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D.V. Sukhino-Khomenko

DEBATES ON THE NORWEGIAN ‘CIVIL WARS’ AND
THEIR ROLE IN THE SCANDINAVIAN POLITOGENESIS:
A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

Continental Europe and Great Britain saw the heyday of the clas-
sic ‘constitutional history’ (Verfassungsgeschichte) in the second
half of the 19™ — the first half of the 20™ centuries. This obviously
coincided with moulding of national states in their current shape
which explains the increased attention to the processes of ethno-,
socio- and politogenesis and, on the contrary, the subsequent ‘recoil’
after the Second World War (Byx 2019. C. 197-202). It would be an
exaggeration to claim that the problem has exhausted itself, however,
by and large, we have not found any vivid debates lately. Aspects of
social transformations attract more attention (Janson 2004;
Metnunkas 2003; IllermoB 2001), while state-formation problem
seems to have migrated more into the realm of historical anthropol-
ogy (I'puanH u np. 2006).

212



Against this background, the recent heated discussion in the Norwe-
gian periodicals on the ‘civil wars’ of the 12"-13" centuries, their
causes, and consequences, stands particularly out. Overall, it constitutes
an integral element of the broader historiography on Scandinavian poli-
togenesis. Given the continuous interest in comparative studies in the
Russian medieval historical community (Shinakov, Yerokhin 2013;
BEJIC 2011; IIIuaakos 2009; Ilasener 2013; JIntoBckux, IllaBenen
2014; A" 2016), introducing the key points of this polemic into the
Russian discourse may indeed stimulate further research.

In his lengthy 1986 article, Sverre Bagge, departing from Mar-
shall Sahlins’ preceding anthropological work on the Melanesian and
Polynesian material (1963), studied the problem of medieval socio-
political transformations in the Norwegian kingdom. The thesis had
it that in the 11™ century Norway was a pre-state society (forstatligt
samfunn) with no formal hierarchy, centralisation, or state apparatus,
the political fabric was woven from personal relationships and
smeared by gift-giving and reciprocity; the king is first and foremost
a charismatic chieftain and military leader. The antithesis runs that
by the 14™ century we witness a Norwegian state society (statligt
samfunn), centralised and hierarchical, headed by a rex justus regard-
less of his personal qualities who rules the politically limited popula-
tion through servile nobility. The synthesis explained that the transi-
tion must have occurred during (because of?) the ‘civil wars’ from
1130 to 1240, and Bagge further studied the ideological accompany-
ing changes in the 1996 monograph. In 1999, he published on the
political fractions during the ‘civil wars’ and elucidated their mostly
arbitrary nature. In 2002, there followed his article on the relation-
ships between St. Olaf and the aristocracy, the conclusion being that
the Norwegian socio-political landscape in the 11" century already
contained embryos of the future state society.

In 2014, Hans Jacob Orning questioned Bagge’s explanatory
mechanism. Bagge postulated that the ‘civil wars’ had been caused
by a latent century-long resource crisis due to the wane of the Viking
raids and the parallel redistribution of the wealth in favour of the
newly established Church at the kings’ behest. Orning denied the
12™-century crisis in the first place as a later historiographical con-
struct and, using Morkinskinna as, in his opinion, the least biased
depiction of the events in 1025-1157, postulated that constant vying
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for power was the normal condition at the time. He objected that in
post-Carolingian Europe the re-orientation from extensive (plunder-
ing) to intensive (exploitation of the peasantry) sources of wealth led
to magnates’ enrichment, and Thomas Lindkvist (1999) earlier sug-
gested a similar model for Sweden. Likewise, up until the introduc-
tion of the Gregorian reform in 1152/53, the Norwegian Church was
largely Eigenkirche (‘private church’) in the aristocratic hands.
Thereafter, however, the ‘rules of the game’ changed due to the al-
ready mentioned Church reform and a new less tolerant ideology,
and the end of the Danish ‘civil wars’ and Valdemar I’s sole rule
from 1157. Orning’s conclusion was that the new monarchical ré-
gime was coincidental and externally conditioned.

In 2015, Bagge replied that plundering had been a greater source
of income in Norway, and, conversely, that in Western Europe the
Church endowment occurred long before the halt of the predatory
external warfare. He conceded that we might not possess enough
data to postulate a resource crisis by the 1130s, but the presence of
multiple political rivals destabilises any social system. Of the peace-
ful century prior to the ‘civil wars’, 75 years saw sole reigns and fur-
thermore, in 600-1200 nearly 23% of all European kings were killed,
whereas in 1200-1800 their number reduced to 7,5%. Bagge ex-
plained this dynamic by the enforcement of more orderly succession
principles. He also saw the Danish factor as subordinate to the inter-
nal ones. In the end, Bagge refused to replace the explanation of poli-
togenesis as something inevitable with another as something acciden-
tal and discarded anyone’s premeditation behind it. At the same time,
the formation of the state was an expected outcome of, and solution
to, the political rivalry: it limited autocratic tendencies and led to the
modern democracy (sic).

The final word in the debate was Orning’s, and he reinforced his
arguments about the lack of resource crisis with additional refer-
ences. He was of the opinion that the pre-civil-war multi-actor Nor-
wegian political society was a balanced and decentralised but not
necessarily harmonic system. The less violent 1200s may owe the
peace not to one-king reigns but to the absence of succession crises.
Orning politely reprimanded Bagge’s teleology, too: in the 1200s, no
one envisaged the future democracy, the fight was for personal
power. Finally, Orning indicated that his point was to strip the me-
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dieval society of the uncomplimentary historiographical stain of
chaos, not to idealise it.

As it stands, both disputants, despite their differences, implic-
itly agree on three major points. One is the semi-positivistic reli-
ance on the saga material. In his 2002 article, Bagge went at great
length to prove the sagas’ fundamental reliability. Though Orning
frequently criticises his opponent(s) for the eager acceptance of,
for example, Snorri Sturluson’s data, yet he too uses these and
similar sources. The other is the acceptance of the anthropological
paradigm, harshly criticised by Knut Helle (2009; see Orning’s
response: 2010). Thirdly, striking is the scope limitation in the
dispute. No attempts at comparisons or treating the Norwegian
‘civil wars’ viz. politogenesis as parts of broader phenomena are
undertaken. Bagge passes in silence over Birgit Sawyer’s criticism
of his methodology (Sawyer 2003b). Neither he nor Orning makes
use of her own original take on the ‘civil war’ period in Scandina-
vian history, in which she questioned the justifiability of the very
term and adopted a pan-Scandinavian dynastic explanation (Saw-
yer 2003a). No mention is made of Philip Line’s voluminous study
on the Swedish medieval politogenesis (Line 2007), neither is
there any reference to the similar debate between Rikke Malmros
and Niels Lund over the Danish institute of kingship and leding
system (Lund 2006; Malmros 2006). Discussing at large the an-
thropological theory of statehood, the debutants could have found
relevant observations in the Anglo-Saxon history of ideas (Foot
2005). Finally, opportunities of comparisons between Scandina-
vian and European precedents are equally regretfully missed: from
a stadial perspective, the Scandinavian ‘civil wars’ as a whole
merit comparison with the dynastic struggles in Rus’ in the 970s
and after 1054 as well as, for example, Carolingian ‘civil wars’
and the subsequent socio-political transformations.

The current article, it is hoped, has briefly elucidated the impor-
tance of the recent Norwegian historiographical debate on the North-
ern state formation and has made a point for associating this particu-
lar case study to a broader field of historical comparative studies.
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CIO. Temuun

®O0JIbKJIOPHBIE UCTOKHU «(ITPEJCMEPTHOM» ®PA3bI
KHEBCKOI'O KHA35 BJJAJIUMHPA CBATOCJIABUYA
B «IIOBECTHU BPEMEHHBIX JIET»

Cratbst 1014 1. «IloBectu BpemeHHbix set» (IIBJI) comepxut
«IIpeICMEPTHYIO» (pa3y KueBCKoro K3 Bragumupa CearocnaBu-
qa: «u1 pe’ Bomoaumeps. TpeOuTe MyTh U MOCTUTE MOCTh. XOTAIIETh
00 Ha MpocnaBa uth Ha cHa cBokro. HO pa3zdorbca» (JlaBpeHTHEB-
ckuii ciucok: IICPJI. T. 1. C16. 130); «u pue Bonoaumups. Tepedu-
T€ MyTb ¥ MOCTBl MOCTUTE. XOTAIlle 00 UTH Ha [pocnaBa. Ha cHa
cBoero. Ho pazdonbca» (MnateeBckuit cnucok: IICPJI. T. 2.
Ct6. 114). Beipaxxenne mocmume mocmv JIaBpeHTbEBCKON JIETOIH-
CH TOSIBUJIOCH BTOPUYHO M3 MEPBOHAYAIBHOTO *Mocmume MOCHbl
(cp. MnaTheBCKyIO0 JIETONMCH) B PE3yibTaTe BIUSHUS IPEAIIECT-
BYIOILIETO KOHTEKCTa mpebume nymy, TAE CYIIECTBUTEIBHOE YIOT-
pebneHo B en.4. (cM. moapoOHee 00 3TOM TEKCTOJIOTMYECKOM SIBIIC-
uun: Temunn 1998. C. 214-217).

Tak Bnagumup cpearnpoBal Ha OTKa3 CBOEro cbiHa Spocinasa,
KHsDKuBIIEro Torga B Hosropoze, nasate emy B Kuer TpaauuuoH-
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