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INTRODUCTION

The state—or apparatus of “government”—appears to be everywhere,
regulating the conditions of our lives from birth registration to death
certification. Yet, the nature of the state is hard to grasp. This may
seem peculiar for something so pervasive in public and private life,
but it is precisely this pervasiveness which makes it difficult to
understand. There is nothing more central to political and social
theory than the nature of the state, and nothing more contested. (Held
1983: 1)

This observation by David Held served to introduce the earlier editions of this
book. Despite recent suggestions that the state in capitalist society has become
less relevant, we maintain that the state remains both important and pervasive.
We also remain convinced that, despite centuries of analysis, thought, and
debate, social scientists have not yet reached anything close to agreement on
the essential nature, role, and character of the state in capitalist society. The
debates continue. Those interested in understanding their society are still faced
with the challenge of exploring the various approaches to the state and decid-
ing which of them, if any, provides the best explanation of how the state works
and how is has developed.

The Third Edition of State Theories brings a number of important changes,
with the most important being the formal introduction of a co-author, Wendee
Kubik. Wendee played an important role in the development of many of the
ideas presented in the earlier editions, and has since become more directly
involved in this project, thus, making the formal recognition both timely and
appropriate.

As with the first and second editions, this book aims to assist our under-
standing by introducing a variety of different theoretical perspectives on the
study of the state. While we do not claim to be comprehensive, we have
attempted to present a broad selection of positions, approaches, and theories
that represent the major historical and contemporary streams of thought in
social theory, from “classical” or “founding” figures to current theorists.

In selecting the classical figures, we selected thinkers and perspectives
whose influence is manifest in contemporary theories and approaches. We
have also made a deliberate effort to be interdisciplinary because too often
the treatment of political theory is conditioned by disciplinary boundaries
and, as a result, omits a wealth of material. Ordinarily, certain theorists are
“covered” by those studying politics or political philosophy while others are
left to the sociologist. We contend that an adequate grasp of the manner in
which the state has been understood in western social science requires fa-
miliarity, for example, not only with Hobbes, Locke, Michels, or the idea of
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pluralism, but also with Durkheim, Weber, Parsons, and functionalist thought.
An undertaking such as ours faces a number of challenges, not the least of

which are fundamental disagreements relating to the concept of the state, to
the basic world views adopted, the meanings ascribed to various concepts, and
the very definition of politics. In recent years some scholars have gone on to
challenge even the possibility of the sort of systematic knowledge that many of
the theorists discussed here attempted to develop.

As one begins to explore theories of the state some inherent problems
become evident immediately. For example, the theories and approaches dis-
cussed here are typically informed by radically different conceptions of the
state that are predicated on equally differing conceptions and understandings
of human beings and their behaviour in society. Theorists differ in their view
of “human nature,” and have radically different understandings of what has
made human beings develop and organize themselves in certain ways. As we
will see, some theorists argue that there is a fixed and static human nature, that
human beings are, by nature, self-centred, egotistical, aggressive, and posses-
sive individuals. Others argue that there is no such thing as a fixed “human
nature” and maintain that human beings are largely the products of the social
environments into which they are born and in which they develop.

The conceptions held about the fundamental character of the species
obviously have significant implications for any view of society and, ulti-
mately, for a view of the state. If in fact we are aggressive, self-centred, greedy,
and possessive individualists, certain types of society and certain related forms
of the state would appear to be most appropriate. If, however, we are to a
significant degree products of our social environment, we would take on
different views about how society is organized and how the state has come to
play its particular role. In discussing various theories of the state, then, this
book attempts to link, especially, the differing conceptions held by theorists on
humans, society, and the state—in other words, we emphasize the starting
points.

When we recognize the difficulty of arriving at an acceptable or all
encompassing definition of concepts such as democracy, politics, or even the
state, the task then becomes one of attempting to reach some understanding of
how these concepts are used and employed within the various approaches. For
example, there are fundamental differences in the use of a concept such as
“democracy” in the works of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Max Weber, and
Karl Marx. Further, in examining basic concepts of the state employed in
functionalist, pluralist, elite, and feminist theory it becomes apparent that there
is a real lack of agreement regarding the meanings of these common concepts
and terms.

The Oxford Dictionary defines democracy as a “form of government in
which sovereign power resides in the people as a whole, and is exercised either
directly by them or by their elected representatives; State having this form of
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government.” The definition, rather than clarifying the concept, serves to raise
further questions: How do we define people? What is the basis for participa-
tion in the affairs of government? Who is eligible to determine the choice of
sovereign? What powers should the sovereign assume?

There are, indeed, radically different conceptions of democracy, and most
theorists would agree that a dictionary definition is far too narrow, and the
reality far more complex. Democracy, some argue, must include control over
one’s total existence including economic activities and practices. In the con-
text especially of feminist theory, it must also include control over one’s own
body, of its reproductive functions, for instance. That is, a broader definition of
democracy takes the question of what politics involves beyond the mere
selection of government representatives and into the realm of the problems
and issues of everyday life.

What we hope to do here is elaborate on the historical questions and
contested concepts through an examination of a variety of perspectives. One of
our central objectives is to introduce these various positions at a basic level to
the student of society. To achieve this objective we have integrated a large
number of quotations into the text, partly to provide a sense or flavour of the
original writer. We also hope the extracts will encourage readers to form their
own interpretations of these treatises on the state, and to look more closely and
fully at the originals.

There is a certain historical logic in the organization of the discussion. We
have tried, for instance, to provide connections between different concepts of
the state as well as between those concepts and the historical context out of
which they emerged. In addition we have made an effort to locate the positions
examined in the social, political, and intellectual context of their times.

Chapter One provides an overview of the works of the “classical liberals”;
our definition of classical liberal is wide enough to take in the work of Hobbes,
Locke, James Mill, Bentham, and John Stuart Mill. Chapter Two sets up a
contrasting approach to the state by introducing a number of writers located in
what is broadly called “a sociological perspective.” The emergence of sociol-
ogy in the works of Comte and Durkheim is closely related to the context of
the classical liberal concepts of society, and Chapter Two attempts to illustrate
the differences between these two currents of thought. Chapter Three intro-
duces what is commonly referred to as “elite theory”; the primary focus of
attention is on how elite theory explains, or fails to explain, inequalities of
power.

Chapter Four is essentially a straightforward consideration of American
“pluralism” from its origins and founding tenets through to the works of
Robert Dahl. Chapter Five explores the theories of “classical marxism,” with
an overview of the developing concept of the state in the work of Marx and, to
a lesser extent, Engels and Lenin. Chapter Six introduces selected efforts by
“neo-Marxist” thinkers to understand the state in capitalist society, drawing
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out especially the substantial differences among those who are attempting to
build on and extend Marx’s work. Chapter Seven introduces the basic posi-
tions of key anarchist thinkers and the general trends of the “anarchist cri-
tique” of western state structures.

The major changes to this edition are found in Chapters Eight, Nine, and
the new Conclusion. Among the most striking changes in the political economy
of the capitalist world has been dual recognition by many social scientists of
the fact that the capitalist system is a world system, and of a systematic attack
and critique of the welfare state. The new Chapter Eight attempts to introduce
a historical basis for the ongoing debate of the implications of global capital-
ism for the nation-state, and to link elements of this debate to the disparities
about the legitimacy and efficacy of the welfare state. We end the chapter by
commenting on some recent developments within the pluralist and new-
Marxian approaches, including brief discussions of “regulation theory” and
“power resource theory.”

The new Chapter Nine builds on the obvious fact that all of the major
theories tend to have emerged from, to borrow Mary O’Brien’s term,
“malestream” thought. Although the structured subordination of women has
been an essential dimension of human relations in western society over the
past several centuries, few theoretical approaches have addressed this issue.
Chapter Nine examines the issue of the gendered nature of the state by looking
to some feminist scholars who have offered new perspectives that not only
present an analytical framework, but also point to an emancipatory political
agenda as well.

Chapters One through Nine are essentially expository in character: they
present some of the various positions and arguments that have emerged as
western social scientists and thinkers have addressed the issue of the polity
over the last several hundred years. The final chapter presents a series of
critical comments and asks a series of key questions that point to limitations
in most of the approaches presented in the earlier chapters. It also tries to
develop a more adequate approach to the study of the polity in advanced
capitalist society. Although there are limitations, theoretical work is funda-
mentally necessary. However, most of the existing approaches to the study of
the polity fail to adequately locate formal political structures and processes
within the context of the larger social order, that is, within the structures of
advanced capitalist, or liberal-democratic society. We suggest an approach
that offers an alternate way of understanding the structures of capitalist soci-
ety as well as a specific mode of connecting the state to the economic and
reproductive practices upon which society stands. More than anything the
last chapter seeks to stimulate a critical re-examination of our thinking in
this direction.

What follows is only an introduction to some very complex ideas and
arguments. Our main objective remains to whet readers’ appetites; to stimulate
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them to go back to the original sources and to undertake more serious and
systematic investigations of these and other perspectives. In the end, good
social science is not just presenting theory. Rather, good social science uses
theories and theoretical ideas to help explain the world we live in.




