
6 Conclusion

According to the main argument of this book, the state concept has been
both constitutive of and foundational to large parts of modern political
science, making statism – understood as the presupposed presence of the
state – a salient feature of modern political discourse, whether we like it or
not. This argument was formulated against the backdrop of a more philo-
sophical claim about the role of criticism in sustaining the constituting
authority of the state by transgressing the discursive prohibition against
questioning the ultimate foundations of authority. In order to substanti-
ate this claim with textual evidence, the rest of the book focused partly on
the formation of scientific political discourse, and partly on those parts
of political discourse that have since then been critical of the state.

So what can we conclude from this analysis of the discourse on the
state during the past century? First, we have seen how the state concept
emerged within modern political discourse as a point of condensation
by virtue of its ability to contain a series of profound dualities within
that discourse. From having been abstracted from rulers as well as ruled,
this concept acquired a certain historicity that made possible a symbolic
identity between rulers and ruled within the state, expressed through
the self-enoblement of the Third Estate into Nation, and Hegel’s later
conceptualization of this fusion as a condition of modern political sub-
jectivity at large. This concept, passing through the hands of the German
historicists, was both empirical and transcendental: empirical in so far
as it denoted a uniform object of inquiry, transcendental in so far as it
conditioned the possibility of a domain of knowledge that was to become
the fertile ground out of which an autonomous science of politics later
could emerge, firmly focused on the state as an object of inquiry.

The concept of the state came to constitute a strategic resource and the
very foundation of a modern science of politics by furnishing the quest
for disciplinarity with identity, autonomy and authority. As I have argued,
modern political science became logically interconnected with that con-
cept through a transference of symbolic attributes between the emergent
field of knowledge and its object of inquiry. The concept of the state not
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only provided the focal object of that science, but was also a condition
of its being distinctively ‘political’ and ‘scientific’. Hence, the state has
not been constituted in and through political discourse, but rather the
other way around: the presupposed presence of the state has constituted
this discourse as at once scientific and political. And through this devel-
opment, or so I argued, the concept of the state was removed from the
domain of the politically contestable, as was the question of authority
in general. Already at this rather early stage, scientification represents a
reversal of Sattelzeit hopes of contestability and democratic transparency
in political discourse, and brings a superficial substitution of scientific
authority for political authority to bear on that discourse.

After the turn of the last century, or so it appears, the state concept
becomes a theoretical battleground, and is intensely contested as to its
meaning, reference and analytical value. Starting with the pluralist on-
slaught, a conviction gradually emerges that the fictitious character of the
state conceals the true pluralistic nature of modern political life, and that
this concept is therefore redundant to any scientific understanding of poli-
tics as well as to democratic political practice. Provided with an impetus
from logical empiricism and legal positivism, this critique gradually shifts
from a mere denial of the reality of the state to a relentless questioning of
the analytical value of the concept on the grounds of its inherent opacity
and ambiguity. Finally we find the state concept being replaced by a suc-
cession of semantic equivalents, themselves implying statist solutions to
the problem of political order within what supposedly was purified and
stateless discourse. At this stage, the quest for a scientific understanding
of politics removed itself from concerns that were themselves ‘political’;
but however redundant the state concept was made to look, the more
unquestionable the presence of the state within the problematics of that
science became.

Partly as a response to what looked like an ideological concealment of
actual power relations within the capitalist societies, the state was brought
back into analytical focus. Being defined by its a priori dependence on the
socioeconomic forces of civil society, and partly by its ability to conceal
these realities, the state concept was gradually redefined to encompass a
degree of autonomy necessary to explain the reproductive requirements
of the capitalist political order sustaining it. However, the effort to bring
the state back in succeeded in one way because it failed in another: only
when the ambition to conceptualize the state in critical terms had been
abandoned could the concept be brought back in; and yet there was an
indivisible remainder of unexplained political authority left at the core of
critical state theory. The net effect of this unmasking gesture was thus
perverse in its own terms, in so far as it contributed to a reaffirmation
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184 The Critique of the State

of the same concept whose presence had initially constituted the main
target of critical state theory.

The above kinds of critical discourse accepted the same constitutive
distinctions – between the state and the international, and the state and
society – that had once emerged simultaneously with the modern state
concept. What the latest generation of state critics has attempted is noth-
ing less than a wholesale undoing of this entire conceptual edifice, com-
monly identified with political modernity. Arguing that the above distinc-
tions and the categories thus distinguished are wholly contingent upon a
political discourse, which in turn is contingent upon nothing but itself,
these critics sought either to denaturalize the state from without or to
temporalize the state from within. Either way, however, the same master
distinctions that conditioned the possibility of the state reemerged, either
in terms of a disjunction between state and society, or in terms of the
self-identity of the polity, thus jeopardizing the intended outcome of the
critical project.

Yet beneath this entire polemic we find a series of tacit agreements
about what to disagree about. First, during the twentieth century, theo-
rists dealing with the state concept have gone about their critical project
as if the state were ‘out there’, yet representing something opaque to be
unmasked in order to find its underlying ‘truth’. This might seem trivial,
but reveals what in fact is a contradictory attitude to the object of criti-
cism. The state is invariably interpreted as both identical with itself and
real enough to merit critical attention, yet this criticism has as its ulti-
mate task to demonstrate the fictitious character of the state by reducing
its conceptual identity to something allegedly more basic and real, be it
group interests, governmental processes, political systems, social classes
or discursive practices. The objective reality and self-identity of the state
is thus as much a condition of criticism as it is its ultimate target: if no one
could be suspected of believing the state to be self-identical and some-
how real, the criticism would not only lose its bite but also its rationale. A
critical theory of the state would then look as relevant and useful to us as
a critical theory of unicorns. That is, the political subject in whose name
criticism is undertaken is itself based on the authority to demarcate that
subject from its other, posited as a presence on either the inside or the
outside of the state, so that ultimately, criticism shares the conditions of
possibility of its object.

Second, we have been able to see that by accepting the conceptual
self-identity of the state as a starting point of that criticism, the criti-
cal strategies devoted to its reconceptualization themselves amount to a
reaffirmation of the importance of the state concept within political dis-
course. Put differently, we have seen how the critical efforts have turned
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the concept singled out for criticism into a foundational and inescapable
presence within political discourse. So, far from having escaped the myth-
ical foundations of state authority as constituting authority by subjecting
it to the secular rituals of scientific criticism, the mystery of the state
has been preserved largely thanks to this critical spirit, and its capacity
to hold the discourse on the state together throughout the theoretical
discontinuities that it has gone through.

Third, the fact that the state concept has constituted a theoretical bat-
tleground in its own right has not implied that the state concept itself
has been an apple of discord in any substantial sense. Rather, it seems as
though the presence of the state concept has conditioned the theoretical
discord without itself being subjected to it. The state concept has been
able to function as a battleground by itself being removed from contes-
tation by the way the battle has been fought. Thus, and contrary to the
belief that a scientification of political discourse would bring the blessings
of transparency to the system of political concepts and the conditions of
their usage, both the scientification and the critique of this ambition seem
to have produced similar results in terms of a net decrease in contestabil-
ity. It is fully possible to disagree over the proper meaning and reference
of the state concept and thus also about the ontological status of the
state; but it is virtually impossible to envisage constellations of authority
and community beyond the state without ceasing to be either political or
scientific, at least in any recognizably modern sense of those latter terms.

Yet it would be grossly unfair to turn the above observations against
the critics of the state, since they have merely sought to do what Kant
wanted to forbid and make impossible all at once. They wanted to bring
the critical project of modernity closer to completion by emancipating
us from any remnants of constituting authority, and stripping political
science from predemocratic political metaphysics. In fact, they have all
been right in doing what they have done, but they have been humanly
unaware of what their doings in turn have done. We have to judge them
by Christian standards, not Freudian or Lacanian ones. But we are now
in a better position to understand the politics of the Kantian prohibition:
to forbid what anyway is held to be impossible is a matter of making that
something impossible by tempting the transgression of that which is for-
bidden, and which only can exist by virtue of being produced through
transgression. To my mind, this is exactly what has happened within
the critical discourse of the state, and this also constitutes its political
rationality; being nothing but a succession of transgressive speech-acts
provoked by the prohibition to criticize authority, and being aimed at
exposing the unsacred origins of authority by reducing it to the undoubt-
edly mundane and tangible, the discourse on the state has unwittingly
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but inevitably created the impossibility it set out to undo. Simply put,
systematic disbelief in the material reality of the state is the main con-
dition of its symbolic reality, and its symbolic presence within discourse
is the main condition of its functioning as real: the authority of the state
resides precisely in the ritual unmasking of it that is authorized by the
critical spirit of modernity itself, an authorization that has turned it into
a perceived necessity.

Therefore, to criticize the state for not corresponding to or represent-
ing something really real ‘out there’ is to miss the point entirely, simply
because the reality of the state consists precisely in being already sym-
bolically present before the conceptualization of the ‘out there’ of the
political scientist. Thus our late modern monarchomac is able to know
with perfect certainty that the state does not represent an independent
reality, that it does not exist apart from the plurality of components that
compose it, the multitude of classes whose antagonism sustains it, or the
discursive practices that constitute it. In short, the state critic is fully en-
titled to feel confident that the state is opaque, ambiguous, fictitious and
constructed all the way down. But precisely by virtue of this very certi-
tude, the state critic is as free to think and act as if the state existed as
the ordinary citizen subjects in whose name the critic speaks and whom
he or she promises to emancipate from their subjection to the ponderous
reality of the state, and this always in the name of some imagined political
community lurking beyond the state. For how can a mere fiction ever be
a threat to one’s freedom?

This brings us over to the question of the proper identity of the state.
The eigenvalue of the state concept is nothing but a certain relationship
that authority entertains with itself: that of presupposing itself as a con-
dition of itself; of constituting itself as a constituted by positing a differ-
ence between appearance and reality within itself as a condition of itself,
thereby successfully appearing as one in the world. Therefore, ultimately,
the state must remain a fiction in order to operate as real, and can only
remain a fiction as long as it is taken as real, and it is only taken as real as
long as its reality is open to some doubt. And corollary: the truth of the
state is a truth whose validity resides in being taken as a lie; it is only as
long as the state is seen as a ‘deception’ that it can continue to exercise
any authority. So contrary to what the company of state critics tend to
believe, authority is always virtual and symbolic, and the way to sustain
this virtual and symbolic authority is not through reification of something
that is really not that real, but rather through critically and systematically
doubting its reality as measured against something really more real. This,
I contend, is very much what late modern political science has been doing
when criticizing the state.

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 20098BB 4 9 7  , /  
,1 2 9475 , 5 B5 C 5 1D19 12 5 1B 8BB  1 2 9475 7 5 B5  

1454 8BB  1 2 9475 7 5 0 9D5 9B ,1 2 9475 .1 1B C2:5 B B B85

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511490170.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Conclusion 187

So at the end of the day the question of the reality of the state turns
out to be irrelevant to questions of its obsolescence or permanence. Re-
turning to Weber, we are now in a position to see how the famous claim
to a legitimate monopoly of force already presupposes primordial and
symbolic authority as the condition of its success, and how the author-
ity necessary for that success resides in the claim itself, and not in the
legitimacy it creates as a consequence of its success. The Weberian state
does not and cannot exist in the substantial and robust sense of later state
theory, but exists only as a claim whose ultimate fulfilment is and must
be held in suspense as the condition of its success. The state is thus not
‘out there’ but rather ‘in here’, in the constitutive self-referentiality of its
concept. From a Weberian viewpoint, the state is thus ultimately nothing
but a claim to authority that authorizes itself by containing its negation in
the form of hypothetical rival claims to the same authority: otherwise the
state would not need to be a claim but could as well be defined as a fact
capable of realization. As we have seen, the critique of the state is nothing
but the symbolic embodiment of that rival claim within discourse.

Therefore, we would only have arrived at the end of the state at the very
moment it lost its symbolic authority. This would be the moment when its
contestation had become utterly pointless because it had become too real
to be rendered apparent, and yet totally transparent to the critical spirit
then ruling it. This will be the point when the founding of the critique
of the state is repeated in a brief moment of terror, holding all of us at
gunpoint: ‘the state is dead, long live the state!’

But where does this analysis of the proper identity of the state leave
us with respect to the problem of political order, and the possibilities
of conceptualizing political order beyond or without the state? We have
seen how statism constitutes the phantasmic support of the authority
of the modern state, and how our statist intellectual predispositions are
reinforced rather than undermined by the critique of the state. This
implies that the possible outcomes of the ongoing transformation of
world politics will remain effectively hidden to us only as long as we
remain critical of the state. Being critical of the state not only affirms its
symbolic authority, but also implies that new forms of political order can
only be conceptualized after, and then perhaps as a consequence of, the
total demise of the old state-centric one. But things never die simply as
a consequence of their obituary having been written in advance, nor are
new things born out of the prophesied demise of old ones.

Political discourse and political order rarely evolve in tandem, and their
respective evolutionary paths are never unilinear or uniform. If we are to-
day living through what many commentators believe is a profound trans-
formation of the modern political order – the possible demise of the
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188 The Critique of the State

modern state as the privileged source and locus of political authority and
community – we could hardly expect this to be indicated by a discursive
silence or an intensified criticism of the state within political discourse.
Rather, the most likely discursive correlate of such an institutional cri-
sis would be exactly what we are experiencing today within globalization
theory: a resurgence of interest in the state, sustained by reification and
nostalgia, and coupled with a feeling of discursive entrapment. Only when
the fear of statism finally subsides will the state as the foci imaginarii of
political theory.
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