marriage ties en-

hancing commitment.

We then extend the analysis to the territorial level. Focusing on mainland provinces and taxes

with uniform statutory rates, we exploit cross-province variation that plausibly reflects differences

in compliance and local cooperation rather than formal tax rules. To account for pre-integration dif-

ferences, we assign weights to the low-integration provinces to match the high-integration province

on population, growth, and prior tax revenues. The results show a clear bifurcation in tax rev-

enues between high- and low-integration provinces. Over the same period, Venice also expanded

mainland-focused institutions and military spending in the Terraferma. These expansions tend to

coincide with periods in which a larger share of high-level officeholders had direct marriage ties to

the mainland.

Taken together, the patterns are consistent with an equilibrium shift. Long-standing social clo-

sure and limited territorial integration were destabilized by seventeenth-century demographic and

fiscal shocks, giving way to broader elite incorporation and an expanded fiscal–administrative pres-

ence. In this transition, marriage ties, debt purchases, tax remittances, officeholding, and state
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investments are jointly endogenous and mutually reinforcing. We therefore interpret the evidence

as disciplined support for the timing, sequencing, and patterns of association implied by this equi-

librium logic, rather than as a reduced-form causal effect of any single parameter.

Our primary contribution is to offer a novel way to theorize state territorial integration. Much

of the existing literature has analyzed state integration using what Levi (1981) calls “the predatory

theory of rule,” which emphasizes conquest and extraction (Tilly, 1992; Spruyt, 1994; Hui, 2005). We

instead understand it through the lens of social contract.1 Our focus on the credible commitment

problem complements the extant research’s emphasis on war. As we show in the Venetian case,

even severe external threats did not automatically produce integration; war created pressure, but

integration occurred only when mutual trust between core and periphery was established.

A second contribution is to scholarship on state capacity and center–periphery relations. Exist-

ing work on fiscal development highlights administrative reforms, electoral rules, legal innovations,

and representative institutions as the main drivers of tax capacity and public-goods provision (e.g.

Brewer, 1989; Besley and Persson, 2009; Dincecco, 2011; Stasavage, 2011; Mares and Queralt, 2015;

Cox et al., 2025). We show that the structure of elite social networks forms an additional, often

overlooked foundation of state capacity. Dense kinship ties are associated with more dependable

extraction and greater peripheral investment; where such ties are thin or absent, even formally

unified states can operate as loose empires marked by uneven authority and limited commitment.

Our analysis thus positions subnational elite integration as a critical underpinning of the territorial

extension of state power. In this respect, we contribute to a growing literature that foregrounds

the role of social institutions and social actors in processes of state formation (Charnysh, 2019;

Grzymała-Busse, 2024).

Lastly, we incorporate elite social networks into the analysis of institutions. As Padgett and

Ansell (1993, 1310) argue, understanding state development requires looking “beneath the veneer of

formal institutions … to the relational substratum of people’s actual lives.” In the spirit of Putnam

(1993), we examine how social ties sustain credible commitments. While social networks have been

shown to facilitate cooperation in other settings—such as public goods provision in the Philippines
1For classic discussions of social contract, see Locke (1690) and Rousseau (1762). For modern theoretical treatment

of social contract, see Levi (1988) and Besley (2020).
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(Cruz et al., 2020), elite coordination in Haitian coups (Naidu et al., 2021), state-building coalitions

in imperial China (Wang, 2022), and authoritarian co-optation in Paraguay (Bandiera et al., 2026)—

we are, to our knowledge, the first to systematically theorize and empirically examine their role in

territorial integration.

Historical Background

For much of its long history (697–1797), the Republic of Venice enjoyed prosperity and political

stability. As an entrepôt between East and West, Venice thrived when the Mediterranean was the

hub of intercontinental trade (Pullan, 2013). Venetian galleys imported spices and luxury goods from

the East, exported European wool and gold, carried grain from the Black Sea, and transported wine

from Mediterranean islands (Davis, 1962). Politically, Venice embodied a mixed constitution that

combined elements of monarchy (the Doge), oligarchy (the Senate and Council of Ten), and broader

elite participation (the Great Council), closely approximating Aristotle’s ideal (Lane, 1973).

Beneath this long-standing stability, however, lay important discontinuities. Historians com-

monly distinguish two post-medieval phases of Venetian domestic politics: a Renaissance era (1450–

1630) and an early modern era after 1630 (e.g., Finlay, 1980, 4). The watershed was the plague of

1630 (Ferraro, 2003, 31), which halved the city’s population and recast the political formula of the

Republic (Finlay, 1980, 282).

Before the Plague

The Venetian Nobility

Venice’s principal legislative body was the Great Council. Created in 1142, it initially comprised

elected members from noble and wealthy families. In 1297, the Great Council enacted a major

constitutional reform—known as the Serrata (“closure”)—which granted permanent membership to

all who had served in the Council during the preceding four years while excluding new entrants

(Davis, 1962, 16). Around the same time, the principle was established that all major government

offices must be held by members of the Great Council. From then on, Venetian nobility, membership
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in the Great Council, and participation in governance became synonymous (Davis, 1962, 18).

By 1379, 70% of wealthy Venetians were nobles (Davis, 1962, 37). Over the following 265 years,

entry into the ruling class became virtually impossible even for the wealthiest nonnoble citizens,

turning the Great Council into an exclusive political caste (Davis, 1962, 18, 223). New ennoblements

during this period were rare (Appendix Figure A3-2) and largely honorary (Raines, 2003; Domzalski,

1996; Pullan, 1971).

To preserve their dominance, the Venetian nobility maintained a tightly regulated and highly en-

dogamous marriage network. In order to “avoid contamination by inferiors,” noble families imposed

strict marital rules (Davis, 1962, 15): children could enter the nobility only if their father was noble

and their mother an approved member of the middle class (Davis, 1962, 67). These rules were metic-

ulously enforced through birth and marriage registers recorded in the Golden Books (Davis, 1962,

15). By the mid-sixteenth century, the patriciate numbered roughly 2,700 individuals across 134

clans (Finlay, 1980, 83). Intergenerational marriage alliances among these clans sustained family in-

fluence, dampened factional conflict, and bound the patriciate together (Finlay, 1980, 87). Although

offices were formally allocated by lot, nominations typically favored relatives and in-laws; as Fin-

lay (1980, 91) notes, family relationships formed “the foundation of the Great Council’s nominating

procedure” and decisively shaped political outcomes.

Venice–Mainland Relations

Prior to the fourteenth century, Venice held no territories in northern Italy; its power was confined

to a cluster of lagoon islands at the northwestern edge of the Adriatic Sea. During the fourteenth and

fifteenth centuries, Venice fought a series of Italian wars and absorbed smaller city-states between

the Alps and the Adriatic—including Bergamo, Brescia, Verona, Padua, Treviso, and Udine. By the

late fifteenth century, it controlled a substantial mainland domain, roughly croissant-shaped (Figure

1) (Davis, 1975, 34).

In the early years of mainland rule, Venice maintained what contemporaries described as “a

skeletal governmental apparatus” (Ferraro, 2003, 15). The Great Council appointed patricians as

rectors (rettori) to preside over mainland cities. Larger cities received two rectors—a podestà over-
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Figure 1: Map of the Most Serene Republic, 1572–1667

Notes: The Terraferma (mainland, filled) and the Stato da Mar (Mediterranean territories, contoured) are
shown on the left; the right panel zooms in on the major cities of the Terraferma.

seeing civil and judicial affairs and a capitano responsible for military matters and finance—while

smaller cities were assigned a single rector (Davis, 1962, 81–82). Most administrative functions nev-

ertheless remained local, including taxation, courts, grain provisioning, charity, citizenship, andmu-

nicipal law. These competencies were delegated to urban councils dominated by local elites, while

Venetian patricians were excluded frommunicipal governance andmainland elites were barred from

central legislative and executive decision-making (Ferraro, 2003, 16–17).

Across the Terraferma, this arrangement produced hereditary council aristocracies that closely

resembled the Venetian patriciate (Ventura, 1964, 68). Mainland elites consolidated power through

marriage alliances and monopolized executive offices within their cities (Ferraro, 2003, 85–87). By

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, every mainland city council was controlled by an exclusive

hereditary elite (Ventura, 1964, 68).

Venice justified its authority over the mainland through what contemporaries described as a

“pact,” grounded in conquest and conditional privileges rather than mutual consent (Ventura, 1964,

41–42). Mainland cities were required to surrender and petition Venice to preserve local liberties

(Ferraro, 2003, 16), yet these arrangements were frequently overridden. Venice “quite often violated”

such pacts and “established procedures to overrule them” (Ventura, 1964, 43).

This lack of credible commitment repeatedly undermined mainland integration. After the Battle
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of Agnadello in 1509, Venice temporarily lost much of its mainland territory. Brescia, for example,

fell successively to French and Spanish control between 1509 and 1516, dividing the local nobility

between Venetian loyalists and supporters of foreign powers (Ferraro, 2003, 18). Venetian protection

also proved unreliable during internal unrest. During a civil disorder in the Bresciano in 1611, a

contemporary lamented that while “the Brescians would like to see more central government,” “the

Republic has forgotten them,” leaving many “feeling alienated” (Ferraro, 2003, 133).

After the Plague

Venetian politics changed sharply in the early seventeenth century. “The great plague of 1630,”

according to Pullan (2013, 16), “struck a crippling blow” to the Republic’s political and economic

foundations. Population levels collapsed, and the patriciate was reduced by roughly half (Ferraro,

2003, 31). The shock was unusually severe. Although Venice had experienced a major plague in the

1570s, the pandemic of 1629–31 was more lethal, and unlike earlier episodes, it was not followed by

a demographic recovery (Davis, 1962, 57). The crisis was compounded by the War of Crete (1646–

1669), which further “struck hard at the patriciate and the economy” (Finlay, 1980, 282).

These shocks unfolded against a backdrop of long-term economic decline. The Portuguese dis-

covery of the sea route to Asia shifted Europe’s commercial center of gravity from theMediterranean

to the Atlantic, exposing Venice to growing competition from Dutch and English traders. By the

early seventeenth century, Venetian overseas trade had “reached a low point fromwhich it never re-

covered” (Davis, 1962, 38). Many patrician families withdrew from commerce to become landowners

(Davis, 1962, 39), and widespread impoverishment among the nobility followed (Lane, 1973, 430).

The Venetian Nobility

In the aftermath of the plague, the Great Council faced a severe “manpower shortage” (Davis, 1962,

75), and “the number of nobles began to shrink alarmingly” (Lane, 1973, 430), even as the number of

major government offices remained largely unchanged. By the early seventeenth century, it became

increasingly difficult to staff key positions—including governorships, embassies, Senate committees,

senior magistracies, and the Council of Ten—undermining effective governance and contributing to
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