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2 Civilians and Military Supply in Early Modern Finland

birth of the modern bureaucratic state to the military revolution, 
as nations had to collect their taxes and manage their resources 
more e�ciently than before to sustain their growing armies.1

Pre-19th-century armies were not public institutions to the 
same extent that they are today – or at least were during the 19th 
and 20th centuries. European rulers delegated the construction of 
warships and fortresses to private contractors, and their services 
were also used for arms and munitions manufacturing, clothing, 
army transportation and the provisioning of armies and navies. 
Furthermore, intermittent warfare was o�en funded by wealthy 
merchants and other private individuals, who became important 
�nanciers and subcontractors for the crown.

In the past few decades, there has been a marked global trend 
towards privatisation in national services and an increased use of 
contractors in military supply and operations. Arguably, all West-
ern armies have become more or less dependent on private sup-
pliers and security services. To understand this development, it 
is worth looking back at how armies were sustained before the 
French Revolution. Early modern states could not have managed 
without resorting to civilians – national or foreign – specialised in 
bridging the gap between supply and demand.

***

�e prevalence of private contracting and the army’s dependence 
on civilian maintenance has been highlighted by several historians 
discussing the nature of early modern warfare. One of the early 
major examples is Fritz Redlich’s 1960s study �e German Military  
Enterpriser and His Work Force, which traces the evolution of 
mercenary troops in Germany between 1450 and 1650.2 Also, 
the importance of the billeting system has been recognised in the  
earlier research.3 It is justi�ed to argue, however, that, during  

 1 Parker 1988.
 2 Redlich 1966; also, Géza Perjés refers to contractors in his compara-

tive article on army provisioning in Europe: Perjés 1970, pp. 49–51.
 3 See, e.g. van Creveld 1977, p. 7.
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the past 20 years or so, the theme has received much more sys-
tematic attention in historical research than before, and, as a result  
of this renewed interest in non-state actors’ involvement, some of  
the established conceptions of civil–military relations have  
been challenged.

Most recent studies concentrate on the outsourcing of military 
activities, which was a common practice throughout Europe in 
the early modern period and particularly in France, Spain, Britain 
and the Netherlands, as well as in several German principalities. 
According to David Parrott, 17th-century military commanders  
were basically proprietors of their regiments, acting relatively 
independently through their own networks of arms producers, 
merchants, transport operatives and creditors.

�e level of outsourcing was probably highest in Britain, where 
responsibility for most war supplies and manufacturing was 
assumed by private entrepreneurs rather than by government 
establishments during the 18th century. Uniforms, equipment, pro-
visions, and horse fodder were purchased on contract, and large 
forti�cations in England were built by contractors. Also, the vast 
majority of British warships were provided by merchant shipyards. 
Traditionally, merchants operating in the military business have 
been accused of rent-seeking at the expense of the crown, but recent 
studies have found that the level of corruption was actually quite 
low. In reality, the British military supply system worked in a highly 
e�cient manner, which partly explains Britain’s naval and military 
success in the Seven Years War and in the Napoleonic Wars.4

What is common to all the studies mentioned above is their 
desire to re-examine established conceptions about the impact of 
war and military organisation in state formation. According to the 
older standard narrative, put forward especially by Charles Tilly, 
the nearly constant and resource-demanding nature of warfare 
between the late 15th and early 19th centuries forced European 
rulers to centralise their administration and to develop e�cient 
and meritocratic administrative machineries to collect resources 
– land, labour and capital – from the territories they ruled. As 

 4 Lynn 1997; Bannerman 2008; Knight & Wilcox 2010; Parrott 2012; 
Goossens 2014; Torres-Sánchez 2016; Torres-Sánchez et al. 2018. 
















