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THE MARXIAN THEORY OF THE STATE 

David Harvey 
Johns Hopkins University 

INTRODUCTORY REMdRKS 

Larry Wolf's paper  raises a v a r i e t y  
o f  ques t ions  about  t h e  role o f  t h e  S t a t e  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  c a p i t a l i s t  economic development. 
Some o f  t h e  ques t ions  are p r a c t i c a l  and 
concern exac t ly  how and i n  what ways w e  
can a n t i c i p a t e  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  of t h e  
State i n  t h e  American economy over t h e  
next  few yea r s .  A s  i n  t h e  1930's, another  
t i m e  o f  economic t r o u b l e s ,  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
o f  c e n t r a l i z e d  n a t i o n a l  economic planning 
is be ing  a c t i v e l y  cons idered  ( toge the r  w i th  
a more b r u t a l  r e t u r n  t o  "pure market fo rces" )  
as a means t o  r a t i o n a l i z e  an economic o rde r  
t h a t  has  obviously become unbalanced and, 
perhaps, p e r i l o u s l y  close -- how close 
w e  w i l l  probably never  know -- to  be ing  
t o t a l l y  unhinged. Q u i t e  p rope r ly ,  Wolf 
sees t h e  move towards n a t i o n a l  economic 
planning as c r e a t i n g  new o p p o r t u n i t i e s  as 
w e l l  as new problems f o r  t h e  r a d i c a l  Le f t .  
Q u i t e  p rope r ly  too, he a rgues  t h a t  t h e  
manner i n  which t h e  move is made w i l l  have 
an e f f e c t  upon t h e  outcomes. But t h e  i s s u e  
is perhaps more complex than  t h a t .  Given 
t h e  p re sen t  power s t r u c t u r e  I am not  as 
sanguine about  even t h e  p o t e n t i a l  outcomes 
as he is. I f e e l  I am watching a re-run 
of a t i r e d  movie of t h e  1930's, with  
shades o f  t h e  1 8 9 0 ' ~ ~  as goa l s  such as 
" s o c i a l  j u s t i c e "  and "conservat ion" are 
gradual ly  converted i n t o  g o a l s  o f  e f f i -  
c iency and market r a t i o n a l i t y  kinged wi th  
not  a l i t t l e  socialism f o r  t h e  r i c h ,  
f i n a n c i a l  suppor t  f o r  shaky co rpora t ions  
and f i n a n c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and t h e  l i k e .  
In  each of these  t w o  preceeding eras a 
whiff of  n a t i o n a l  economic p o l i c y  making 
was qu ick ly  combined wi th  t h e  d r i v e  t o  
r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e  market system t o  c r e a t e  t h e  
very problems it w a s  designed t o  get r i d  
of on a h igher  p lane  and i n  more concen- 
t r a t e d  form i n  t h e  long run. 

Some o f  t h e  ques t ions  which W o l f  
raises are t h e o r e t i c a l ,  however, and concern 
t h e  formulat ion of  an appropr i a t e  conceptual  
framework f o r  t h ink ing  about  state i n t e r -  

ventionism i n  gene ra l .  In  t h e  course  o f  
t h e s e  remarks Wolf t a k e s  a few s h i e s  a t  
"dogmatic Marxists" and t h o s e  who would 
reduce t h e  S t a t e  t o  a " m e r e  supe r s t ruc -  
t u r a l "  form, to  a mere man i fe s t a t ion  o f  
" t h e  economic basis". While t h e s e  views 
are not  unknown among Marxis t s ,  I have 
t h e  d i s t i n c t  impression t h a t  t hey  are 
f r equen t ly  figments of bourgeois  scholar -  
s h i p ,  designed t o  d iscourage  people  f r o m  
t r y i n g  t o  understand M a n  i n  a l l  h i s  
complexity. Thus w e  f i n d  Marx f r equen t ly  
po r t r ayed  as d e p i c t i n g  men and women as 
dominated by r a t i o n a l  economic ca l cu la -  
t i o n  when it w a s  e x a c t l y  Marx's p o i n t  t h a t  
it is  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  product ion 
which forces such r a t i o n a l i t y  upon us 
a a i n s t  a l l  o f  t h e  evidence as t o  what + uman be ings  are r e a l l y  a l l  about .  W e  
f i n d  Marx por t rayed  as an economic deter- 
m i n i s t  when it w a s  p r e c i s e l y  Marx's p o i n t  
t h a t  t h e  realm of freedom begins  where 
t h e  realm o f  n e c e s s i t y  ends and t h a t  it 
is only  through s t r u g g l e ,  p o l i t i c a l  and 
personal ,  t h a t  w e  can achieve t h e  command 
over o u r  social and phys ica l  e x i s t e n c e  
which w i l l  y i e l d  us  t h a t  freedom. And so 
it is  wi th  Marx's a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  S t a t e .  
The e s say  t h a t  follows (which is drawn 
f r o m  a book t h a t  seems t o  t a k e  an 
in te rminable  time t o  f i n i s h )  a t tempts  t o  
sor t  o u t  some of t h e  i s s u e s  concerning t h e  
concept ion o f  t h e  S t a t e  i n  c a p i t a l i s t  
s o c i e t y .  The e s say  is r a t h e r  a b s t r a c t  
i n  na tu re  and f o r  t h i s  I apologise ,  par-  
t i c u l a r l y  t o  those  who p r e f e r  immediate 
"down-to-earth" ana lyses  o r  c rushing  
exposees. But I believe t h a t  t h e  
p r a c t i c a l  ques t ions  t o  which Wolf a l l u d e s  
can be understood only  a g a i n s t  some 
adequate  conceptual  and t h e o r e t i c a l  back- 
ground. Fu r the r ,  t h e  theo ry  has  t o  be 
robus t  enough t o  h e l p  u s  understand t h e  
behaviour  o f  t h e  S t a t e  under a w i d e  
v a r i e t y  o f  economic, s o c i a l  and p o l i t i -  
cal circumstances -- i n  o t h e r  words, t h e  
theory  has  t o  h e l p  us  i n  Spain,  France,  
B r i t a i n ,  Sweden, Argent ina,  Ch i l e ,  Por- 
t u g a l  etc., as w e l l  as i n  t h e  United States. 
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For this reason it is necessary t o  resort 
t o  a r a t h e r  abstract mode of analysis  and t o  
let  concrete inves t iga t ions  take up t h e  
matter of how the  theory works i n  ac tua l  
h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s .  Obviously, t h e  
theory remains a mere abs t rac t ion  u n t i l  it 
is put t o  work. A l l  I can say is t h a t  t h e  
theore t ica l  statement which follows has been 
helpful t o  m e  i n  my s tudies  of t h e  urban- 
iza t ion  process i n  B r i t a i n  and the  United 
S ta tes  and t h a t  I have a l s o  found it 
helpful  a s  a means t o  think about the  pro- 
spects  f o r  S t a t e  ac t ion  i n  t h e  present  state 
of c a p i t a l i s t  development. 
piece i n  the  hope t h a t  o thers  may s i m i l a r l y  
f ind it useful  and a s  a p a r t i a l  r e b u t t a l  
and p a r t i a l  commentary on Wolf's remarks 
on the  Marxist theory of the  S t a t e  i n  
general. 

THE MARXIAN THEORY OF STATE 

I o f f e r  t h e  

Marx intended t o  w r i t e  a s p e c i a l  trea- 
tise on t h e  S t a t e  but  never even began the 
project.  H i s  views on t h e  S t a t e  are scat- 
tered throughout h i s  works and, with t h e  
help of Engels's more voluminous writ ings,  
it is possible  t o  reconstruct ,  as ,  f o r  
example, Chang (1931) has done, a version 
of t h e  Marxian theory of the  State .  Apart 
from Lenin's (1949 e d i t i o n )  f i e r c e  advo- 
cacy of what might be c a l l e d  an "orthodox" 
Marxist posi t ion and G r a m s c i ' s  ( 1971  edi-  
t ion)  perceptive analyses,  few Marxists 
paid a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  matter  u n t i l  recent ly ,  
when works by Miliband (19691, Poulantzas 
(1973; 1975; 19761, O f f e  (19731, Altvater  
(19731, O'Connor (19731, Laclau (1975) 
and others ,  put  t h e  question of t h e  S t a t e  
back i n t o  t h e  foref ront  of Marxist analysis .  
These contr ibut ions have recent ly  been 
reviewed by Gold, Lo & Wright (1975). This 
revival  of i n t e r e s t  i n  the  State has been 
long overdue, There is scarcely any aspect 
of production and consumption which i s  not 
now deeply affected,  d i r e c t l y  or  i n d i r e c t l y ,  
by State pol ic ies .  But it would be in- 
correct t o  maintain t h a t  t h e  State has only 
recent ly  become a c e n t r a l  pivot  to  t h e  
functioning of c a p i t a l i s t  society.  It 
has always been there  -- only i ts  forms 
and modes of functioning have changed as 
capi ta l ism has matured. I n  t h i s  essay I 
w i l l  t r y  to  l a y  a t h e o r e t i c a l  b a s i s  f o r  
understanding t h e  r o l e  of the  S t a t e  i n  
c a p i t a l i s t  societies and show how t h e  S t a t e  
m u s t ,  of  necessiey, perform c e r t a i n  bas ic  
minimum t a s k s  i n  support of a c a p i t a l i s t  
m a d e  of production. 

Most of Marx's e a r l y  wr i t ings  on the  
S t a t e  are s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i rec ted  towards a 
re fu ta t ion  of Hegel's philosophical ideal-  
i s m  by t h e  construction of a m a t e r i a l i s t  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the S t a t e  as  " the ac t ive ,  
conscious and o f f i c i a l  expression (of) the  
present s t r u c t u r e  of society '  (Collected 
Works, 3, p. 1 9 9 ) .  This m a t e r i a l i s t  i n t e r -  
p re ta t ion  of  t h e  State broadens somewhat i n  
The German Ideoloqy (pp. 53-41 t o  a general  
conception i n  which t h e  S t a t e  is regarded 

as "an independent form" which emerges out  
of "a contradict ion between t h e  i n t e r e s t  
of the individual  and t h a t  of the commu- 
nity." This contradict ion is "always 
based" i n  t h e  social s t r u c t u r e  and i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  "on t h e  classes, already de- 
termined by t h e  d iv is ion  of labour . . . 
and of which one dominates a l l  others." 
Frau t h i s  i t  follows " tha t  a l l  s t ruggles  
within t h e  S ta te .  . . are merely t h e  
i l l u s o r y  forms i n  which t h e  real s t ruggles  
of the d i f f e r e n t  classes are fought ou t  
among one another." Engels summarized 
t h i s  view of the S t a t e  many years l a t e r  
i n  an oft-quoted passage (which Lenin 
regarded a s  fundamental t o  Marxist or- 
thodoxy) : 

The s t a t e  is t h e r e f o r e  by no 
means a power imposed on s o c i e t y  
f r o m  without ;  j u s t  a s  l i t t l e  is i t  
Ifthe r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  moral i d e a , "  
" the  image and the  r e a l i t y  o f  
reason," a s  Regel mainta ins .  Rather,  
i t  i s  a product o f  s o c i e t y  a t  a p a r t i -  
c u l a r  s t a g e  of development; i t  is 
the  admiasion t h a t  t h i s  s o c i e t y  has 
i n v o l v e d  i t s e l f  in unsolubte  s e l f -  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n  and is c l e f t  i n t o  i r r e -  
c o n c i l a b l e  antagonisms w h i c h  i t  
is powerless  t o  e x o r c i s e .  But i n  
order  t h a t  these  antagonisms, c l a s s e s  
w i t h  c o n f t i c t Q n g  economic i n t e r e s t s ,  
s h a l l  not consume themselves  and s o c i e t y  
i n  f r u i t l e s s  s t r u g g l e s ,  a power, 
apparent ly  s tanding above s o c i e t y ,  
has become necessary t o  moderate the 
c o n f l i c t  and keep it w i t h i n  the  bounds 
of  and t h i s  power, a r i s i n g  
out  of s o c i e t y ,  but  p lac ing  i t s e l f  
above it and i n c r e a s i n g l y  a l i e n a t i n g  
i t s e l f  from i t ,  is t h e  s t a t e . "  
(Origin o f  the  Family.  . ., p .  1 5 5 1 .  

The contradict ion between p a r t i c u l a r  
and cornunity i n t e r e s t s  give rise, of  
necessi ty ,  t o  t h e  State .  But prec ise ly  
because t h e  S t a t e  must assume an 'inde- 
pendent" existence i n  order  to guarantee 
t h e  communal i n t e r e s t ,  it becomes t h e  
locus of an "a l ien  power" by means of 
which individuals  and groups can be domi- 
nated (The Geman Ideology, p. 54). 
I n  the  same way t h a t  t h e  laborer, through 
work, c r e a t e s  c a p i t a l  as an instrument 
for h i s  or h e r  own domination, so human 
beings create i n  t h e  form of the S t a t e  
an instrument f o r  t h e i r  own domination 
(cf.  O l b a n ,  1971, p. 216). These various 
instruments of domination -- i n  par t icu lar  
t h e  l a w ,  t h e  power t o  t a x  and t h e  power 
t o  coerce -- can be transformed by p o l i t i -  
cal s t ruggle  i n t o  instruments f o r  c l a s s  
domination. Engels summarizes Marx's 
view succinct ly:  

As the  s t a t e  arose from the need 
t o  keep c l a s s  antagonisms in check, 
but  a l s o  arose  in the t h i c k  of the  f i g h t  
between the  cZasses ,  it is normally 
t h e  s t a t e  o f  the most powerful ,  eco- 
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nornicalty ru l ing  c l a s s ,  which by 
i t s  means becomes a l s o  the  p o l i t i -  
c a l l y  ru l ing  c l a s s ,  and so acquires  
new means of holding down and ex- 
p l o i t i n g  the  oppressed c tas ses .  
The anc ien t  s t a t e  was, above a l l ,  
t he  s t a t e  of the  slaveowners f o r  
holding down the  s taves ,  j u s t  a s  the  
feudal  s t a t e  was the  organ of t h e  
n o b i l i t y  f o r  holding down t h e  peasant 
s e r f s  and bondsmen, and the  modern 
representa t ive  s t a t e  i s  the  i n s t r u -  
ment f o r  exp lo i t i ng  wage-labour 
by c a p i t a l .  Exceptional per iods ,  
however, occur when the  warring 
c las ses  are so nearly  equal i n  f o r c e s  
t h a t  the  s t a t e  power, as apparent 
mediator, acquires  f o r  the  moment a 
c e r t a i n  independence i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  
both.  tori& of t he  Family. . ., 
p .  157). 

The use of t h e  S t a t e  as an instrument of 
class domination creates a f u r t h e r  con- 
t r a d i c t i o n  -- the  r u l i n g  class has to  
exercise i ts  power i n  its own class 
i n t e r e s t  a t  the same t i m e  as it maintains 
t h a t  i t s  ac t ions  are f o r  t h e  good of a l l  
(The German Ideology, p. 106). 
contradict ion can i n  p a r t  be resolved 

This 

by t h e  employment of  t w o  s t r a t e g i e s .  
F i r s t ,  those charged with expressing t h e  
ru l ing  w i l l  and t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  through 
which t h a t  w i l l  is expressed, must a 

functioning. The o f f i c i a l s  of t h e  State 
therefore  have t o  "present themselves as 
organs of s o c i e t y  standing above soc ie ty .  . . 
Representatives of  a power which estranges 
them from soc ie ty ,  they have to  be given 
p res t ige  by means of special decrees,  
which inves t  them with a pecu l i a r  s a n c t i t y  
and i n v i o l a b i l i t y .  Consequently, even 
"the lowest p o l i c e  o f f i c e r "  has an "au- 
tho r i ty"  which o t h e r  members of s o c i e t y  
do not  possess. Vesting state o f f i c i a l s  
with such "independent au tho r i ty"  poses 
a f u r t h e r  problem. W e  have t o  explain how 
state power can have a l l  t h e  appearances 
of autonomy vis-a-vis t h e  dominant classes 
a t  t h e  same t i m e  as it expresses the  un i ty  
o f  class power of those classes ( c f .  
Poulantzas, 1973, p. 281). The quest ion 
of the " r e l a t i v e  autonomy" of t h e  state 
has consequently been a matter of i n t ense  
debate among Marxists. 

A second s t r a t e g y  f o r  resolving t h e  
contradict ion bui lds  upon the connection 
between ideology and the  S ta t e .  
f i c a l l y  class i n t e r e s t s  can be transformed 
i n t o  "the i l l u s o r y  general  i n t e r e s t "  pro- 
vided t h a t  the ru l ing  class can success- 
f u l l y  universal ize  its ideas  as t h e  " ru l ing  
ideas". That t h i s  w i l l  l i k e l y  be t h e  
case results from the  very process of class 
domination: 

t o  be independent and autonomous i n  -F= t eir  

Speci- 

Each new c t a s s  which pu t s  i t- 
s e l f  i n  the place o f  one ru l ing  
be fore  it, i s  compelled, merely i n  

order t o  carry through i t s  aim, 
t o  represent  i t s  i n t e r e s t s  as  the  
common i n t e r e s t  o f  a l l  t he  members 
of s o c i e t y .  . .it has t o  g ive  
i t s  ideas  t h e  form o f  univer-  
s a l i t y ,  and represent  them ae the  
only  ra t iona l ,  un iver sa l l y  v a l i d  
ones. The c l a s s  making a revolu-  
t i o n  appears from t h e  very s t a r t .  . . 
not  as  a c taes  but  as the  represen- 
t a t i v e  of t h e  whole of s o c i e t y .  
(The German Ideotogx, p p .  6 5 - 6 ;  
cf. Collected Works, 3, p p .  184-5). 

Marx and Engels i n  general  held t h a t  t he  
ru l ing  class: 

r u l e  a l s o  as  t h i n k e r s ,  as 
producers of i deas ,  and regula te  the  
production and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  
ideas  o f  t h e i r  age: thus  t h e i r  ideas  
are the  ru l ing  ideas  o f  the  epoch." 
(The German Ideclouy,  p .  6 5 ) .  

But i f  t hese  ru l ing  ideas  are t o  
gain acceptance as represent ing the  "common 
i n t e r e s t "  they have t o  be presented as 
abstract i d e a l i z a t i o n s ,  as universal  t r u t h s  
f o r  a l l  t i m e .  Consequently, these ideas  
have t o  be presented as i f  they have an 
autonomous exis tence of t h e i r  own. No- 
t i o n s  of  " ju s t i ce" ,  " r i g h t " ,  "freedom" 
are presented as i f  they have a meaning 
independent of any p a r t i c u l a r  class 
i n t e r e s t .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  
ru l ing  ideas  and t h e  ru l ing  class is 
rendered opaque by a separat ion and an 
i d e a l i z a t i o n  which, i n  turn,  has t h e  po- 
t e n t i a l  t o  create a f u r t h e r  contradict ion.  
Once moral i ty  i s  universal ized as "ab- 
s o l u t e  t r u t h " ,  f o r  example, it is possible  
f o r  t he  State, and even t h e  whole mode 
of production, t o  be judged immoral 
( c f .  Collected Works, 3 ,  p. 108).  By 
t h e  same token, i f  t h e  S t a t e  can be rep- 
resented as an abstract i d e a l i z a t i o n  of  
t he  common i n t e r e s t ,  then the  State can 
i t s e l f  become an a b s t r a c t  incarnat ion 
of  a "moral" p r i n c i p l e  (nationalism, 
pa t r io t i sm,  fascism, a l l  appeal t o  t h i s  
t o  some degree) .  The connections between 
the  formation of a dominant ideology, t h e  
d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  " i l l u s o r y  common in-  
t e r e s t "  i n  t h e  form of the  S t a t e  and t h e  
very s p e c i f i c  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  r u l i n g  
class or classes are as s u b t l e  as they 
are complex. Y e t ,  u n t i l  r ecen t ly  and 
with t h e  notable exception of G r a m s c i ' s  
q u i t e  profound i n s i g h t s ,  t h e  real r e l a -  
t i onsh ips  have remained as opaque to  
ana lys i s  as they are i n  d a i l y  l i f e .  W e  
can reveal  t he  b a s i s  of t hese  r e l a t ion -  
sh ips  most e a s i l y ,  however, by analyzing 
the  r e l a t ionsh ip  between the  S t a t e  and 
t h e  functioning of a c a p i t a l i s t  mode of 
production. 

(1)  The Theory o f  the  S t a t e  i n  Relat ion t o  
the  Theory o f  t he  C a p i t a l i s t  Mode o f  
Production 
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The famous Marxist dictum t h a t  " the  
executive of  the modern S t a t e  is bu t  a 
committee f o r  managing t h e  common a f f a i r s  
of t he  whole bourgeoisie" (Communist Mani- 
f e s to ,  p. 44) w a s  i n  f a c t  meant as a pole- = response t o  the widespread i l l u s o r y  
claim t h a t  the S t a t e  expressed t h e  common 
i n t e r e s t s  of a l l .  But it is  hardly 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  as a b a s i s  for understanding 
the real r e l a t i o n s  between the  S t a t e  and 
capitalism. 
a b a s i c  understanding by showing how 
the S t a t e  must of necess i ty  f u l f i l l  c e r t a i n  
bas i c  funct ions i f  cap i t a l i sm is t o  be 
reproduced as an on-going system. 

exchange value which l i e  a t  t h e h e a r t o f  
the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  production pre- 
suppose : 

(1) the concept o f  a " j u r i d i c a l  per- 
son" or " individual"  (Grundrisse, pp. 243- 
61, s t r ipped  of a l l  t ies  of  personal de- 
pendence (such as those c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
of s lavery o r  t h e  feudal  era) and each and 
a l l  apparently "free"  t o  "co l l i de  with 
one another and t o  engage i n  exchange within 
this freedom" (E, pp. 163-4); 

ensures t h a t  individuals  can gain comand 
over use values only through ownership o r  
exchange: 

exchange ( the  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  o f  which is 
money) so t h a t  only the  exchange of equiva- 
l e n t s  i s  involved which means t h a t  indi-  
viduals approach each o t h e r  i n  the market 
place e s s e n t i a l l y  as equal as f a r  as the 
measure of exchange is concerned (w, 
p. 241). Money is, i n  s h o r t ,  t he  g r e a t  
l e v e l l e r .  

W e  can begin t o  bu i ld  such 

The s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  of exchange and 

(2) a system of property r i g h t s  which 

( 3 )  a common standard of  value i n  

(4) a condition of r ec ip roca l  de- 
pendence i n  exchange (as opposed t o  personal 
dependence) which r e s u l t s  from the f a c t  
t h a t  "each ind iv ldua l ' s  production i s  de- 
pendent on the production. . .and consump- 
t i o n  of a l l  o the r s "  (w, p. 156 and pp. 
242-5). The conditions of " f r ee  indivi-  
dua l i t y  and equa l i ty"  are the re fo re  "so- 
c i a l l y  determined" -- they can be achieved 
"only within the condi t ions l a id  down by 
soc ie ty  and with the means provided by 
society;  hence (they are) bound t o  the re- 
production of these condi t ions and means" (e, p. 156). From t h i s  arises the  
separat ion of p r iva t e  i n t e r e s t s  from s o c i a l  
n e c e s s i t i e s  , t he  la t ter  appearing as an 
"a l i en  power" ( t h e  S t a t e )  over t he  indi-  
vidual. 

Marx der ives  a fundamental i n s i g h t  from 
these proposit ions:  

E q u a l i t y  and freedom a r e  thus  
n o t  o n l y  r e s p e c t e d  i n  exchange based  
on exchange v a l u e s  b u t ,  a l s o ,  t h e  
exchange o f  exchange uaZues i s  t h e  
p r o d u c t i v e  r e a l  b a s i s  f o r  a l l  e q u a l i t y  

and f reedom.  As pure  i d e a s  t h e y  
a r e  mere ly  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  e x p r e s -  
s i o n  of t h i s  b a s i s ;  a s  deve loped  
i n  j u r i d i c a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  s o c i a l  
r e l a t i o n s ,  t h e y  a r e  mereZy t h i s  
b a s i s  t o  a h i g h e r  power (% 
p .  2 4 5 1 .  

The exchange r e l a t i o n s  embedded i n  
the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  production the re fo re  
give rise to  s p e c i f i c  notions concerning 
"the individual" ,  'freedom", "equality",  
" r igh t s " ,  ' j u s t i ce" ,  and t h e  l i k e .  Marx 
observed t h a t  such concepts t y p i c a l l y  
provide t h e  ideo log ica l  r a l l y i n g  cries 
of a l l  bourgeois revolut ions and he w a s  
a cons i s t en t  c r i t i c  of those who sought 
t o  formulate a revolutionary working 
class p o l i t i c s  i n  tenus of  "e t e rna l  
j u s t i c e "  and "equal r i g h t s "  s ince  these 
w e r e  concepts r e f l e c t i v e  of bourgeois 
social r e l a t i o n s  of exchange (see, f o r  
example, Cr i t i que  of t he  Gotha Programme). 
ConceDts of  t h i s  sort are more than mere 
ideolbgical  t o o l s ,  however. They connect 
to  the  State by becoming embedded formally 
i n  the system of bourgeois l a w .  The 
c a p i t a l i s t  S t a t e  must, of necessi ty ,  
support and enforce a system of l a w  which 
embodies concepts of property,  t he  indi-  
vidual ,  equa l i ty ,  freedom and r i g h t  which 
correspond t o  the social r e l a t i o n s  of ex- 
change under capi ta l ism.  

The b a s i c  paradox which Marx seeks to 
unravel i n  Capi ta l  is how a 'system of ex- 
change of commodities based i n  freedom and 
equa l i ty  can give rise t o  a r e s u l t  charac- 
t e r i z e d  by " inequal i ty  and unfreedom" 
(Grundrisse, p. 249; C a  i t a l ,  1, chapter 
5 and p. 684). 
course, i n  t he  c l a s s  character  of t he  
c a p i t a l i s t  r e l a t i o n s  of production which 
arose o u t  of a long h i s t o r i c a l  process 
i n  which labor  power became divorced from 
con t ro l  over the means of produztion 
which then became t h e  exclusive preserve 
of t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  class. Once created,  
these r e l a t i o n s  of  production and accu- 
mulation must necessa r i ly  be fostered,  
supported and enforced by the  use of  
S t a t e  power. P r iva t e  property r i g h t s  over 
t he  c o m o d i t i e s  being exchanged must be 
guaranteed so t h a t  "no one s e i z e s  hold 
of another 's  property by force" and so 
t h a t  "each d i v e s t s  himself from h i s  pro- 
pe r ty  vo lun ta r i ly"  (Grundrisse, p. 243) . 
Labor power is a commodity which means 
t h a t  it is  also a form of p r i v a t e  pro- 
pe r ty  over which the  laborer has exclu- 
s i v e  r i g h t s  of disposal .  Money provides 
t h e  veh ic l e  f o r  accumulation; it per- 
m i t s  t h e  individual  t o  carry "his  s o c i a l  
power, as w e l l  as h i s  bond w i t h  soc i e ty ,  
i n  h i s  pocket." (m, p. 157). Capital  
i s  nothing more, of course, than money 
put  back i n t o  production and c i r c u l a t i o n  
t o  y i e l d  more money. I f  money i s  t o  rep- 
r e sen t  real values t h e  same kind of S t a t e  
regulat ion of  money supply and c r e d i t  is 
c a l l e d  fo r .  Also, i f  t h e  p r o f i t  rate is 

The exp -4-- anation l ies,  of 
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to be equalized then both cap i t a l  and labor 
m u s t  be highly mobile which means that the 
Sta te  must act ively remove ba r r i e r s  t o  
mobility when necessary. I n  general, the 
State ,  and the system of l a w  i n  par t icu lar ,  
has a crucial  xole t o  play i n  sustaining 
and guaranteeing the s t a b i l i t y  of these 
basic relationships.  The guarantee of 
pr ivate  property r igh ts  i n  means of produc- 
t ion  and labor power, the enforcement of 
contracts, the protection of the mechan- 
isms f o r  accumulation, the elimination of 
barriers t o  mobility of cap i t a l  and labor 
and the s t ab i l i za t ion  of the money system 
(via  cent ra l  banking, for  example), a l l  f a l l  
within the f i e l d  of action of the State. 
In  a l l  of these respects the c a p i t a l i s t  
S ta te  becomes "the form of organization 
which the bourgeois necessarily adopt for  
in te rna l  and external purposes, for  the 
mutual guarantee of their property and - -  - 
in te res t s"  (The German Ideology, p. 8 0 ) .  
The c a p i t a l i s t  State cannot be anything 
other than an instrument of class domination 
because it is organized to sus ta in  the bas ic  
re la t ion  between cap i t a l  and labor. I f  i t  
w e r e  otherwise, then capitalism could 
not for  long be sustained. And because 
cap i t a l  is fundamentally anatagonistic 
t o  labor, Marx regards the bourgeois 
State as necessar i l  
of which h ec t ive  violence of the  
bourgeois class is v is i ted  upon labor. The 
corollary is, of course, t h a t  the bourgeois 
s t a t e  must be destroyed i f  a c lass less  
society is t o  be achieved. 

Capi ta l i s t  production and exchange 
are inherently "anarchistic". Individuals, 
each i n  pursui t  of h i s  o r  her  pr ivate  
in t e re s t s ,  cannot possibly take "the common 
in te res t"  -- even of the c a p i t a l i s t  class -- 
i n to  account i n  their actions.  Thus, the 
c a p i t a l i s t  S ta te  has a l so  t o  function as 
a vehicle through which the class i n t e r e s t s  
of the c a p i t a l i s t s  are expressed i n  a l l  
f i e lds  of production, c i rcu la t ion  and ex- 
change. It  plays an important ro l e  i n  re- 
gulating competition, i n  regulating the 
exploi ta t ion of labor (through, fo r  example, 
l eg is la t ion  on minimum wages and maximum 
hours of employment) and generally i n  
placing a f loor  under the processes of 
c a p i t a l i s t  exploi ta t ion and accumulation. 
The State m u s t  a l so  play an important ro l e  
i n  providing "public goods" and soc ia l  and 
physical infrastructures  which are necessary 
prerequis i tes  fo r  c a p i t a l i s t  production and 
exchange but which no individual c a p i t a l i s t  
would find i t  possible t o  provide a t  a 
prof i t .  And the State inevitably becomes 
involved i n  crisis management and i n  coun- 
te r ing  the tendency fo r  the r a t e  of p r o f i t  
t o  f a l l .  State intervention is necessary 
i n  a l l  of these respects because a sys- 
t e m  based on individual se l f - in te res t  and 
competition cannot otherwise express a 
col lect ive c lass  i n t e re s t .  

s t ep  fur ther .  

the vehicle by means 

We can take this kind of analysis one 
In  the Marxian theory of 

d i s t r ibu t ion ,  the surplus acquired 
through c a p i t a l i s t  production i s  s p l i t  
i n to  indus t r ia l  p ro f i t ,  i n t e r e s t  t o  f i -  
nance capi ta l ,  and ren t  t o  landlords. 
The homogeneity within the c a p i t a l i s t  
class breaks down i n t o  fract ions of 
cap i t a l  which are potent ia l ly  i n  con- 
f l i c t  with each other.  Other fragmen- 
ta t ions  -- between merchant capi ta l  and 
indus t r ia l  cap i t a l ,  fo r  example -- can 
a r i s e  out  of the divisions of function 
within the c a p i t a l i s t  system. These 
fragmentations lead t o  conf l ic t s  of 
i n t e re s t  within the c a p i t a l i s t  class 
as a whole. Factional struggles which 
from t i m e  t o  t i m e  may become highly 
destruct ive are therefore t o  be expected 
within the c a p i t a l i s t  class. The State 
here plays the role of an a rb i t e r  among 
these confl ic t ing in t e re s t s .  The State 
need not be neutral  i n  these conf l ic t s  
because it may be taken over by a frac- 
t ion  of cap i t a l  under cer ta in  circum- 
stances. 

W e  have so f a r  shown that Marx's 
analysis of the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of pro- 
duction can be paral le led a t  each s tep  
by a theore t ica l  derivation of cer ta in  
minimal S ta te  functions -- the equality 
and freedom of exchange must be preserved, 
property r igh t s  must  be protected and 
contracts  enforced, mobility preserved, 
the "anarchistic" and destructive aspects 
of c a p i t a l i s t  competition must be regulated, 
and the  conf l ic t s  of i n t e r e s t  between frac- 
t ions  of cap i t a l  mus t  be a rb i t ra ted  for  the 
"common good" of cap i t a l  as a whole. 
S t r i c t l y  speaking, w e  cannot go much 
fur ther  than t h i s  i n  deriving a theory of 
the c a p i t a l i s t  State. B u t  it is  useful t o  
consider two fur ther  general points about 
the State under capitalism, even though 
w e  depart  from a theore t ica l  derivation. 

F i r s t ,  it is easy t o  see tha t  a 
par t icu lar  form of the State  -- what w e  
may cal l  bourgeois soc ia l  democracy -- 
is  par t icu lar ly  well-equipped t o  m e e t  the 
formal requirements of the c a p i t a l i s t  
mode of production. I t  embodies a strong 
ideological and lega l  defense of equal i ty ,  
mobility and freedom of individuals a t  the 
same time a s  it is  highly protective of 
property r igh ts  and the basic  re la t ion  
between cap i t a l  and labor. 
market exchange economy charac te r i s t ica l ly  
thrives on a double-edged freedom which 
includes freedom of conscience, speech 
and employment a t  the same time a s  it 
incorporates freedom t o  exploi t ,  t o  gain 
pr ivate  p r o f i t  a t  public expense and t o  
monopolize the means of production. The 
committment of bourgeois democracy t o  
freedom is i n  fact a comittment t o  a l l  of 
these d i f fe ren t  kinds of freedom simul- 
taneously (cf. Polanyi, 1968, p. 7 4 ) .  
Under bourgeois democracy too, the separa- 
t ion  between pr ivate  in t e re s t s  and comunal 
needs as represented by the S ta te  is typi- 
ca l ly  accomplished by a separation between 

A c a p i t a l i s t  
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economic and p o l i t i c a l  power. P r iva t e  
property r i g h t s  form the b a s i s  of eco- 
nomic power b u t  under universal  su f f r age  
the p r iv i l eges  of p r i v a t e  property are 
replaced by one-person-one vote which 
forms the  immediate basis of p o l i t i c a l  
power. Under these condi t ions the  rela- 
t ionships  between class i n t e r e s t s ,  
economically conceived, and t h e  State as 
a p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t y  are rendered pecu- 
l i a r l y  opaque which, of  course, is ad- 
vantageous because it is then much easier 
f o r  the S t a t e  t o  maintain the  appearance 
of a n e u t r a l  arbiter amongst a l l  i n t e r e s t s .  
Under these conditions also, wealth has  t o  
employ its power i n d i r e c t l y .  Engels argued 
tha t :  

I t  does  t h i s  i n  two ways:  b y  
p l a i n  c o r r u p t i o n  of o f f i c i a l s ,  of 
which America i s  t h e  c l a s s i c  exam- 
p l e ,  and b y  an a l l i a n c e  be tween  t h e  
government and t h e  s t o c k  exchange 
( O r i g i n  of t h e  Family .  . . p .  1 5 7 ) .  

The mechanisms f o r  class domination of  t he  
bourgeois democratic state are, as 
Gramsci (1971 e d i t i o n )  and Miliband (1969) 
point  out ,  somewhat more pervasive and 
s u b t l e  than t h i s .  Also, t h e  fragmentation 
of the State i t s e l f  i n t o  separate i n s t i -  
t u t ions  -- Miliband (1969, p. 50) lists, 
f o r  example, the government, t he  administra- 
t i v e  bureaucracy, t he  military po l i ce ,  
the j u d i c i a l  branch, sub-central  government 
and parliamentary assemblies -- make it 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  any one f r a c t i o n  
of c a p i t a l  t o  gain complete con t ro l  of  a l l  
of t he  instruments of  class domination (al- 
though the  ex i s t ence  of a s tanding army and 
police force opens the  way to  m i l i t a r y  
d i c t a t o r s h i p ) .  The formal segakation of  
powers between executive,  legislature and 
jud ic i a ry  w r i t t e n  i n t o  the  American const i -  
t u t i o n  ,for example, w a s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  de- 
signed as a system of checks and balances 
t o  prevent t he  concentration of  p o l i t i c a l  
power i n  the hands of  any one sub-group. 
Such a s t r u c t u r e  ensures t h a t  t he  State 
can act as an e f f e c t i v e  a r b i t e r  between t h e  
various f r a c t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t s  within the  
c a p i t a l i s t  class ( i n  t h i s  r e spec t  the 
theory of p o l i t i c a l  plural ism catches one 
aspect  of t h e  t r u t h  about bourgeois p o l i t i -  
cal s t r u c t u r e s ) .  

tween economic and p o l i t i c a l  power lead us 
t o  a second po in t  which G r a m s c i  has done 
much t o  e luc ida te .  The ru l ing  class has 
t o  exercise  its hegemony over the State 
through a p o l i t i c a l  system which it can 
con t ro l  only i n d i r e c t l y .  In  the  context 
of bourgeois democracy t h i s  has  cer ta in  
important consequences. 
serve i t s  hegemony i n  the p o l i t i c a l  sphere,  
the r u l i n g  class may make concessions which 
are not  i n  i ts  own immediate economic 
i n t e r e s t .  Gramsci argues, however, t h a t  
" there  is a l s o  no doubt t h a t  such sacri- 
fices and such compromise cannot touch the  
e s s e n t i a l .  H e  thus a r r i v e s  a t  t he  following 

A considerat ion of t he  r e l a t i o n s  be- 

I n  o rde r  to pre- 

b a s i c  conception: 

The dominant group i s  coor -  
d i n a t e d  c o n c r e t e l y  o i t h  t h e  genera l  
i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  groups ,  
and t h e  l i f e  of t h e  S t a t e  i s  con- 
c e i v e d  of as a cont inuous  p r o c e s s  of 
f o r m a t i o n  and supersed ing  of un- 
s t a b l e  e q u i l i b r i a  (on t h e  j u r i d i c a l  
p l a n e )  be tween t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of 
t h e  fundamentat group and t h o s e  of 
t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  group8 -- e q u i l i -  
b r i a  i n  which t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of 
t h e  dominant group p r e v a i l ,  b u t  on ly  
up t o  a cer ta . tn  p o i n t ,  i . e .  s t o p p i n g  
s h o r t  of narrow2y c o r p o r a t e  economic 
i n t e r e s t s  (w p .  1 8 2 1 .  

Bourgeois democracy can survive only 
with t h e  consent of t he  majority of the 
governed while it must a t  t he  same t i m e  
express a d i s t i n c t i v e  ru l ing  class i n t e r e s t .  
This contradict ion can be resolved only 
i f  the State becomes a c t i v e l y  involved 
i n  gaining the  consent of  t he  subordi- 
nate  classes. Ideology provides one 
important charnel  and State power is 
consequently used t o  inf luence education 
and t o  con t ro l  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y ,  
t h e  flow of ideas  and information. The 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  ideology of the  
c a p i t a l i s t  class and t h a t  of  administra- 
t o r s  and bureaucrats a l s o  becomes of 
g r e a t  s ign i f i cance  (Miliband, 1969) . 
More importantly,  t h e  State may interna-  
l i z e  w i th in  i t s e l f  p o l i t i c a l  mechanisms 
which reflect the  class s t rugg le  be- 
tween c a p i t a l  and labor .  Therefore, a 
key funct ion is t o  organize and d e l i v e r  
c e r t a i n  b e n e f i t s  and guarantees t o  
labor  (minimum l i v i n g  standards and 
work conditions f o r  example) which may 
not  be, s t r i c t l y  speaking, i n  the  imme- 
d i a t e  economic i n t e r e s t  of the c a p i t a l i s t  
class. I n  r e tu rn ,  t h e  State receives  
the  general  a l l eg iance  of  t he  subordi- 
nate  classes, And, w e  may nota paranthe- 
t i c a l l y ,  S t a t e  power can then be used t o  
con t ro l  t h e  organizat ion of consumption 
which can be advantageous t o  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  class i n  t h e  long run because 
it s t a b i l i z e s  the market and accumulation. 
P o l i c i e s  which simultaneously support  
t h e  dominant ideology and provide material 
b e n e f i t s  are doubly appropriate of course. 
W e  can understand S t a t e  p o l i c i e s  towards 
working-class homeonwership, f o r  example, 
as simultaneously ideological  ( t he  pr in-  
c i p l e  of p r i v a t e  property r i g h t s  gains 
widespread support)  and economic (minimum 
standards of s h e l t e r  are provided and a 
new market f o r  c a p i t a l i s t  production is 
opened up) .  

sh ips  between the  S t a t e  and t h e  class 
s t rugg le  become somewhat ambiguous; 
it is c e r t a i n l y  inappropriate ,  therefore ,  
t o  regard the c a p i t a l i s t  S t a t e  as nothing 
more than a v a s t  c a p i t a l i s t  conspiracy 
f o r  the e x p l o i t a t i o n  of workers. Fur- 
t h e r ,  as G r a m s c i  (=, p. 182) points 

Under these  conditions,  t he  relat ion-  
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out, " internat ional  re la t ions  intertwine 
with these in te rna l  re la t ions  of nation- 
s t a t e s ,  creating new, unique and h i s to r i -  
c a l l y  concrete combinations". I t  is  i n  
t h i s  context, that the role  of the  state 
i n  re la t ion  to imperialism, becomes very 
important. In response t o  the organized 
power of labor within i t s  borders, a par- 
t i c u l a r  nation-state may seek to export 
the worst elements of c a p i t a l i s t  exploi- 
t a t ion  through imperialist domination of 
other countries. Imperialist  domination 
has other  functions a l so  -- f a c i l i t a t i n g  
capi ta l  export, preserving markets , main- 
taining access t o  an indus t r i a l  reserve 
army, and the l ike .  By these means a 
nation state may purchase the allegiance 
of elements of the working c lass  within 
its borders a t  the expense of labor 
i n  dependent countries a t  the same time 
88 it gains ideological leverage by 
disseminating the notions of national 
pride, empire and chauvinism which 
typical ly  accompany imper ia l i s t  policies 
(cf .  Lenin, 1949 edi t ion) .  

S t r i c t l y  speaking, these l a s t  obser- 
vations apply t o  an understanding of the 
actual his tory of the State ,  and of 
bourgeois social democracy i n  par t icu lar ,  
i n  the context of c a p i t a l i s t  soc ia l  fonna- 
t ions.  But theore t ica l  and concrete analyses 
have t o  be integrated a t  some point and the 
relat ion between exchange and production 
under capitalism and the general charac- 
teristics of the p o l i t i c a l  system we ca l l  
bourgeois democracy seems an excel lent  
point t o  begin upon such an integrat ion.  
The advantage of a purely theore t ica l  
approach t o  the State under the c a p i t a l i s t  
mode of production is t h a t  it helps us  t o  
distinguish,  as G r a m s c i  puts it, between 
what i s  "organic" (necessary) and what is 
"conjunctural" (accidental)  about the 
par t icu lar  form assumed by the Sta te  i n  
a par t icu lar  h i s t o r i c a l  s i tua t ion .  And 
there is  clearly a sense i n  which the capi- 
t a l i s t  m o d e  of production and bourgeois demo- 
cracy are organic t o  each other  rather 
than =rely conjuncturally related. In 
t h e i r  or igins ,  a t  l ea s t ,  the re la t ions  
between the two are not as mysterious as 
they now seem. The p o l i t i c a l  theory 
of Locke, fo r  example, which l ies a t  t h e  
root  of the  American const i tut ion and 
which provides a broad ideological basis  
for  most modern forms of bourgeois soc ia l  
democracy, has a def in i te  economic basis  , 
as MacPherson (1962) has b r i l l i a n t l y  
demonstrated. W e  do not have t o  delve too 
far i n t o  Locke to see the nature of t h i s  
economic basis -- we find, f o r  example, 
the lineaments of a labor theory of value, 
a de f in i t e  pr inciple  that only the laborer 
has the r igh t  t o  dispose of h i s  o r  her  
labor power, a defense of property r igh ts  
accompanied by a moral imperative t o  use 
the products of labor for  productive pur- 
poses and even a recognition that it is 
money which permits what Locke hypothesised 
as a "natural  state" of equal i ty  t o  be 
transformed i n t o  a morally ju s t i f i ab le  
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inequality v i a  accumulation. Marx 
(Theories of Surplus V a l u e  , I, pp. 365-7) 
regarded Locke's p o l i t i c a l  theories 
very spec i f ica l ly  as an ideological and 
p o l i t i c a l  re f lec t ion  of the  evident needs 
of a nascent c a p i t a l i s t  society.  Locke: 

llchampioned t h e  new b o u r g e o i s i e  
i n  e v e r g  w a g ,  t a k i n g  t h e  s i d e  of 
t h e  i n d u s t r i a l i s t s  a g a i n a t  t h e  o o r k -  
i n g  c l a s s  and a g a i n s t  t h e  p a u p e r s ,  
t h e  merchants a g a i n s t  t h e  o l d -  
f a s h i o n e d  u ~ u r e r s ,  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  
a r i s t o c r a c y  a g a i n s t  t h e  governments 
t h a t  were i n  d e b t ,  and he even  de -  
mons t ra ted  i n  one of h i 8  books  t h a t  
t h e  b o u r g e o i s  way o f  t h i n k i n g  w a s  
t h e  normal one f o r  human b e i n g s "  
( T h e o r i e s  of Surplus  Va lue ,  3 ,  p .  
5 0 2 ) .  

Insofar as Locke's p o l i t i c a l  theory pro- 
vided the ideology fo r  bourgeois demo- 
cracy and became incorporated i n  the 
superstructural  forms of t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  
s t a t e ,  t o  that degree the bourgeois s t a t e  
champions exactly those same interests. 
While capitalism can survive under a 
var ie ty  of p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t iona l  arrange- 
ments qu i te  w e l l ,  it appears that bourgeois 
democracy is a unique product of the 
economic re la t ions  presupposed i n  t h i s  
par t icu lar  mode of production. 

1 2 )  The S t a t e  in C a p i t a l i s t  S o c i e t y  

W e  have so f a r  considered the S ta te  
i n  abstract ion,  re la t ing  t o  the c a p i t a l i s t  
mode of production i n  par t icu lar .  A l -  
though it is  helpful t o  consider t h e  S ta te  
i n  such a manner, it i s  dangerous t o  pro- 
ject such understanding in to  concrete h i s -  
t o r i c a l  analyses uncr i t ica l ly .  The 
danger l ies i n  the tendency t o  pos i t  the 
State as some mystical autonomous en t i t y  
and t o  ignore t h e  in t racac ies  and subleties 
of i ts  involvement w i t h  other facets  of 
society.  I n  the Crit ique of t h e  Gotha 
Pro ranrme (pp. 17-18),  Marx complains 
b-of the  "riotous misuse" which t h e  
program m a k e s  of t h e  words "present-day 
s t a t e " .  Marx maintains t h a t  such a con- 
ception is a mere " f ic t ion"  because the 
s t a t e  "is d i f fe ren t  i n  the Prusso-German 
empire from what it is  i n  Switzerland, it 
is d i f fe ren t  i n  England from what it is 
i n  the United States." H e  does go on 
t o  point out,  however, that :  

"The d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e s  o f  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  civi l i a e d  c o u n t r i e s ,  
i n  s p i t e  of t h e i r  mani fo ld  d i v e r -  
s i t y  of form, a l l  have t h i s  i n  com- 
mon, t h a t  t h e y  ape based  on mo- 
dern  b o u r g e o i s  s o c i e t y ,  o n l y  one 
more o r  l e s s  c a p i t a l i s t i c a l l y  
d e v e l o p e d .  They have ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
a l s o  c e r t a i n  e s s e n t i a l  f e a t u r e s  i n  
common. I n  t h i s  s e n s e  i t  is 
p o s s i b l e  t o  speak of t h e  " p r e s e n t -  
d a y - s t a t e , "  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  
f u t u r e  i n  which i t s  p r e s e n t  r o o t ,  



bourgeois  s o c i e t y ,  W i l l  have d i e d  
away. 

It  is i n  t h i s  l a s t  sense that  w e  have 
so f a r  been considering t h e  S t a t e  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  capi ta l ism.  But as w e  move, 
as Marx would p u t  it, from the  a b s t r a c t  
and general  to the concrete and particu- 
lar, so we have to adapt our m o d e  of 
thinking and analysis .  Even theo re t i -  
c a l l y  it is important t o  recognize 
that :  

"the s t a t e  i s  n o t  a t h i n g .  . . 
i t  does n o t ,  a8 such, e x i s t .  What 
' t h e  s t a t e '  stands for  i s  a number 
of p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  which, 
t o g e t h e r ,  c o n s t i t u t e  i t 8  r e a l i t y ,  
and which i n t e r a c t  a8 par t8  of 
what may be c a l l e d  the s t a t e  8 y 8 -  
tern." (Mit iband,  1969,  p .  4 6 ) .  

S t r i c t l y  speaking, Miliband i s  inco r rec t  
i n  t h i s  designation. The S t a t e  should 
i n  f a c t  be viewed, l i k e  c a p i t a l ,  as a 
r e l a t ion  (Ollman, 1971, chap- 
ter 30) or as a process -- i n  t h i s  case 
a process of exe rc i s lng  power v i a  cer- 
t a i n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  arrangments. It is ,  
for  example, the app l i ca t ion  and enforce- 
ment of the l a w  which i s  of real material 
s ignif icance r a t h e r  than the s t r u c t u r e  
of l a w  i t s e l f .  But Miliband is q u i t e  
correct  when he argues t h a t  the S t a t e  
is much more than the  exe rc i se  of power 
by a government and t h a t  it has t o  include 
a l l  avenues whereby power can be exer- 
cised. I n  t h i s  t he  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e  
of i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  important (though not  
primary). And it is  useful  t o  have some 
way of categorizing these "State i n s t i t u -  
t ions"  i f  only t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  
diverse channels through which power can 
be exercised -- t he  jud ic i a ry ,  t he  
executive branch of government, t h e  
administration and bureaucracy, the 
l eg i s l a tu re ,  t he  m i l i t a r y  and po l i ce ,  
and so on, form various components within 
t h i s  system. And the fragmentations can 
be taken f u r t h e r  -- c e n t r a l  versus l o c a l  
governments , departmental r i v a l r i e s  and 
hierarchical  s t r u c t u r e s  within the  
bureaucracy, and the  l i k e ,  a l l  have t h e i r  
pa r t  t o  play. Many of these f ea tu res  may 
be purely conjunctural ,  bu t  the n e t  e f f e c t  
of the fragmentation of i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  
probably t o  make it easier t o  achieve " the 
formation and supersession of unstable 
equ i l ib r i a "  between f r a c t i o n s  of c a p i t a l  
and between the  dominant and the  dominated 
It is hardly su rp r i s ing ,  t he re fo re ,  t o  
find contemporary p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t s  
focussing a t t e n t i o n  on the processes of 
exchange within bureaucracies,  between 
bureacracies and l e g i s l a t u r e s  a t  t h e  
same t i m e  as they f ind  it appropriate t o  
analyse co l l ec t ive  act ion and p o l i t i c a l  
l i f e  i n  terms of  market  r a t i o n a l i t y .  

course, is t h a t  t he  State as w e  usual ly  
The point  t o  be emphasized here,  of 

speak of it is  an abstract category, 
which may be appropriate  f o r  general i -  
zing about t h e  c o l l e c t i v i t y  of pro- 
cesses whereby power is exercised and 
f o r  considering t h a t  c o l l e c t i v e l y  with- 
i n  the t o t a l i t y  of  a s o c i a l  formation. 
But t h e  S t a t e  is not  an appropriate  C a t e -  
gory f o r  descr ibing t h e  a c t u a l  processes 
whereby power is exeltcieed. To appeal 
to  the  category "the S ta t e"  as a "moving 
force" i n  the  course of concrete h i s t o r i -  
cal ana lys i s  is, i n  s h o r t ,  to  engage i n  
a myst i f icat ion.  

The conception of t h e  State as a 
supe r s t ruc tu ra l  form which has  its 
b a s i s  i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  mode of produc- 
t i o n  ( i n  t h i s  case, 'capitalism) is per- 
f e c t l y  appropriate  f o r  purposes of theo- 
retical ana lys i s ,  bu t  such a conception 
is s ingu la r ly  inappropriate  when naively 
projected i n t o  t h e  study of  t he  h i s t o r y  
of ac tua l  c a p i t a l i s t  societies. The 
bourgeois S t a t e  d id  not arise as some 
automatic r e f l e c t i o n  of t he  growth of 
c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  State 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  had t o  be pa in fu l ly  con- 
s t r u c t e d  and a t  each s t e p  along the  way 
power could be and w a s  exercised through 
them t o  help create the  very r e l a t i o n s  
which state i n s t i t u t i o n s  w e r e  u l t i -  
mately t o  r e f l e c t .  Marx p l a i n l y  a i d  not  
regard t h e  State as a passive element 
i n  h i s to ry .  The in s t rumen ta l i t i e s  of 
t he  S t a t e  (some of  which w e r e  feudal 
i n  o r i g i n )  w e r e  used t o  g r e a t  e f f e c t  
i n  the  e a r l y  development of capitalism. 
S t a t e  power was used to  f r e e  i n d u s t r i a l  
c a p i t a l  from usurious i n t e r e s t  rates 
(Theories of Surplus Value, 3, pp. 468-91, 
t o  provide many of  t h e  "necessary pre- 
r e q u i s i t e s "  i n  t h e  form of f ixed c a p i t a l  
i n  t h e  b u i l t  environment -- docks, harbors, 
t r anspor t  systems, and the  l i k e  (Ca i t a l  

provide mechanisms f o r  concentration of 
wealth through t h e  mercantile form of 
imperialism (Ca i t a l ,  1, chapter 31 and 
'3, chapter  2 0 h  State power w a s  used 
indiscr iminately and i n  many instances 
q u i t e  b r u t a l l y  t o  create the  b a s i c  re- 
l a t i o n  between c a p i t a l  and labor .  Primi- 
t i v e  accumulation, t h e  i n i t i a l  divorce 
of  labor  from t h e  means of production 
and from the  land,was accomplished by 
force o r  through the  l ega l i zed  violence 
of t he  State v i a ,  f o r  example, t he  en- 

2, p: 233: Grundrisse, pp. 5 30-3 3* 

closure acts i n  England 
chapter 2 8 ) .  Labor l a w s  
of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  repression forced t h e  
dispossessed labor  i n t o  t h e  work force 
and helped t o  impose the  work d i s c i p l i n e  
necessary f o r  capi ta l ism (Ca i t a l ,  1, p. 
271). 
w e r e  organized through the  exe rc i se  of 
State power i n  t h e  e a r l y  s t ages  of 
c a p i t a l i s t  development ( t h i s  w a s  t he  
case i n  nineteenth century Germany and 
is epitomized by the  Brazi l ian case i n  
modern t i m e s )  . 

Even whole s e c t o r s  7% o pro uction 
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Reading Marx, i t  is very d i f f i c u l t  to 
imagine the b i r t h  of  capi ta l ism without 
the exercise  of State power and the crea- 
t i o n  of  S t a t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  which prepared 
the ground f o r  the emergence of ful l - f ledged 
c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i a l  r e l a t ions .  Y e t  w e  are so 
l u l l e d  by the imaqe of an economic b a s i s  and 
a superstructure  which merely r e f l e c t s  i n  
the bas i s ,  that we tend t o  think of 
the S t a t e  i n  a purely passive r o l e  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  c a p i t a l i s t  h i s to ry .  The cele- 
brated statement i n  A Contribution to  t h e  
Cri t ique of P o l i t i c a l  Economy (p. 21 )  
t h a t  "changes i n  the economic foundation 
lead sooner o r  later t o  the trahsforma- 

'tion of the whole immense Superstructure" 
appears p a r t i c u l a r l y  misleading i f  taken 
a t  i ts  face value and appl ied t o  t h e  
S t a t e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  c a p i t a l i s t  h i s to ry .  
B u t  even i n  t h i s  passage Marx quickly 
counters by point ing ou t  t h a t  it is i n  
the  " l ega l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  r e l ig ious ,  ar- 
t i s t i c  o r  philosophic" realms t h a t  "men 
become conscious of c o n f l i c t  and f i g h t  it 
o u t , "  The "economic basis" and the 
superstructure  come i n t o  being simulta- 
neously and not  s equen t i a l ly  -- t he re  is 
a dialectical i n t e r a c t i o n  between them. 
We have been misled, too,  i n t o  thinking 
t h a t  State interventionism is  exclusively 
a phenomenon of la te  -- some would say, 
decadent -- capi ta l ism.  "S ta t e  capi ta l ism" 
w a s  i n  f a c t  very prevalent  i n  the  e a r l y  
years of c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i a l  formations. 
Once capi ta l ism matures, of course, and 
once a l l  the necessary s t a t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
have been created,  the l a w s  wr i t t en ,  
t he  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of  l a w  e s t ab l i shed  by 
precedent, then the question of the State 
appears to fade more i n t o  the background 
simply because bourgeois s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  
have become one with it. Indeed, t he re  
may be a movement towards the p r i v a t i -  
zat ion of publ ic  functions.  But t he  move- 
ment towards l a i s s e r - f a i r e  has always 
been more ideological  than r e a l .  I t  
merely amounted t o  the in s i s t ence  t h a t  
c e r t a i n  functions of the market should be 
allowed t o  operate f r ee ly .  It w a s  very 
easy  t o  demand " f r ee  t rade" i n  nineteenth 
century B r i t a i n  when t h a t  country w a s  a t  
t he  cen te r  of c a p i t a l  accumulation and 
possessed the  i n d u s t r i a l  capacity t o  domi- 
nate  the world market. But even a t  the 
height  of l a i s s e r - f a i r e ,  any challenge t o  
the b a s i c  capi ta l - labor  r e l a t i o n  w a s  
quickly m e t  with coercion and repression 
as  the B r i t i s h  labor movement quickly found 
out  i n  the  years  of C h a r t i s t  a g i t a t i o n .  
I t  may w e l l  be, of course, t h a t  the State 
has changed its functions with t h e  growth 
and maturing of capi ta l ism.  B u t  the notion 
t h a t  capi ta l ism ever  functioned without 
the close and s t rong involvement of the 
S t a t e  i s  a myth t h a t  deserves t o  be correc- 
ted.  

The rise of cap i t a l i sm w a s  accompanied 
and i n  some respects  preceeded by the crea- 
t i o n  o f ,  and transformation o f ,  S t a t e  i n s t i -  
t u t ions  and functions t o  meet the s p e c i f i c  

needs of capi ta l ism.  The bourgeois 
state emerged o u t  of a transformation of 
t he  feudal  state. The forms of t he  feudal 
state var ied a great dea l  and because they 
were, i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  r a w  materials o u t  of 
which t h e  bourgeois states w e r e  fashioned, 
they have l e f t  t h e i r  mark upon contem- 
porary state forms. There are, of course, 
some important exceptions. The United 
States,  Canada, A u s t r a l i a  and New Zealand 
had no feudal soc ie ty  t o  overcome (al-  
though c e r t a i n  feudal i n s t i t u t i o n s  w e r e  
t ransplanted)  and these states d i f f e r  
q u i t e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  from Europe (where 
various forms of feudal state ex i s t ed )  
and Lat in  America (where a curious hybrid 
form o f  feudal capitalism w a s  implanted 
by the  Spanish and Portuguese se t t l emen t ) .  
Within Europe the re  were s u b s t a n t i a l  
d i f f e rences  i n  feudal s t r u c t u r e .  The 
power of t he  peasant "estate" i n  Sweden 
and the  power of a g r i c u l t u r a l  and mer- 
chant c a p i t a l  i n  England a f t e r  the Dissolu- 
t i o n  gave t o  both of these countr ies  a 
f a r  broader base f o r  p o l i t i c a l  power than 
w a s  poss ib l e  i n ,  say,  Spain o r  Prussia.  
And the process of transformation i t s e l f  
d i f f e r e d  markedly from place t o  place.  
The v i o l e n t  process of transformation i n  
France e f f e c t i v e l y  eliminated the  feudal  
a r i s toc racy .  The slow process of t rans-  
formation i n  England a f t e r  t he  c i v i l  w a r  
r e su l t ed  i n  the  steady in t eg ra t ion  of 
a r i s toc racy  and landowners f i r s t  i n t o  
c a p i t a l i s t  a g r i c u l t u r e  and later, during 
t h e  nineteenth century,  i n t o  the i n d u s t r i a l  
power s t r u c t u r e .  In both cases the 
character  of  t he  t r a n s i t i o n  has placed 
an i n d e l i b l e  stamp upon t h e  subsequent 
q u a l i t y  of p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  
differences between these countr ies  have 
t o  be understood aga ins t  t he  background 
of these  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  h i s t o r i c a l  ex- 
periences and the c u l t u r a l  and p o l i t i c a l  
t r a d i t i o n s  t o  which they have given b i r t h .  
W e  have a l s o  t o  see the  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of 
the S t a t e  and the  r e l a t i o n s  which are 
expressed through these i n s t i t u t i o n s  as 
constant ly  i n  the process of being re- 
shaped and re-fashioned. In c e r t a i n  of 
h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s ,  the E i  hteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte i h a r ,  
Marx provides us with examples of t h i s  
process a t  work. W e  are su re ly  obl igated 
t o  understand t h i s  aspect t o  t h e  S t a t e  
i n  the same manner. Y e t  i n  t he  midst 
of a l l  of the complexities,  accidental  
events,  f l u i d  and unstable i n t e r a c t i o n s ,  
which surround polit ical ,  l e g a l ,  admini- 
s t r a t i v e  and bureaucrat ic  l i f e ,  w e  cannot 
afford to lose  s i g h t  of t he  e s s e n t i a l  
Marxian in s igh t s .  Somehow o r  o the r ,  t h e  
c a p i t a l i s t  s tate has t o  perform i ts  
b a s i c  functions.  Should it f a i l  t o  do 
so, then it must e i t h e r  be reformed o r  
else capi ta l ism must i t s e l f  give way t o  
some o the r  method of organizing mater ia l  
production and d a i l y  l i f e .  

discussion by posing th ree  unresolved 

The p o l i t i c a l  

I t  is  perhaps use fu l  t o  conclude this 
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ques t ions  -- ques t ions  which w i l l  l i k e l y  be 
resolved as much through concre te  material 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  of h i s t o r y  as through f u r t h e r  
t h e o r e t i c a l  a n a l y s i s .  

(1) To what degree do t h e  var ious  as- 
pects and i n s t r u m e n t a l i t i e s  o f  S t a t e  power 
y i e l d  t o  t h e  S t a t e  a r e l a t i v e l y  autonomous 
func t ion  i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  t h e  p a t h  of 
c a p i t a l i s t  development and t o  what degree 
can state f u n c t i o n a r i e s  act as pure ly  n e u t r a l  
o r  even se l f - se rv ing  arbiters i n  class and 
intra-class c o n f l i c t ?  These ques t ions  
have been i n  t h e  f o r e f r o n t  of  much of 
Poulantzas  I s  r ecen t  work. 

( 2 )  To what degree can t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  
S t a t e  vary i t s  forms and s t r u c t u r e s  t o  
give t h e  appearance o f  q u i t e  s u b s t a n t i a l  
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  amongst t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  
na t ions  whi le  f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  b a s i c  func t ion  
of s u s t a i n i n g  a c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y  and en- 
su r ing  t h e  reproduct ion  o f  t h a t  s o c i e t y ?  
I n  o t h e r  words, what v a r i e t y  o f  i n s t i t u -  
t i o n s  is p o s s i b l e  given t h e  assumption o f  
a b a s i c  underlying purpose t o  s ta te  ac- 
t i o n .  

(3)  Which s t r u c t u r e s  and func t ions  
wi th in  t h e  S t a t e  are "organic"  t o  t h e  
c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion  and there-  
fore b a s i c  t o  t h e  s u r v i v a l  of  c a p i t a l i s t  
s o c i a l  formations and which are, i n  G r a m -  
sc i ' s  phrase,  pure ly  conjunctura l?  

These ques t ions  are no t  un re l a t ed  t o  
each o t h e r  and they  l i e  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of  
any understanding as t o  how S t a t e  power 
can be and is used i n  a s o c i e t y  which re- 
mains b a s i c a l l y  c a p i t a l i s t  whi le  cons t an t ly  
s h i f t i n g  and changing i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  
forms. 
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