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Abstract 

The Olsonian distinction between roving and stationary bandits outlines the rationale behind 

the transition from anarchy to the emergence of the predatory state. This two-bandit model may, 

however, be expanded to include more bandit types. In the case of Viking Age England, local 

English kings were unable to monopolize violence and defend their realms against competing 

Viking raiders. As the Vikings’ time horizon grew, so did the accumulated value of more formal 

taxation, and bandit types evolved in four steps. The first step is the Olsonian roving bandit, 

who executed Viking hit-and-run attacks and plunders during the second half of the 10th 

century. The second step is the gafol bandit; gafol is payment for leaving, paid to, among others, 

Swein Forkbeard. The third step is the heregeld bandit; heregeld is a tax to support an army for 

hire; most notably Thorkell the Tall’s. The fourth step is the Olsonian stationary bandit, i.e. the 

strongest military leader among the Vikings, Cnut the Great, settled down as the new king. 

Overall, the Olsonian two-bandit model can be expanded to a four-bandit staircase model, in 

which the new gafol and heregeld bandit types explain the steps from anarchy and short-run 

raiding to long-run formal taxation in a predatory state. 
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1 Introduction 

In 1993, Mancur Olson launched his classic two-bandit model, according to which the two 

extremes roving and stationary bandits drive the rationale behind the transition from anarchy 

to the predatory state (Olson 1993; Vahabi 2016a, p. 209). Additional bandit types between 

the two extremes may, however, have existed at different historical stages leading up to state-

building. It is puzzling that the literature has not explored the numbers and types of bandits 

even further. 

One historical example of the transition from roving to stationary banditry occurred during 

the Viking Age (793-1066 AD). Kurrild-Klitgaard and Svendsen (2003) and Baker and Bulte 

(2010) have applied general public choice approaches to the Viking Age, but not specifically 

to identify additional bandit types that may serve as steps from anarchy to the predatory state. 

The main contribution of the paper is to investigate whether the Olsonian bandit model may 

be expanded. Such historical public choice studies can contribute to our understanding of the 

evolution of political institutions and predatory states, and more work is needed within 

historical public choice (Piano 2019; Powell and Stringham 2009; Leeson 2007).  

Applying public choice theory to the Viking Age is complicated by the significant absence 

of written evidence concerning the nature of plunder, taxation and the motivations of the 

actors involved. The Vikings did not keep written records as was done in most other 

European countries at that time (Young 2016). England is a relevant case as its many written 

records make it possible to use the historical method and collect data. The case of Viking 

activities in England from the late 10th century to the reign of Cnut the Great in the first half 

of the 11th century allows us to test whether public choice theory is viable in the study of 

bandit types in the Viking period. The main research question is: Can the Olsonian two-

bandit model be expanded to include more bandit types? We answer that question in the 

context of Viking Age England. 
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In Section 2, a theoretical framework for the Olsonian two-bandit model and third-party 

enforcement is developed. Section 3 follows with the case study of Viking Age England and 

identifies more bandit types. In Section 4, the conclusion is given and an expanded staircase 

bandit model presented. 

 

2 Theoretical framework 

2.1 The Olsonian two-bandit model 

The essence of the two-bandit model is that the roving bandit maximizes short-run plunder. 

Arbitrary confiscation of all production from citizens corresponds to a 100% tax rate. Because 

the roving bandit has a short time horizon, it does not matter how such informal theft 

determines opportunities for future “harvests”. Roving bandits do not care about tomorrow or 

next week. In contrast, the stationary bandit maximizes long-run plunder by harvesting only a 

portion of the private sector’s annual production (Congleton 2015, p. 222). Thus, the 

stationary bandit cares about the future and will seek to maximize tax revenue by reaching 

the highest point on the Laffer curve, where the optimal tax rate multiplied by tax base gives 

the most total revenue (Olson 1993). If the tax rate exceeds the optimal tax, it is counter-

productive and we land on the “wrong” side of the Laffer curve (Hillman 2019, p. 63).  

Harvesting the long run tax base can be done formally with written rules (North, 1990). In 

addition to pecuniary taxes, taxes are levied in kind, for example compelling citizens to be 

soldiers or bridge builders (corvee), confiscating horses, food, clothing and so on. These 

“annual harvests” from seizures, taxation, fees, and regulatory policies can furthermore 

finance collective goods to “increase the size of the crop” in the future, such as providing 

national defense and protection of citizens and in that way lead to economic growth 

(Congleton 2015, p. 222). 
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According to Vahabi (2016b), however, a predatory state in essence aims to maximize the 

revenue of the group in power rather than take society at large into account. Thus, the risk is 

severe that only the elite prospers at the expense of ordinary citizens, i.e., the predatory state 

will grab as much as possible, and such economically harmful redistribution may result in 

economic stagnation or decline. In other words, the predatory state may go too far and end up 

on the “wrong” side of the Laffer curve. Still, it is rational for the dictator to invest some of 

the tax revenues in providing collective goods such as defense to protect local production and 

the tax base in question. Monopolizing violence in that way excludes further raiding by 

competing groups, and enforcing property rights can more generally pave the way for taxation 

and further political and institutional development (Salter 2015; Vahabi 2011).  

Local populations may therefore prefer that former raiders settle down in their areas and 

become local kings, even though the rulers now start taxing people formally instead of 

engaging in informal plundering simply because the strongest military leader is more capable 

of defending the population against competing raiders (Olson 1993, p. 568; Kurrild-Klitgaard 

and Svendsen 2003). Basically, the time horizon of the new king’s ruling system must be long 

enough to ensure that the accumulated value of formal tax earnings will exceed the 

accumulated value of possible plunder from arbitrary confiscation of tangible assets (Vahabi 

2016b). The deal is protection in return for tax money and a win-win outcome can be 

achieved. As the time horizon lengthens, so does the accumulated value of more formal 

taxation, and a shift from roving to stationary banditry occurs as shown in Figure 1 and Table 

1. 

 

(Insert Figure 1 here) 

 

(Insert Table 1 here) 



5 

 

Monopolization of violence by a stronger rival can, depending on context, be strengthened 

further if the local elites of the host country support the rival with the longest sword as the 

one who can provide stability. Such win-win exchanges between the local population and the 

new provider of protection make both parties better off under the militarily strongest 

stationary bandit (Congleton 2015, p. 222). In contrast, without law and order, production 

will be disturbed as predicted by Thomas Hobbes (1651). Therefore, it is crucial to prevent 

plunder and unpredictability (Hendrickson et al. 2018). A better outcome must always exist 

without arbitrary use of violence because the parties will be able to share at least the saved 

costs by avoiding resort to violence (Hillman 2019).  

Raiders typically operate in relatively small groups with concentrated benefits from 

plunder, whereas the victims, typically farmers, face a free-rider problem. If a society 

contains one million farmers, an individual farmer will obtain only one-millionth of the 

benefits from fighting, but must alone bear the much higher costs of undertaking such action. 

Therefore, a single farmer realizes no net gain and has no incentive to contribute to collective 

action and common defense. As such, it is harder for large “latent” groups than for small 

“privileged” groups to overcome the collective action problem (Olson 1965). As no single 

citizen can be excluded from consuming the collective good, it may be rational to free ride 

and enjoy the benefits of group organization without contributing to the costs of providing the 

collective good (Olson 2000).  

The conflict between raiders and their victims can be solved by third-party intervention 

(Hillman 2019; Powell and Stringham 2009; Young 2018; Baug et al. 2018). Third-party 

enforcement is the classic public choice solution to collective action problems and the 

monopoly of violence (Ostrom and Ahn 2009; Konrad and Skaperdios 2012). In a given 

context, an organized defense headed by a local English king may emerge, but if that king 
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cannot provide the collective good of defense against Vikings, the defense system breaks 

down and a rival bandit may offer protection to citizens.  

Furthermore, positive externalities from protection and the enforcement of property rights 

are possible, e.g., when bandits no longer are allowed to confiscate other people’s property 

arbitrarily, then long-distance trade is supported as well (Sindbæk 2005; Baug et al. 2018). 

Safe trading centers are physical meeting places that may enhance trust accumulation and 

lower transaction costs economy-wide, which may even determine the pace of economic 

growth and social welfare provision in the modern welfare state (Putnam 1993; Sindbæk 

2007; Svendsen and Svendsen 2016; Gundlach and Svendsen 2019; Bjørnskov and Svendsen 

2013). Overall, more predictable behavior increases production and trade, arguably 

facilitating win-win exchanges between the predatory state and its citizens. 

 

3 Analysis 

3.1 Roving bandit 

A wave of Viking raids on England were launched towards the end of the 10th century. These 

scattered attacks were initially undertaken by small bands and are described in detail in the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (ASC) (Roesdahl 2012, p. 252). The ASC is written in Old English 

and offers a contemporary view in seven manuscripts up to the year 892, and then continues 

in four other main versions until the end of England’s Viking Age (Spejlborg 2016, p. 32). 

It is important to note that the ASC is written by Catholic monks, who where themselves 

victims of Viking raids. However, they would still have known and been aware of the Roman 

historian Tacitus’ ideal for neutral history: sine ira et studio (Freudenthal 1944). Despite their 

hatred of the violent, pagan and unbaptized Vikings, the authors of the ASC ideally should 

not let their abhorrence affect their writing, but had to record current historical events 

“without anger and passion”. That is, of course, not an easy task, and the ASC is not without 
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flaws, but it is still widely recognized by scholars as a reliable record of the period’s main 

incidents: “few events which we now recognize as significant fail to receive a notice or to 

leave an imprint …” (Garmonsway 1965, p. xviii). 

Scandinavian Viking-age ships facilitated hit-and-run attacks by combining mobility with 

strength owing to their clinker-built hulls characterized by overlapping planks that had been 

cleaved and not sawn. The natural flexibility and strength of the wood was optimized, and the 

vessel could be rowed at speed (Roesdahl 2012, pp. 84-85). The North Sea is located between 

England and Scandinavia and is, at its broadest stretch of open water, a little more than 600 

km wide, and Vikings could cross it within 4-5 days in fair weather (Bill 2010, p. 23). 

Building a typical 30-meter longship would cost around 40,000 working hours, including 

production of iron, ropes and sail and excluding transportation costs. An even larger challenge 

was manning and sailing the ships (Bill 2008, p. 170). 

In 980, a longship fleet crossed the North Sea, and Southampton, Thanet and Cheshire 

were ravaged. In 982, Portland was ravaged, and London burnt down (ASC C. 982, p. 80). 

The longship attacks continued the following years, and the initial sporadic hit-and-run raids 

soon increased in strength, hitting South East England and Wales in 997: 

 

In this year the Danish army went round Devon into the mouth of the Severn and ravaged 

there, both in Cornwall in Wales, and in Devon. And they landed at Watchet and did much 

damage there, burning and slaying; and after that they turned back round Land’s End to the 

southern side, and then turned into the mouth of the Tamar, and went inland until they 

reached Lydford, burning and slaying everything they came across, and burnt down 

Ordwulf’s monastery at Tavistock and took with them to their ships indescribable booty. 

(ASC C. 997, p. 84) 
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One remarkable raider is Thorkell the Tall, who features in West Norse tradition, especially in 

the Jómsvíkinga saga (Spejlborg 2016, p. 75). The presence of Thorkell’s army from 1009 to 

1011 demonstrates the English kings’ incapacity to monopolize violence and protect their 

citizens: “Then the king ordered all the nation to be called out, so that the enemy should be 

resisted on every side; but nevertheless they journeyed just as they pleased” (ASC D. 1009, p. 

89). Another prominent raider is Swein Forkbeard, who actively plundered in England from 

991 onwards and probably even earlier (Spejlborg 2015, p. 55). 

 

3.2 Gafol bandit 

From 991, the Vikings began to extort money from the Anglo-Saxons (ASC C. 991, p. 82). 

Such tributes were labelled gafol in Old English, i.e. payment for leaving (Gillingham 1989; 

Lawson 1984, 1990). The practice of buying off the Vikings in return for their promise to 

leave is associated with, in particular, the reign of King Æthelred “the Unready” (978-1013 

and 1014-1016).  

Æthelred’s military capabilities were not as bad as his nickname and reputation suggest, 

and the machinery of government worked very well throughout his reign (Miller 2014b, p. 

17). He inherited a ‘formidable military machine’ and could levy a ship from every 300 hides, 

and a mailcoat and a helmet from every eight. The expenses for ships and military equipment 

were huge. A mailcoat, for example, would be worth around 7 pounds, so when the country 

held around an estimated 80,000 hides, the total costs of 10,000 mailcoats amounted to 

70,000 pounds (Lawson 2014, p. 458).  

However, Æthelred was facing the ‘great armies’ with professional soldiers recruited 

throughout Scandinavia and brought up for war in the regime of Swein Forkbeard’s father, 

Harald “Bluetooth” Gormsson (who ruled Denmark from 958 to 986). These professional 

soldiers efficiently exploited their mobility and spread fear wherever they went or threatened 
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to go (Keynes 1986, p.206). The Anglo-Saxon elite’s grim dilemma becomes fully apparent 

during the Viking attacks of 991: 

 

In this year Ipswich was ravaged, and very soon afterwards Ealdorman Brihtnoth was 

killed at Maldon. And in that it was determined that tribute should first be paid to the 

Danish men because of the great terror they were causing along the coast. The first 

payment was 10,000 pounds. Archbishop Sigeric first advised that course. (ASC C. 991, p. 

82) 

 

When Ealdorman Brihtnoth refused to pay tribute, he died a heroic death and was 

immortalized in 325 lines of an Old English epic poem, "The Battle of Maldon". However, 

the gafol had to be paid and not much was won by meeting the Vikings on the battlefield. On 

the contrary, many lives were lost. So perhaps the Maldon incident taught the English that 

gafol was the most pragmatic solution given the wretched circumstances (Keynes 1986, 

p.204). 

The Vikings returned the following years asking for more gafol. The combined armies of 

the later Norwegian King Olaf Tryggvason and the Danish King Swein Forkbeard attacked 

London in the autumn of 994. King Æthelred “the Unready” then paid them off with a tribute 

of 16,000 pounds (ASC C. 994, p. 83): 

 

In this year Olaf and Swein came to London on the Nativity of St. Mary with 94 ships, and 

they proceeded to attack the city stoutly and wished to set it on fire.… And these went 

away from there, and did the greatest damage that ever any army could do, by burning, 

ravaging, and slaying, everywhere along the coast, and in Essex, Kent, Sussex, and 

Hampshire; and finally they seized horses and rode as widely as they wished, and 
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continued to do indescribable damage. Then the king and his councilors determined to 

send to them and promise them tribute and provisions, on condition that they should cease 

that harrying. (Ibid.) 

 

Overall, the massive payments of gafol which had been made to roving Viking armies during 

Æthelred’s reign significantly exceed the payments of the earlier period as they were 

efficiently collected by authorities across a united English kingdom (Keynes 2014, p.240). In 

total, Scandinavian raiders took 137,000 pounds in gafol between 991 and 1012 (Lawson 

1984, p. 721).  

 

3.3 Heregeld bandit 

Swein Forkbeard did not return to England until 1003 after receiving the gafol in London 994, 

(ASC D. 1003, p. 86). The absence of dominant military leaders such as Swein Forkbeard 

opened the market for other competitors, among them the above-mentioned Thorkell the Tall, 

who enters the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in 1009. Thorkell gradually moved from the strategy 

of raiding to the next step of extracting gafol. The people of East Kent, for example, “made 

peace” with him for the price of 3,000 pounds (ASC C. 1009, p. 89). He continued to plunder 

along the southern coast and took up winter quarters back on the Themes. The attack 

continued until Easter 1012, when Thorkell captured the Archbishop Ælfheah of Canterbury 

and received the gafol of 48,000 pounds from across the English kingdom. The Archbishop, 

however, kept advocating against any payment to the Vikings which – just like Ealdorman 

Brihtnoth at Maldon – cost him his life: 

 

They seized the bishop, and brought him to their assembly on the eve of the Sunday of the 

octave of Easter, which was 19 April, and they pelted him with bones and with ox-heads, 
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and one of them struck him on the head with the back of an axe, that he sank down with 

the blow, and his holy blood fell on the ground, and so he sent his holy soul to God’s 

kingdom [.…] When that tribute was paid and the oaths of peace were sworn, the Danish 

army then dispersed as widely as it had been collected. Then 45 ships from that army came 

over to the king, and they promised him to defend this country, and he was to feed and 

clothe them. (ASC D. 1012, pp. 91) 

 

In 1012, King Æthelred levied an annual army tax called the heregeld in Old English after 

Thorkell and his 45 ships joined him. This would pay for the temporary defense services of 

Thorkell’s army which received 21,000 pounds in 1014 (Lawson 1984, p. 721). The heregeld 

was a land tax on landowners, levied per hide and collected by local officials at a fixed time 

each year (Keynes 2014, p. 240). Consequently, a gradual transition from gafol to heregeld 

can be observed as some Vikings offered themselves for hire to fight other Vikings. 

Furthermore, with the introduction of heregeld and significant revenues following 

institutionalized taxation, the Anglo-Saxon king took a crucial step towards turning England 

into a tax state (Wareham 2012, p. 927). 

 

3.4 Stationary bandit 

3.4.1 Full formalization of heregeld 

In 1013, perhaps in response to the new and stronger heregeld position of Thorkell the Tall, 

Swein Forkbeard arrived in England with a large fleet. He brought with him his younger son 

Cnut, leaving his eldest son, Harald, in Denmark to rule in his absence. The historical sources 

generally suggest that Swein had carefully planned the conquest of England (Spejlborg 2016, 

p. 93). Transport of warriors, for example, was the central function of the fleet, which 
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employed relatively more cargo vessels than traditional longships suited for the hit-and-run 

attacks (Ibid., p. 133). Upon attacking London: 

  

…many of his host were drowned in the Thames because they did not trouble to find a 

bridge. When he came to the borough the citizens would not yield, but resisted with full 

battle, because King Æthelred “the Unready” was inside and Thorkell with him. Then King 

Swein turned from there to Wallingford, and so west across the Thames to Bath, where he 

stayed with his army. Then Ealdorman Æthelmær came there, and with him the western 

thegns, and all submitted to Swein, and they gave him hostages. When he had fared thus, 

he then turned northward to his ships, and all the nation regarded him as full king. And 

after that the citizens of London submitted and gave hostages, for they were afraid that he 

would destroy them. (ASC D. 1013, p. 92)   

 

Before the end of 1013, the English had surrendered to Swein Forkbeard, and Æthelred fled to 

Normandy with his wife and children (Ibid.). Despite this initial military success, Swein’s 

time in England as stationary bandit was short. The king died on 3 February 1014, and the 

entire fleet elected his son, Cnut, king. The English, however, summoned Æthelred and 

organized an army after which Cnut and his men were ousted (Roesdahl 2012, p. 253). When 

Æthelred returned to power, he “pronounced every Danish king an outlaw from England 

forever” (ASC D. 1014, p. 93). 

Swein Forkbeard’s conquest of England appears to have been motivated by the possibility 

of increasing his income by gradually exchanging plunder, gafol and heregeld for regular 

taxes. It was possibly to take advantage of the opportunities afforded by the conquest of the 

already existing and highly organized fiscal administration of the Anglo-Saxon state. 
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Consequently, he quickly—and seemingly effectively—began collecting taxes from the 

English (Spejlborg 2016, p. 95). 

After Swein Forkbeard’s early death in 1014, his son Cnut returned and conquered 

England in 1016. After Cnut’s acquisition of the English throne followed the largest single 

heregeld payment of all in 1018, namely 82,500 pounds of which 10,500 pounds came from 

London, by far the largest and wealthiest town in England. The contribution to that heregeld 

amounts to 13% of the English total and still less than its 24% share of all coins struck at 

English mints between 973 and 1066 (Lawson 1984, p. 721; Palliser 2000, p. 140). The 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports:  

 

In this year the tribute was paid over all England, namely 72,000 pounds in all, apart from 

what the citizens of London paid, namely ten and a half thousand pounds. Then some of 

the army went to Denmark, and 40 ships remained with King Cnut, and the Danes and the 

English reached an agreement at Oxford according to Edgar’s law. (ASC D. 1018, p. 97) 

 

This heregeld agreement at Oxford was intended to reward parts of the Danish fleet that had 

taken part in the conquest but were not supposed to remain in England. Cnut no longer needed 

many of these warriors as the political conditions there had become stable enough to dissolve 

the great army (Roesdahl 2012, p. 255). Furthermore, Cnut preferred to send some of them 

home as he did not fully trust the men of independent war lords like Thorkell the Tall, who 

had for a time fought for the English and was banished in 1021. Overall, formalized heregeld 

taxation allowed Cnut to reward his army with something other than land and to maintain 

another standing force until the English became reconciled to his rule (Lawson 1984, p. 734). 

As a result of the Oxford agreement, the heregeld was fully formalized to finance a 

standing armed force and continued in the law code Cn 1018. It is a clear indication that Cnut 
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intended to stay in England and rule as an Anglo-Saxon king. Both a long-run time horizon 

and a highly formal system of taxation was now in place, especially in the formalization of 

the heregeld and the continued use of the traditional Anglo-Saxon fiscal system, primarily 

food rents, tolls and coinage.  

 

3.4.2 Food rents 

The food rents (or feorm in Old English) date back to Ine’s Laws (688-694), launched by 

King Ine of Wessex (688–726) (Yorke 2014a, p. 256). They referred to supplies which were 

due in kind from ten hides: “10 vats of honey, 300 loaves, 12 ambers of Welsh ale, 30 of clear 

ale, 2 full-grown cows, or 10 wethers, 10 geese, 20 hens, 10 cheeses, an amber full of butter, 

5 salmon, 20 pounds of fodder and 100 eels” (Whitelock 2007b, p. 407). These food rents 

probably represented the typical range of an upper-class diet except pork and game (Faith 

2014a, p. 186).  

A ‘hide’ was used as the basis for assessing the amount of food rents. It’s size could 

vary according to the value of the land and its resources, and a hundred hides formed the 

administrative unit of the hundred, with some variation across the country (Miller 2014a). The 

formation of the hundred is described as: “Royal officials such as reeves and riding men 

organized sustenance for the court for specified periods, most notably during the winter, while 

some vills were also used as collection points for ‘hundredal’ revenues [that is revenues 

pertaining to the hundred]. The organization of a sophisticated system of food farms was 

linked to known royal itineraries, which during the early 10th century came to be 

concentrated within southern and midland England” (Wareham 2012, p. 915).  

Many of the features of the ‘hundredal system’ appeared new in England but had been 

in use earlier across the Channel (Campbel 1986, p. 161). In addition to food rents, the hide 

was essential for manning and maintaining the walls of burhs, and the payment of heregeld 
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was assessed on the hide (Faith 2014b, p.243). The sheriff was responsible for the fiscal 

administration of the royal estates in a shire, and the king received large amounts of food 

rents. So did Cnut the Great after the Conquest in 1016 (Faith 2014a, p. 187). In this way, the 

food rents available to Cnut evolved from earlier systems and local administration based on 

the hundreds (Yorke 2014b, p. 277). 

 

3.4.3 Tolls 

Taking a cut of the proceeds from urban centres was common in Anglo-Saxon England, for 

instance tolls charged by agents of Æthelbald on ships entering London in the early eighth 

century or tolls charged on each wagon of salt at Droitwich in the ninth century (Naismith 

2012, p. 34). Charging tolls probably just continued from former Roman and British lords; for 

example to the fifth-century South Saxon king Ælle (Lawson 2014, p. 457). 

Another example was the trading settlement of Southampton (Hamwic), from which 

cattle were exported in the eighth century. From the tenth century, the ‘ports’ of Southampton 

(small market towns, or large market villages) were formally protected by the king, who in 

return collected the tolls levied on traders (Faith 2014c, p.367). Major trading centres could in 

this way be located inside burh towns where trade was safe and took place under the 

supervision and taxation of royal officials (Yorke 2014c, p. 30).  

The introduction of sheriffs around the turn of the first millennium generally enabled 

the English kings to collect tolls and revenues efficiently from across the kingdom on an 

unprecedented scale (Lambert 2017, p. 337). The laws of Cnut written by Archbishop 

Wulfstan are one example. They are also particularly meticulous in assessing revenues 

belonging to the Church versus those belonging to the king (Spejlborg 2016, p. 347). Even 

though the royal treasury also relied on the levy of tolls, major trading centres for long-

distance trade such as London, Hedeby, Dorestad and Venice still came into being without 
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top-down actions from kings. The extraction of tolls on pre-existing trade – recently subjected 

to royal control – became a manifestation of subsequent royal power and monopolization of 

violence in such centres (Naismith 2012, p. 279).  

In fact, Anglo-Saxon kings would do their utmost to restrict major transactions to 

boroughs and ports within the growing numbers of fortified towns during 870-920 and then 

collect tolls (Blair 2014, p. 307). Also bridges became an important place for collecting tolls as 

part of the road system and essential to the communication network (Pelteret 2014a, p. 407). 

Thus, the transportation system was a valuable source of royal revenue tolls levied on ships, 

wagon- and pack-loads (Pelteret 2014b, p. 473). 

 

3.4.4 Coinage 

The Frisians first brought the Dorestad coinage to England when a Frisian merchant appeared 

in London in 678. In fact, ‘Frisian’ was used as a synonym of ‘long distance trader’ in 

England (Mostert 2014, p. 201). The late Anglo-Saxon coinage went further than using 

coinage for trade, though. It became a fiscal tool, and indirect taxation arose when the Anglo-

Saxon kings started using the renovatio monetae, i.e. periodic re-coinage (Blackburn 2014, p. 

116). 

King Edgar introduced the renovation monetae in 973 requiring that all coins in 

circulation should be substituted at an exchange rate that was beneficial to the authorities and 

at regular intervals (first of seven years, later less) (Campbell 1986, p. 187). The tax rate 

would typically vary between 15% and 25%. The steady devaluation was a deliberate indirect 

tax measure providing significant revenues for the king (Wareham 2012).  

This highly sophisticated re-coinage system was not invented by the English but had 

connection with the Carolingian currency changes. It was ‘a major piece of administration 

involving a coinage of many millions of silver pennies and the control of about sixty mints’ 
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(Campbell 1986, p.187). Information about the English coinage system spread to other areas, 

such as Scandinavia, through merchants and skippers who traversed the North Sea. So did 

information about how tolls were collected and how markets and harbours were regulated 

(Spejlborg 2016 p. 349). The periodic re-coinages continued after the Conquest in 1016, and 

after fifty successive issues, it was finally abandoned in 1125 (Blackburn 2014, p. 116). 

 

3.4.5 Cnut’s long time horizon 

In summary, the overall fiscal strength of the Anglo-Saxon state was demonstrated by the 

institutionalization of the heregeld, food rents, tolls and coinage renewed at the mints. Anglo-

Saxon rulers’ ability to tax and exploit their subjects’ resources from an early date was central 

to the operation of a highly sophisticated fiscal system. England was not run from a ‘box 

under the bed' (Campbell 1986, p. 157). The fact that, for example, King Æthelred the 

Unready was able to collect large sums to finance both the gafol and the heregeld shows such 

fiscal ability. Mark Ormrod has argued that the Anglo-Saxon kings as well as Cnut’s regime 

conform to the fiscal system of the domain state (Ormrod 2000, pp. 198-199). Thus, the 

institutional framework of the Old English state lasted long and some of it still endures 

(Campbell 1986, p. 167). 

Basically, Cnut took over the existing fiscal system, and due to his long time horizon, he 

would now defend England against the Danes. So when Cnut’s older brother, King Harald of 

Denmark, died in 1018, he went back to secure his hold over Denmark in the winter of 1019-

1020 (Roesdahl 2012, p. 255). From Denmark, he sent a letter to the English people in which 

he accepted the role of safeguarding England: 

 

Now that I have not spared my money as long as hostility was threatening you, I have with 

God’s help put an end to it with my money. Then I was informed that greater danger was 
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approaching us than we liked at all; and then I went myself with the men who 

accompanied me to Denmark, from where the greatest injury had come to you, and with 

God’s help I have taken measures so that never henceforth shall hostility reach you from 

there as long as you support me rightly and my life lasts. Now I thank Almighty God for 

his help and his mercy, that I have so settled the great dangers which were approaching us 

that we need fear no danger to us from there; but [we may reckon] on full help and 

deliverance, if we need it. (Whitelock 2007a, p. 459) 

 

Another example is Cnut’s letter from 1027, written on his way home from a journey to 

Rome. It indicates his ambitions for free trade and long-run economic growth after reaching a 

favorable agreement on trade and tolls with the European elite:  

 

…and all the princes confirmed by edicts that my men, whether merchants or others 

travelling for the sake of prayer, should go to and return from Rome in safety with 

firm peace and just law, free from hindrances by barriers and toll-gatherers. (quoted in 

Whitelock 2007a, p. 486) 

 

In the same letter, Cnut promotes the rule of law and he instructs sheriffs and reeves not to 

infringe the law of just possession in order to collect money for him: 

 

I command also all the sheriffs and reeves over my whole kingdom, as they wish to 

retain my friendship and their own safety, that they employ no unjust force against any 

man, neither rich nor poor, but that all men, of noble or humble birth, rich or poor, 

shall have the right to enjoy just law; … If these dues, and others like them, have not 

been paid in full when I come, the royal collectors are to obtain them according to the 
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laws, sternly and without remission, from him who is in fault. Farewell. (quoted in 

Whitelock 2007a, p. 487)  

 

After ruling England for nearly two decades, Cnut died a natural death in 1035. By then his 

realm encompassed England, Denmark, Norway, parts of Sweden and a Scottish overlordship. 

He left this North Sea Empire to his son Harthacnut (1035-1042) (Spejlborg 2016, p. 196). 

The fact that Cnut appointed Harthacnut as his successor also underlines the regime’s long 

time horizon. 

 

4 Conclusion 

The expansion of Olson’s two-bandit model to a four-bandit staircase model is summarized in 

Figure 2 and Table 2. The shift between two bandit types occurs whenever the time horizon 

lengthens so much that the accumulated revenue from more formal taxation exceeds the 

revenue from the previous step, for example, from gafol to heregeld, when it becomes 

possible for former Viking raiders to remain in-country longer and even offer themselves for 

hire. 

 

(Insert Figure 2 here) 

 

(Insert Table 2 here) 

 

The empirical analysis confirmed that the four main types of bandits shown in Table 2 

evolved in the case of Viking Age England, namely, first, roving bandits; second, gafol (or 

payment-for-leaving) bandits; third, heregeld (taxation to support an army for hire) bandits; 

and, fourth, stationary bandits. In the second half of the 10th century, roving banditry 

prevails, and the English kings cannot offer their citizens adequate defense against hit-and-run 

attacks. Vikings plunder and confiscate goods with a short time horizon and a minimal formal 
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taxation as nothing is written down. The taking of gafol or tribute is a new step after roving 

banditry. It demands a longer time horizon (short/medium) than do plunder and hit-and-run 

attacks. That extended time horizon means that, for example, Swein Forkbeard’s army could 

wait while their payments were gathered through collection of taxes and conversion of other 

resources. The level of formal taxation also will be higher (low/medium) as some parts of the 

payoff arrangement will be written down, e.g., as described in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  

King Æthelred then began hiring Vikings to fight Vikings, i.e., the heregeld bandit. The 

heregeld tax aimed to finance army hiring costs and provided a steady income for the 

Vikings, partially free from the uncertainties associated with the career of the raider. The 

employment of Thorkell the Tall’s army, for example, can be viewed as a step between the 

extortion of tribute, gafol, and the heregeld. The time horizon has become even longer 

(medium/long run) and taxation even more formal (medium/high) as even more written rules 

are required for that rather complex agreement. 

Finally, the strongest Viking military leader, Cnut the Great, conquered England in 1016. 

His time horizon clearly is long and the use of formal taxation strong. First, he upheld and 

fully formalized the newly instituted heregeld to pay for the upkeep of a standing army, 

which, at least in the early years of his rule, guaranteed his long-run hold on power, monopoly 

of violence and effective defense of England. Second, like his Anglo-Saxon predecessors, he 

conformed to the fiscal system of the domain state by controlling royal lands, food rents, tolls 

and coinage. Cnut was, however, the end result of a staircase bandit model to the predatory 

state counting the previous three steps of roving, gafol and heregeld banditry. Two bandits or 

more? Yes, four – in the case of Viking Age England. 

In perspective, at least three research issues can be discussed. First, will a predatory state 

prosper? Were the formal tax rates in Cnut’s predatory state too high? The answer remains an 

open question for future research. If he strongly favored a small elite at the expense of society 
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at large, taxation rates risk ending up on the “wrong” side of the Laffer curve, causing 

economically harmfuld redistribution. It could be interesting to think more about the extent 

of that tax burden in early eleventh-century England. 

Second, as the time horizon can move both ways, future research should investigate what 

happens in relation to the staircase model when the time horizon becomes shorter, for 

example, the steps from stationary banditry towards roving banditry during the Thirty Years’ 

War in Central Europe (1618-1648).  

Third, future research could explore how general the four-bandit model is in terms of 

explaining the historical evolution between anarchy and the emergence of the predatory state 

in other cases. Can more bandit types be added to the staircase model and its steps to the 

predatory state? 
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Figure 1: Two-bandit model 
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Figure 2: The four-bandit staircase model  
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Table 1: Two bandit types, time horizon and formal taxation 

Bandit type Time horizon Formal taxation 

Roving short low 

Stationary long high 
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Table 2: Four bandit types, time horizon and formal taxation 

Bandit type Time horizon Formal taxation 

1. Roving (Olson 1993) short low 

2. Gafol short/medium low/medium 

3. Heregeld medium/long medium/high 

4. Stationary (Olson 1993) long high 
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