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What are the institutions that govern border spaces and how do they impact
long-term economic and social development? This book focuses on the Habs-
burg military frontier zone, which originated in the sixteenth century as an
instrument for protecting the empire’s southern border against the threat of the
Ottoman Empire and which lasted until the 1880s. The book outlines the condi-
tions under which this extractive institution affected development, showing how
locals were forced to work as soldiers and exposed to rigid communal property
rights, an inflexible labor market, and discrimination when it came to the pro-
vision of public infrastructure. While the formal institutions set up during the
military colony disappeared, their legacy can be traced in political attitudes and
social norms even today with the violence and abuses exercised by the impe-
rial government transformed into distrust in public authorities, limited political
involvement, and low social capital.

Dr. Bogdan G. Popescu is Assistant Professor at John Cabot University,
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This book focuses on an understudied topic that has remained some-
what elusive of extractive institutions. The literature in the past twenty
years has mostly concentrated on the ways in which European colonial
empires created institutions in their territories overseas for monetary
gains. Yet much less literature discussed the possibility that European
empires could use similar extractive strategies only on part of their pop-
ulation. Thus, this book attempts to fill that gap by paying close attention
to the modus operandi of extractive institutions in a particular space —
the Habsburg Empire — and within a particular context — the forced
military enrollment of borderland dwellers.
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had “good” bureaucracy and institutions, and thus, Habsburg successor
states should be better off in the long run. A simple visual examina-
tion using satellite luminosity within the two empires showed substantial
variation within the two polities. The pattern that got my attention is
the lower luminosity in the region which constituted the Habsburg bor-
der with the Ottoman Empire, which I subsequently discovered was
not coincidental. The southwestern part of the Habsburg Empire was
a military encampment for over three centuries, acting as a buffer zone
between the two empires. This led me to further dig into the intri-
cate history of the regions that today coincide with Croatia, Serbia,
and Romania. The institutional setup and the hierarchies created by the
state match very closely the hierarchies created by colonial empires over-
seas. Some might dismiss and find problematic the comparisons between
the sea-based and land-based empires on the grounds that hierarchies
describing the two imperial models are fundamentally different, with the
former usually being based on race. As some economic historians have
argued, race is only one of the many characteristics that might create
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