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State Autonomy – A Conceptual
Framework

Introduction – the relative autonomy of the state

The principle of economic determination entails that economic 
phenomena explain (or determine) non-economic phenomena. The
reach of economic determination within Marxist theory may be
clarified by distinguishing between the claims of Marxist sociology
and the theory of history.1 The sociology does not claim that all
non-economic phenomena are explained in economic terms, but it
does claim that they are (or may be) so explained in their ‘broad
lines’ (Cohen, 1988, p. 177). The theory of history, understood as 
a ‘restricted’ doctrine, is more limited in scope. This is because a
restricted range of non-economic phenomena is functionally
explained by the nature of the economic structure. In other words
the theory of history restricts itself to explanation of only those
non-economic phenomena that are ‘economically relevant’ in the
sense of meeting some functional requirement or ‘system need’ of
the economic structure. It is only these non-economic phenomena
that are included in the ‘legal and political superstructure’. In
general terms the function of the superstructure is to ‘stabilise’ the
economic structure.2

Thus the theory of history restricts both the economic and non-
economic elements of economic determination. ‘The nature of the eco-
nomic structure functionally explains the character of the legal and
political superstructure’ essentially means ‘the functional requirements
of the economic structure explain the occurrence of non-economic
phenomena that meet those requirements’.3 In other words the theory
of history does not exhaust economic determination – there may be
other economic causes of other non-economic effects. These fall
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outside the scope of the theory of history, but may come within the
ambit of Marxist sociology.

Although the terms ‘state’ and ‘superstructure’ are not synonymous
the designation ‘legal and political’ does suggest that the superstruc-
ture has to do largely with the state. Since functional explanation is
intended to capture the effects (functions) of the superstructure on the
economic structure, it will largely be concerned with the uses of state
power, that is, a range of state actions or forms of intervention directed
at the economy. As well as functions, the form of the state may also 
be functionally explained where reorganisation occurs so as to alter 
the ‘strate.g.ic selectivity’ of the state in line with the interests of the
capitalist class and/or needs of capital.

The issue of the (relative) autonomy of the state now arises, that is,
whether the functionally explained form and functions of the state are
reducible to the functional requirements of the economic structure. One
way of thinking about the explanatory autonomy of the state is that it
entails its non-reducibility to the nature of the economic structure. In
this vein, though conceived more narrowly, Elster argues that

the state has explanatory autonomy when (and to the extent that)
its structure and policies cannot be explained by the interest of an
economically dominant class … autonomy is defined ne.g.atively, as
the absence of class interest explanation (1985, p. 405).4

In this sense autonomy points to a gap in the explanation – the part
that the explanation cannot reach. It points to the need to identify
other types of explanation or causal influences that bear on the state’s
structure and policies. In other words the state has explanatory auton-
omy in relation to a specific explanation (here, class interest), but this
does not preclude, in principle, the possibility of a fully determinate
account of the structure and policies of the state.5

The gap might be filled by explanation in terms of other types of
interests and social forces and/or by structural constraints so that, in
the end, a fully determinate society-centred account of the state is 
possible, at least in principle. On the other hand, autonomy might 
be understood, in part, in terms of the independent capacity of the
state to pursue its own interests, that is, by invoking a state-centred
explanation. It is this meaning, the power of the state to act and not
simply be determined by external forces and pressures, that is often
found in Marxist conceptions of relative autonomy (Miliband, 1977;
Block, 1987).
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Although Elster refers to the absence of class interest explanation, the
suggested dichotomy between autonomy and reductionism is mislead-
ing. It is better to say that the state has explanatory autonomy to the
extent that class interest (or economic) explanation is absent. This means
that autonomy is greater (or less) according to whether the power of eco-
nomic explanation is less (or greater). In Marxist theory the concept of
relative autonomy is intended to capture this ‘in-between’ position,
avoiding both reductionism and simple autonomy. But there is a range
of ‘in-between’ positions with greater or lesser degrees of autonomy.
More specifically, then, relative autonomy is intended to convey the
explanatory primacy of the nature of the economic structure and, corre-
spondingly, the severely restricted scope of state autonomy. Though the
state has potential for autonomy, its actual autonomy is confined or con-
strained by the causal power that the economy exercises over it. The
aspects of the structure and policies of the state that are functionally
explained by the economy are largely or primarily explained in this way.
To make good this claim we will defend two arguments against criticisms
from Jessop: that the state should be conceived as a subject capable of
exercising power, and that a multiplicity of causal chains is compatible
with the existence of strong tendencies in social theory.

The potential for state autonomy

The potential autonomy of the state may be related to three considera-
tions: the institutional separation of the state from civil society; the
nature of the state as a ‘power container’; and, the force of society-
centred pressures and influences. Institutional separation is a key char-
acteristic of the form of the capitalist state which means that its
operation is autonomous from the operation of the economy and the
circuit of capital. The state has its own ‘institutional logics and modes
of calculation’ distinct from those of the economy (Jessop, 2002, 
p. 41). Further, the state has its own personnel, in principle separate
from actors in the capitalist market. These factors create the potential
for state autonomy, but this involves something else: the capacity of
the state to act and to exercise power in its own interests. Without this
state-centred conception the state, despite its distinct institutional
materiality and logic, is simply a reflection of society-centred pressures
and forces. Finally, the actual autonomy of the state depends on the
balance between its capacity to project its own interests and power out
to the economy and civil society and the society-centred pressures and
forces to which it is subject. 
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The idea of state autonomy relies on the concept of the state as a
subject or agent capable of deciding how to act. The autonomy of the
state is, then, analogous to the autonomy of other agents, an idea
closely bound up with freedom. In Lukes’ conception freedom consists
in ‘the non-constraining of the realisation of agents’ purposes’ and,
consequently, ‘freedom is diminished when agents’ purposes are pre-
vented from being realised’ (1985, p. 71). This approach, then, focuses
attention on the nature of the constraints that may diminish freedom.
In Lukes’ view autonomy has to do with whether the purposes whose
non-constraint is essential for freedom are ‘genuinely … [the agent’s
own], autonomous rather than heteronomous, self-directed rather than
imposed or induced’ (1985, p. 74). Thus freedom and autonomy are
distinguished: freedom has to do with the absence or presence of con-
straints on the realisation of agents’ purposes, whereas autonomy has
to do with whether those purposes are self-determined. If we can think
of the state as potentially having its own purposes economic explana-
tion may work by influencing these purposes and/or by constraining
their realisation.

Rejecting this approach, Jessop (1984) warns against treating the state
as an ‘originating subject endowed with an essential unity’ (p. 222) and
argues that ‘the state should not be seen as a subject capable of exercis-
ing power’ (pp. 223–4). In this view ‘state power is an explicandum, not
a principle of explanation’ (1984, p. 225). The concept of the state as a
‘subject’ does not in fact presuppose its ‘essential unity’ in the sense of
constituting a singular unified actor with a unified set of interests. For
‘the state’ is really ‘the state system’, which comprises a complex set of
institutions. The unity of this system, to the extent that it occurs, has 
to be achieved politically, but this allows that such unity is, to some
extent, achievable.6 In any case, the idea of the state as a ‘subject’ is
really a claim that state managers are capable of exercising power.
Against this Jessop argues that to make such a claim

is at best to perpetrate a convenient fiction that masks a far more
complex set of social relations that extend far beyond the state appa-
ratus and its distinctive capacities. … While the constitutionalization
and centralization of state power enable responsibility to be formally
attributed to named officials and bodies, this should not lead us to
fetishize the fixing of formal political responsibility at specific points
and/or in specific personages. We should always seek to trace the cir-
culation of power through wider and more complex sets of social
relations both within and beyond the state (2002, pp. 40–1).
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It is true that the exercise of state power is not simply a question of
the decisions and actions of state managers, since it does involve ‘more
complex sets of social relations’. Jessop also expresses this complexity
in terms of the range of social forces involved so that ‘state power is a
complex social relation that reflects the changing balance of social
forces in a determinate conjuncture’ (Jessop, 1984, p. 221). More fully,
state power is not a simple reflection of these social forces but ‘a form-
determined, institutionally mediated effect of the balance among all
forces in a given situation… a form-determined condensation of social
forces in struggle’ (1984, p. 225).

Thus state power cannot simply be a question of what state man-
agers do because there is a range of other social forces involved, and
because the balance among all these forces ‘is institutionally mediated
through the state apparatus with its structurally inscribed strategic
selectivity’ (Jessop, 2002, p. 40). State power is an effect of both the
balance and the mediation. However Jessop seems to jump from 
the true assertion that state managers do not exercise state power exclu-
sively to the false one that they do not exercise it at all (except in
fiction).

Yet Jessop’s approach must allow that state managers are among the
social forces that state power reflects (Jessop, 1990, pp. 269–70). This
point can be expressed more generally to include other actors within
the state system. Thus Jessop argues that to reject the concept of the
state as a power subject is not ‘to deny the influence of political cate-
gories such as the military, bureaucrats, or parliamentary deputies’
(1984, p. 225). This means that state managers and other actors are
involved in, or contribute to, the exercise of state power. In other
words, state managers do exercise power, neither ‘exclusively’ nor ‘not
at all’, but ‘to some extent’. The question is to what extent, and this
has to do largely with the interests and strategies of these actors rela-
tive to other social forces and the strategic selectivity of the state appa-
ratus. This is, in other words, a question of the relative autonomy of
state managers.

Jessop insists that the state is ‘merely an institutional ensemble’
(1990, p. 270), and the point of the term ‘merely’ seems to be to distin-
guish between the state as institution(s) or apparatus(es) and the social
forces which condition and are conditioned by it. This fits with the
idea of the state as a strategic ‘terrain’ on which social forces act. But
this is, at best, a one-sided characterisation of institutions. For the
state, like other institutions, comprises a set of roles, and these roles 
are occupied and performed by real individuals. The idea that state
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managers are just among the category of social forces whose interests
are mediated by state institutions suggests that they have the same
relationship to these institutions as other forces and interests. However
this fails to recognise a crucial distinction: namely, that state managers
and other ‘political categories’ are defined by their location and perfor-
mance of roles within state institutions whereas other social forces 
are essentially external to those institutions. The roles of the former are
directly, though to varying degrees, involved in the exercise state
power, whereas the latter are formally excluded from the decision
making processes involved in this exercise of power. The state, then, is
not simply a prism through which state power is mediated as a con-
densation of social forces; it is in fact the originating source of state
power.

Further, the roles of state managers within the state system carry
with them distinctive interests, as Jessop himself acknowledges: 

in addition to other forces and interests constituted wholly or pre-
dominantly outside the state system, the state system itself engen-
ders sui generis political interests … [including] the interests of state
managers … [or] officialdom (1990, p. 269). 

But this strengthens the concept of the state as a subject capable of
exercising power, for state power is not simply a reflection of external
forces and interests. It is both internally generated through the deploy-
ment of resources organised by the state as a ‘power container’, and
reflects distinctive interests of officialdom generated within the state
system in virtue of the roles they perform. 

Seen in this way, as a power container, the state is like other insti-
tutions. For example, a capitalist firm is an institution comprising a
set of relations of effective control or power. In Jessop’s terms it
might be described as the institutional mediation of economic
power. As a private institution within civil society the firm is not as
accessible to external forces as state institutions in the public realm,
particularly in democratic polities. However a range of social forces
external to the firm, such as consumer groups, do weigh in the
balance which is reflected in economic power. We can say that eco-
nomic power largely reflects the balance among class forces as they
are constituted at the level of the firm. Jessop might argue that the
firm, as institution, should not be seen as a power subject although
this is not to deny the influence of economic categories such as cap-
italists and managers. Yet the firm is conventionally treated as a
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power subject or collective actor which exercises power and this is in
recognition of the fact that capitalists and managers, categories
which are defined by their roles within the institution, do exercise
power. If that is a legitimate theoretical move then so, arguably, is
the treatment of state institutions as power subjects. Alternatively if
we extend Jessop’s argument no institution can be treated as a power
subject: everything simply reflects social forces. In treating the state
as a subject capable of wielding power our approach is in line with
that of Miliband. For

it is these institutions [of the state] in which state power lies, and …
is wielded … by the people who occupy the leading positions in
each of these institutions … the state elite. … [T]he state elite …
does wield state power (Miliband, 1969, p. 54).

This orientation explicitly brings the state into the equation as a
‘subject’ potentially capable of exercising power in its own right.
‘Potentially’ because it is the task of state theory to show how far the
state is actually autonomous and how far it is controlled by eco-
nomic (and/or non-economic?) explanation. Rather than deny, with
Jessop, this potential autonomy the question is how far it is realised.
This focuses a central tension or dilemma within Marxist theory:
between conceiving the state as effect of a determining economic
structure and as autonomous institution. This tension may be seen
as one of the central problems of Marxist theory and can be seen
equally in Marx’s own writing on the state, as exemplified by
Miliband’s ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ views, and in debates within
contemporary Marxism and between Marxism and ‘ex-Marxism’
(Geras, 1988).

The difficulty is to develop a convincing understanding of eco-
nomic determination which does not amount to economic reduc-
tionism or determinism, that is which does not deny the possibility
of non-economic determinations and/or the state possessing some
degree of autonomy or specific effectivity. A rejection of determin-
ism entails that the explanatory reach of Marxism is limited, that
the explanations it provides are likely to be incomplete. Yet this 
concession is to be made while maintaining that economic determi-
nation has primacy, that it is not simply one among many forms 
of determination. This problem can be approached through a 
consideration of the functional construal of the base-superstructure
relation.
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Functionalism and determinism

The functional construal of the theory of history solves a problem that
might otherwise fatally weaken economic determination. For the
dependence of the capitalist economy on certain extra-economic con-
ditions of existence and the central role of the state in securing these
conditions suggests that the state constitutes a principle of explana-
tion. Thus some obvious truths about the relationship between the
state and the market seem to turn economic determination on its head.
However functional explanation puts it back on its feet since, in this
view, ‘superstructures are as they are because, being so, they consoli-
date economic structures’, that is, they ‘have the character they do
because production relations require that they have it’ (Cohen, 1978,
p. xi and p. 231). Thus functional explanation of the state by the eco-
nomic structure achieves consistency between the stabilising influence
exerted over the economic structure by the state and the explanatory
primacy which the theory of history assigns to the economic structure.

However Cohen’s defence of an ‘old fashioned’ historical material-
ism has, arguably, a strongly determinist character, and determinism is
highly controversial. The functional construal of the theory of history
might be described as a form of technological determinism insofar as
explanatory primacy is assigned to what is technological – the produc-
tive forces. It might be described (in its second stage) as a form of eco-
nomic determinism insofar as explanatory primacy is assigned to the
economic structure vis-à-vis the legal and political superstructure.
Although Cohen does not pay attention to the question of determin-
ism, some discussion of this troublesome term is clearly warranted.7

It might be argued that, far from being controversial, determinism is
generally regarded as a ‘bad thing’. Thus ‘for some time there has been
a strong reaction among marxist theorists against economic reduction-
ism’ (Jessop, 1990, p. 79). Marsh claims that the ‘coherent core’ of
Marxism is characterised by rejection of determinism, alongside the
other related ‘errors’ of classical Marxism, economism and structural-
ism (1999a; see also Hay, 1999). All social theory must operate with
some notion of determinate causal relations between social phenom-
ena or events so that, understood in this way, reductionism may 
be seen as intrinsic to the very idea of explanation. As McLennan
argues, ‘some regulative notion of explaining the events of one domain
[e.g. the political] in terms of those of another [e.g. the economic]
remains close to the heart of what we mean by “explanation” itself’
(McLennan, 1996, p. 58). However reductionism is often understood,
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and criticised, as the stronger claim that there is an ‘invariant conjunc-
tion of events’ between the two domains (Bhaskar, 1991, p. 139). Thus
Jessop defines reductionism as the claim 

that the forms and functions of non-economic systems necessarily
correspond to the forms and functional needs of the economy. It also
treats economic factors as the mechanism which generates this cor-
respondence. In this sense it denies that non-economic systems
have any significant autonomous institutional logic and also denies
they can have significant independent effects on the economy
(1990, p. 79, emphasis added). 

This closely follows Bhaskar’s definition of determinism, ‘normally
understood as the thesis that for everything that happens there are
conditions such that, given them, nothing else could have happened’
(1991, p. 139). A determinist reading of the base-superstructure
metaphor would then seem to entail that

1. for every action of the state (that is economically explained or
superstructural)
(for everything that happens … )

2. the character of the economic structure is such that, given a structure
of that character …
(there are conditions such that, given them … )

3. these actions are uniquely determined.
(nothing else could have happened.)

The crucial clause in this phrase is, of course, that ‘nothing else
could have happened’, that what happens at the superstructural level is
uniquely determined at the economic. In Jessop’s words, that it ‘neces-
sarily corresponds’. This can be extended from analysis of a particular
case to a generalisation, or law, about the causal relationship between
the event mentioned in 1. and the conditions specified in 2. Indeed, it
can be argued that the particular case in which a thing happens follow-
ing certain conditions occurring (i.e. B follows A) may be accepted as
an explanation of B when it is supported by a generalisation to the
effect ‘whenever A then B’.

Similarly functional explanations may be related to such generalisa-
tions or laws. Cohen analyses functional explanation as a type of 
‘consequence’ explanation in which the cited consequence performs a
function (i.e., roughly, is beneficial for some other item). A conse-
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quence law is simply a generalisation that whenever an item would
have a particular consequence that item occurs. A consequence state-
ment is deemed explanatory if there is a valid consequence law which
it instantiates. Thus the (descriptive) function statement 

‘state action X performs the function of stabilising economic struc-
ture Y’

would be rendered functionally explanatory of X by the generalisation
or law that

‘whenever a particular state action would stabilise the economic
structure (favoured by the productive forces) that state action
occurs’.

The debate about determinism concerns, in effect, the strength of
the term ‘whenever’ with which the statement of the law commences.
That ‘whenever’ can mean just that is contested by the claim that ‘laws
set limits rather than prescribe uniquely fixed results; and that, in
general, laws must be analysed as the tendencies of mechanisms’
(Bhaskar, 1991, p. 139), rather than as involving ‘necessary correspon-
dence’. ‘Whenever A, then (invariantly) B’ is rejected in favour of
‘Whenever A, then (there is a tendency to) B’. In functional explana-
tion this involves a double weakening: instead of ‘Whenever A would
perform function B, A occurs’ we have ‘Whenever A would tend to
perform function B, A tends to occur’.

The analysis of laws as tendencies is based upon the existence, in
general, of a multiplicity of causes or determinations. Thus, returning
to Jessop’s definition of reductionism, necessary correspondence is
rejected precisely because it is not merely economic factors that gener-
ate this (spurious) correspondence. In other words, economic explana-
tion is disrupted by non-economic factors. The operation of multiple
determinants (or causal influences) undermines economic explanation
in two, related, ways. First, it may lead us to downgrade the weight of
economic factors in explanation simply because there are other factors
to take into account and these might turn out to be weighty. However
they might not be weighty, so the primacy of economic explanation
can be defended by showing that economic factors exert greater causal
influence than other, non-economic factors. Thus simply invoking
multiple determinants cannot succeed as an argument for rejecting
economic determination because it is possible that economic factors
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are the most important (Wetherly, 2001). The second argument, how-
ever, is that the existence of a multiplicity of determinants underlines
‘the contingency and indeterminacy of social and political change’.
Although economic factors may prove weighty in a specific case, and
we may characterise this as a case of economic explanation, we may
not infer a generalisation from this case because the various causal
influences or chains may interact differently to produce a different
outcome in a different case. Thus Jessop’s ‘contingent necessity’ recom-
mends the analysis of specific cases and argues against the possibility
of a general theory. In some cases the nature of the economic structure
may be decisive in explaining the structure and/or policies of the state,
but in other cases it may not be. It follows that any claim that the
superstructural level necessarily corresponds to the economic structure
must be rejected.8

The theory of history does appear to be committed to a general
theory of the state, and one that is of an extraordinarily ambitious
kind. It is not just the state in capitalist society that is functionally
explained by the needs of the economy but all historically existing
forms of state, for all societies have a ‘base’ and a ‘superstructure’
and these are always functionally related. Shorn of a general theory
of the state this historical reach appears to be called in question.
What is more, the much larger claims which the theory makes about
the progressive, directed nature of history are also called in question.
For the first of the two stages of functional explanation – of the 
relations by the forces – depends upon the second – of the super-
structure by the economic structure. The relations of production
‘selected’ by the forces require for their own stability a particular
legal and political superstructure. If they don’t get it they will not
serve as effective ‘forms of development’ of the productive forces.
Thus the progress which the theory says is the content of history
might founder. 

It is only a restricted catalogue of non-economic phenomena that,
according to restricted historical materialism, are functionally ex-
plained by the nature of the economic structure – only those that are
economically relevant in the sense of being necessary in order to sta-
bilise an otherwise unstable structure. Beyond this catalogue the theory
makes no explanatory claims – either about the relative weighting of
economic and non-economic factors, or about the contingency of 
their interaction. The theory only, but crucially, requires that these
other phenomena do not interfere with the functional relationship
between base and superstructure. Historical materialism therefore
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cannot allow non-superstructural non-economic phenomena to be
generated without constraint. The requisite constraint is just that such
phenomena neither help to stabilise the economic structure (since
such stability would then be merely fortuitous) nor generate negative
or destabilising effects at the economic level. 

Neither the positive nor the negative form of economic determina-
tion excludes the specific effectivity, or autonomy, of the political
level altogether. First, that certain extra-economic conditions are
required does not stipulate how they are secured. There might be a
range of functional alternatives at the political level (i.e. ‘specific
satisfiers’) rather than a unique solution to the functional needs of
the economy, and which of these prevails might be determined by
specifically political factors. For example, the needs of the economy
might be secured through alternative accumulation strategies.
Similarly the forms of non-superstructural phenomena may be vari-
able and determined by political factors, only within the constraint
that the consolidation of the economic structure is not threatened.
Second, functional requirements do not have to be satisfied opti-
mally but only to a standard that is ‘good enough’. For example,
accumulation strategy A may be functionally superior to B but either
may be good enough in securing adequate conditions for accumula-
tion to be sustained. Or, strategy A may be implemented more or less
successfully or effectively, so long as its implementation is adequate
to the needs of the economy. Third, the effectivity of the political
might be conceived in terms of the timing of superstructural adjust-
ments to basic requirements. There might, in other words, be a lag
between economic structural change and the appearance of the
appropriate state structure or policy. Similarly, there might be inter-
vals of limited duration in which non-superstructural phenomena
generate dysfunctional effects for the economy. However if we go
further than these limited forms of effectivity of the political and say
that political factors can override economic determination to the
extent of determining not only the precise form, effective imple-
mentation and timing of superstructural solutions but whether or
not they appear then we will be leaving the theory of history
behind.

At least, if the central explanatory claims of the theory of history
are analysed as the ‘tendencies of mechanisms’ then these must be
construed as strong tendencies. If the system need of the economic
structure is one among many determinations the theory requires 
that it usually overrides these others and, conversely, that it is rarely

State Autonomy – Conceptual Framework 167

Wetherly, P.. Marxism and the State : An Analytical Approach, Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2005.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=259596.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-28 09:57:24.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

5.
 P

al
gr

av
e 

M
ac

m
ill

an
 U

K
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



overridden by them. Economic determination must be the dominant
explanatory vector. The strong tendency that the theory of history
demands entails that economic determination leaves little room for
state autonomy (or non-economic determination). Such a strong ten-
dency may be defended on theoretical and empirical grounds. The
theoretical grounds are in two forms: first, the admissibility of strong
tendencies in social theory in general; second, the plausibility of
strong tendencies in the specific case of the theory of history. 

On this second count the theoretical grounds are provided by the
arguments for the ‘structural’ and ‘instrumental’ mechanisms
already set out. These may be labelled ‘capital-theoretical’ and ‘class-
theoretical’ approaches (Jessop, 1990). The former emphasises 
the structural dependence of the state on the process of capital accu-
mulation such that the interests of the economically dominant
class/needs of capital are imposed on the state by the impersonal
logic of capitalist relations of production. The class-theoretical
approach emphasises class agency; the resources that the economi-
cally dominant class is able to bring to bear in political class struggle
and the political power wielded by the class either directly in virtue
of its command over the leading positions within the state or indi-
rectly through the pressure it is able to bring to bear against the
state. The distinction between the two approaches may be neatly
summarised in terms used by Elster in a discussion of the relation
between the government (B) and the dominant class (A) as a ‘strate-
gic game’. (Note that this game-theoretic approach assumes that the
state can be treated as a subject, capable of exercising power, etc.). 
B avoids policies unacceptable to A because: ‘A has the power … to
dethrone him’ (class-theoretical approach); and/or, because ‘what is
bad for A is also bad for B’, that is, ‘the need to avoid killing the
goose that lays the golden eggs’ (capital-theoretical approach). 

The admissibility of strong tendencies in social theory is opposed by
Jessop’s arguments for ‘contingent necessity’. This rests on the link
between the existence of multiple determinants and contingent out-
comes. Because there are many possible causal influences, and these
may interact in different ways, outcomes must be indeterminate. Or,
rather, it is only permissible to speak of necessity in terms of the con-
tingent way these causal chains interact in each specific conjuncture –
thus, contingent necessity. But it is inadmissible to make general state-
ments about outcomes (i.e. about the outcome that will generally or
normally be produced) just because of the inherent contingency of 
the interaction of causal chains. Each specific conjuncture (or each 
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production of an outcome) is essentially unique. However there is no
automatic link, as Jessop seems to believe, between complexity and
contingency. The claim that within a set of causal influences any, some
or all might, or might not, exercise causal influence requires argument
just as much as the claim of explanatory primacy for one of the set.
Why should we believe, a priori, that each determinant is, in general,
no more (or less) likely than any other to exercise influence? On the
face of it this is in fact a most implausible assumption and therefore it
is a proper objective of theory to elucidate the relative strengths of a set
of causal factors. There seems to be no good reason to rule out the pos-
sibility that some causal factors will, in general, be more potent than
others.

In effect Jessop’s contingency approach seems to amount to char-
acterising the causal impact of the various social forces as weak ten-
dencies. A weak tendency can be thought of as one that may often
be frustrated or blocked and/or, when it operates, usually only
imparts a weak causal influence. Jessop’s multiple determinants are
weak tendencies in the sense that class and non-class social forces
are latent or potential causal influences that can and may play some
part in explaining the state, but need not. The causal influence of
capitalist relations of production is seen by Jessop as one weak ten-
dency among others. This shows that tendencies are requisite ele-
ments of social theory. If this is correct there must be, at least, weak
tendencies, and it seems to follow that there might be strong tenden-
cies. Economic determination might be such a strong tendency.
Jessop’s argument does not succeed in showing that it cannot be
such.9

State autonomy – a conceptual framework

The state, in our conception, can be treated as a subject capable of
exercising power and, therefore, as potentially autonomous. The ques-
tion is to what degree this potential is realised. The idea of the ‘relative
autonomy’ of the state expresses the claim that economic determina-
tion of the state (to the extent that it is, in part, superstructural) is a
strong tendency. The principle of economic determination claims that
the autonomy of the state is severely constrained by the nature of the
economic structure. 

More precisely we can understand the relationship between base and
superstructure in terms of Lukes’ distinction between the related con-
cepts of freedom and autonomy. This distinction can be rephrased in
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terms of means and ends. Autonomy concerns the determination of
ends (are they the agent’s own?) and freedom is a question of the
extent to which the realisation of these ends (however determined) is
constrained. This largely boils down to the extent to which the agent 
is constrained in determining the requisite action in pursuit of these
ends or, in other words, in deploying the requisite means. Thus auton-
omy and freedom concern the determination/constraint of, respec-
tively, ends and means: to be autonomous (free) is to determine one’s
own ends (means).10

The concept of autonomy presupposes that the agent has (or might
have) purposes that are genuinely its own. It seems implausible that
any agent (however conceived) could ever be fully autonomous, in the
sense of having purposes that are all and only genuinely its own,
uninfluenced by, say, the situation of the agent. But, equally, a total
lack of autonomy is also generally implausible. Some purposes might
be purely self-directed, some might be wholly induced, and some
might be mixed. Autonomy seems to require that (at least some) pur-
poses are (at least in part) chosen by the agent and therefore express
free will. In this sense autonomy seems to entail unpredictability. But
some purposes might be seen as inherent in the type of agent in ques-
tion, rather than freely chosen. For example, the modern state might
be said to have a particular nature from which certain purposes follow
regardless of the particular historical situation. In this vein Poggi
asserts that the operation of political power has as its object ‘the ability
to control and direct the use and development of a society’s ultimate
resource – the activities of the individuals making up its population’
(1990, p. 8). In pursuit of this object the peculiar uses of political
power

normally consist in safeguarding a given society’s territorial bound-
aries against aggression and encroachment from outsiders; and in
imposing restraints upon those individuals or groups within a given
society which use or threaten to use violence or fraud in pursuing
their special interests (1990, pp. 8–9).

Here we have an understanding of the distinctive purposes of the
state as agent which derive from its very character as a state. All
definitions of the state which assert that the state ‘monopolises rule
making within its territory’ (Hall & Ikenberry, 1989, p. 2) or claims a
monopoly over the use of coercion implicitly make the same point.
Hall and Ikenberry claim that ‘fully-fledged “stateness” has been an
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aspiration for every state in history’ (1989, p. 2). In other words every
state has aspired, as its own purpose, to exercise a monopoly of rule
making.

Whatever the genuine self-directed purposes of the state may be,
the theory of history is primarily interested in the influences and
constraints upon the state emanating from the economic structure.
The point of a Marxist argument is to show that the state is a capital-
ist state in the sense that it meets the functional requirements or pre-
conditions of the economic structure. Further, that this is so because
of the way it is situated within a capitalist society and is, therefore,
influenced and constrained by the nature of the economic structure.
In other words, the state is the effect of economic determination.
What its genuine own interests or purposes are (or would be) is a sec-
ondary question, and to that extent it may be said that the state as
such is under-theorised within this approach. 

We can turn, again, to Lukes for a characterisation of freedom-
diminishing constraints in terms of three kinds.

First, such constraints may be external (like handcuffs) or internal
(like inhibitions) … Second, constraints may be positive (like prohi-
bitions and taboos) or negative (like a lack of money or knowledge)
… Third, constraints may be personal or impersonal in origin: they
may result directly from specified intentional acts by specific
persons (as when a dictator imprisons me) or they may result from
anonymous and impersonal processes and relationships (as when 
I cannot find a job) (Lukes, 1985, p. 72).

If any given constraint can be classified in terms of each of the three
pairs or dichotomies suggested by Lukes, then eight types of constraint
are conceivable. (This is so because any conceivable constraint must be
internal or external, personal or impersonal, and positive or negative,
and there are eight possible combinations – 2x2x2). By abstracting
from the positive/negative dimension four basic types of constraint are
identified. The rationale for this is that the internal/external and per-
sonal/impersonal dimensions can both plausibly be said to refer to the
location or source of the constraint whereas the positive/negative
dimension describes the way in which it operates. (We will focus on
the internal/external and personal/impersonal dimensions in our dis-
cussion of mechanisms). This means that each of the four constraint
types tabulated below may operate in both a positive and negative
form.
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Possible constraint types

172 Marxism and the State

Personal Impersonal
Internal Internal 

Personal Impersonal
External External

Although the three conceptual pairings or dichotomies are introduced
by Lukes specifically for the purpose of characterising ‘freedom dimin-
ishing constraints’, it seems plausible to add that the factors impinging
on the autonomy of an agent might be similarly characterised. In 
this case we might refer to ‘autonomy diminishing influences’. Such
influences would, in some part, determine the purposes of the agent
such that these are not self-directed.

Lukes’ conceptualisations of autonomy and freedom parallel 
two possible forms of economic determination. ‘Politics’ may be ex-
plained by ‘economics’ by showing that the purposes of the state
have economic-structural causes and/or by showing that the eco-
nomic structure imposes limits or constraints on state actions. In
other words economic primacy may work by directly explaining the
purposes or functions of the state (thereby reducing its autonomy)
and/or, whatever its purposes, by restricting the actions it can or
must undertake (thereby reducing its freedom). At the same time
Lukes’ conceptualisation of ‘freedom diminishing constraints’ seems
to map onto conventional conceptual distinctions employed in state
theory. The personal-impersonal distinction parallels that between
agency and structure and the internal-external distinction closely
resembles that between state-centred and society-centred explana-
tions. Lukes’ analytical framework can, then, be adapted to elaborate
the principal mechanisms of economic determination.

For the state to be shown to be a capitalist state Marxist theory must
be able to provide explanations which show that the purposes of the
state are in accordance with the maintenance of the economic struc-
ture and/or that there are constraints on state action which are
sufficiently stringent that the state acts as if such is its purpose. 
The point is that to show that the state is a capitalist state involves
more than showing that the state faces constraints or limits on its
actions, that it is not free to pursue its own interests, unless these 
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constraints reduce the feasible set to just those actions which are func-
tional for the capitalist economy. In general Marxist theory requires
that the state does do certain things, does perform certain essential
functions, and not merely that there are constraints on its actions. For
this reason the metaphor which Geras employs (1987, p. 49) to eluci-
date the concept of relative autonomy seems to provide an analogy for
only one, and arguably the least significant, aspect of the question. 
The man chained to a post is obviously constrained in his actions: the
chain determines in a literal sense the space in which he can move, 
the feasible set of actions open to him. In Lukes’ terms the chain
involves the constraining of the realisation of the agent’s purposes and
therefore the diminution of his freedom. However what the chain does
not do is determine that he will do certain things. In particular it 
does not influence what his purposes are and does not, therefore,
diminish his autonomy. For this reason the chain metaphor is not ade-
quate to capture the concept of function. For that we need to extend
the metaphor. For example we might imagine that while the length of 
the chain determines the limits to the actor’s freedom of movement, at
the same time the chain incorporates a wire which is connected to 
his brain and through which impulses are transmitted which influence
his purposes. There we have the two types of explanation working
together to provide a fuller account of actions.

It is this second aspect of the question, the ensuring that certain
actions are taken, that certain functions are performed, which must
be considered crucial. For the state’s purpose is to ensure that the
requirements of capital are met (Miliband, 1984, p. 94). The task of
Marxist theory is to elucidate the mechanism(s) whereby the state’s
performance of this task is explained.
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