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� 1. Crude summary of Marxism
� 2. Classical Marxist theories of the modern state 1

¡ The ambiguity in Marx about the state
� 3. Classical Marxist theories of the modern state 2

¡ Engels, Lenin, Gramsci – and the same ambiguity
� Some neo-Marxist theories of the state

¡ Miliband and Poulantzas on the internal dimension
¡ Rosenberg and Teschke on the external dimension
¡ Macpherson and Wood on the intellectual dimension

÷And the same ambiguity again…



Marxism

� Influence 1: French socialism
� E.g. Rousseau, Saint-Simon, 

Fourier, Proudhon
� Injustices of private property
� Class conflict addressed via 

organisation in trade unions
� Abolished ‘economic 

estrangement within economic 
estrangement’



Marxism

� Influence 2: British economics
� E.g. Adam Smith, David Ricardo, J. 

S. Mill
� ‘We have accepted its terminology 

and its laws’
� People as naturally self-interested
� Economics in abstracto



Marxism

� Influence 3: German Idealist 
philosophy

� Esp. Hegel, [Feurbach]
� The ‘cunning of reason’
� Dialectics
� ‘The only labour which Hegel 

knows and recognises is mental 
labour’



Marxism

• We are human because:
– We can master nature by labour
– We are social

• ‘History’ moves towards an end, where all contradictions have 
been overcome (Hegel). Only then will our full humanity be 
realised.

• The end of History will be marked by:
– Man’s mastery of nature
– Social labour – all people working together; no domination and 

subordination, and therefore no classes
– This will be global, and therefore no states



Marxism

� Capitalism is a mode of production: a complex of people’s needs, 
productive forces (methods and capacities for subjecting nature to our 
wills), and relations of production (social relations required for 
production)

� ’The only force that brings them [employer and employee] together 
and puts them in relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain, 
and the private interests of each. Each looks to himself only, and no 
troubles himself about the rest … He who was before the money-
owner, now strides in front a capitalist; the possessor of labour-power 
is his follower. The one with an air of importance, smirking, intent on 
business; the other, timid and holding back, like one who is bringing 
his own hide to market and has nothing to expect but – a hiding’



Marxism
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� Capitalism is not the end of History:
¡Man does not master nature through his labour; he is formally and 
subjectively subsumed by capital

¡Classes (aggregates of individuals standing in some common 
relation to the productive process) exist, so that production divides 
mankind



Marxism

� Capitalism is nonetheless necessary
� 1. Temporally:

¡ Small-scale agriculture unfitted to developing social labour and 
productive powers of labour

¡ Capitalism develops the productive powers of labour. ‘The original 
unity [between worker and productive process] can be re-established 
only on the material foundations which labour creates’.

� 2. Spatially:
¡ Expands the range of human interdependence. Big industry brings the 

whole of mankind within the purview of a single social order. This single 
social order is ‘world-historical’.



Marxism

� Industrial production was ever more organised, integrated, 
interdependent; but private property was the most 
individualistic of social systems

� System supplied more products than could be met by demand; 
capitalism went through cycles of crises caused by 
overproduction and underconsumption; it would eventually 
destroy itself

� A trained and disciplined proletariat had been created, ‘which 
cannot emancipate itself without emancipating all the other 
spheres ... A total loss of humanity can only redeem itself by a 
total redemption of humanity’
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� Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of 
Right (1843) – so written by the 
‘young’ Marx (age 25)
¡ ‘theological, pantheistic mysticism’
¡ ‘Thought is not conformed to the 

nature of the state, but the state to a 
ready-made system of thought’



Marx contra Hegel
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� Hegel’s state is too abstracted away from individuals and their 
interests
¡ ‘the absurdity of Hegel’s conceiving the activities and agencies of the 

state in the abstract, and particular individuality in opposition to it’
¡ ‘it is not actual persons who come to be the state but the state which 

must first come to be an actual person. Instead of the state being 
brought forth, therefore, as the ultimate reality of the person, as the 
ultimate social reality of man, a single empirical man is brought forth as 
the ultimate actuality of the state’

¡ ‘The state becomes something alien to the nature of civil society; it 
becomes this nature’s otherworldly realm of deputies which makes 
claims against civil society’



Marx contra Hegel
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� Hegel’s state is undemocratic
¡ ‘Democracy is human existence, while in other political forms man has only 

legal existence. That is the fundamental difference of democracy. All 
remaining forms of the state are certain, determined, particular forms of the 
state. In democracy the formal principle is simultaneously the material 
principle. For that reason it is the first true unity of the universal and the 
particular’

¡ ‘Democracy is the resolved mystery of all constitutions. Here the constitution 
not only in itself, according to essence, but according to existence and 
actuality is returned to its real ground, actual man, the actual people, and 
established as its own work’

¡ ‘the vote is the immediate, the direct, the existing and not simply imagined 
relation of civil society to the political state’: the state as standing above 
particular interests; as achieving actuality through democracy



The German Ideology (1846)
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� Marx (now collaborating with 
Engels) begins (a) to take class
more seriously and (b) to lose 
confidence in his view that the 
true form of the state is 
democratic and that therefore the 
state is not inherently a problem

� The state as an instrument in 
which the class owning the means 
of production dominates those 
who are forced to sell their labour
power: the state as serving 
dominant class interests



The German Ideology (1846)
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� ‘And out of this very contradiction between the interest of the 
individual and that of the community [private property] the latter takes 
an independent form as the state, divorced from the real interests of 
individual and community’

� ‘Through the emancipation of private property from the community the 
state has become a separate entity, beside and outside civil society; 
but it is nothing more than the form of the organization which the 
bourgeois necessarily adopt both for internal and external purposes, 
for the mutual guarantee of their property and interests’

� ‘all struggles within the state, the struggle between democracy, 
aristocracy and monarchy, the struggle for the franchise, etc., etc., are 
merely the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the different 
classes are fight out among one another’



The German Ideology (1846)
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� The state divides us up into private individuals, on the one 
hand, whose property (if we have any) the state protects; 
and public citizens, with abstract rights and claims against 
each other

� This is a trick perpetuated by the bourgeoisie; it also 
divides each of us into private/public individuals; this is a 
kind of self-alienation, because we are properly social 
beings and there should be no antagonism between our 
private and public lives; that is what it means to be 
reconciled to the world



Eighteenth Brumaire (1852)
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� Modern state as ‘government power, 
the army and the legislative body’

� Where the bourgeoisie is both 
internally divided and facing other 
classes, then the powers of the state 
may fall into the hands of others

� Louis Napoleon’s coup of 1851 was 
the victory of a ‘princely 
lumpenproletariat’

� i.e. the state as relatively autonomous 
of the dominant class
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� ‘the state and its bureaucracy are 
class instruments which emerged to 
coordinate a divided society in the 
interest of capital’ (David Held [1983] 
States and Societies, p. 25)

� The modern state serves the interest 
of the capitalist class, i.e. the 
bourgeoisie

� ‘the state generally, and bureaucratic 
institutions in particular, may take a 
variety of forms and constitute a 
source of power which need not be 
directly linked to the interests, or be 
under the ambiguous control of, the 
dominant class, in the short term. By 
this account, the state retains a 
degree of power independent of this 
class: its institutional forms and 
operational dynamics cannot be 
inferred directly from the 
configuration of class forces’



Engels
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� The Origins of the Family, Private 
Property and the State (1884)
¡ The modern state emerges when class 

relations become irreconcilably antagonistic, 
requiring ‘a power seemingly standing above 
society that would alleviate the conflict and 
keep it within the bounds of “order”’

¡ Although for the most part the state will seek 
to ‘solve’ class conflict in the interests of the 
dominant class, it is possible that when 
‘warring classes balance each other so nearly 
that the state power, as ostensible mediator, 
acquires, for the moment, a certain degree of 
independence of both’



Lenin
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� The State and Revolution (1905)
¡ Bourgeois ideologists (such as Engels!) ‘compelled under 

the weight of indisputable historical facts to admit that the 
state only exists where there are class antagonisms and the 
class struggle, “correct” Marx in such a way as to to make 
it appear that the state is an organ for the reconciliation of 
classes’

¡ But ‘the state could neither arise nor maintain itself if it 
were possible to reconcile classes … [it] is an organ of class 
rule, an organ for the oppression of one class by another’

¡ ‘The more democratic the “state” which consists of the 
armed workers, and which is no longer a state in the 
proper sense of the word, the more rapidly does every 
form of the state begin to wither away’



Gramsci
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� Prison Notebooks (published posthumously in the 
1950s)
¡ ‘popular beliefs and similar ideas are themselves material 

forces’
¡ ‘The cultural state is this: every state is ethical inasmuch as 

one of its important functions is to raise the great mass of 
the population to a particular cultural and moral level, a 
level (or type) which corresponds to the needs of the 
productive forces for development, and hence to interests 
of the ruling class’ - a particular role for ‘organic 
intellectuals’, who may appear from a ‘fraction’ of the 
ruling elite

¡ ‘The state is only conceivable as the concrete form of a 
specific system of production, [but] this does not mean that 
the relationship of means to ends can be easily determined 
or takes the form of a simple schema, apparent at first 
sight’- the significance of hegemony, or the the 
manufacture of consent
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� Miliband
¡ Separate elites in capitalist society 

together constitute a dominant 
economic class, possessing a high 
degree of cohesion and solidarity, ‘with 
common purposes which far transcend 
their specific differences and 
disagreements’

¡ Based on a study of the social origin, 
education and class situation of ‘the men 
who have manned all command 
positions’

� All the same, ‘what they [Marx & 
Engels] are saying is that “the 
modern state is but a committee for 
managing the common affairs of the 
whole bourgeoisie”. The notion of 
common affairs assumes the 
existence of particular ones; and the 
notion of the whole bourgeoisie 
implies the existence of separate
elements which make up that whole 
… The state CANNOT meet this 
need without enjoying a certain 
degree of autonomy. The notion of 
autonomy is embedded in the 
definition itself'



Neo-Marxism 1
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� Poulantzas
¡Social formation

÷ In any given society there may be two or more modes of production with 
two dominant classes, e.g. old landed gentry and new industrial 
manufacturers in England in C19

¡Power bloc
÷ ‘constitutes a contradictory unit of dominant classes or fractions’ with the 

‘double function of representing the general interest of the people/nation 
and of maintaining a specific domination among the dominant classes or 
fractions’

÷Makes hegemony more important



Neo-Marxism 1

5/12/21Event Name and Venue

28

� ‘The state is precisely the factor of cohesion of a social 
formation and the factor of reproduction of the conditions 
of production of a system’
¡ In other words, the structure of the state reflects the balance of 

class forces within the power bloc of a given social formation
¡The modern capitalist state reflects the present balance of finance 

and manufacturing capital; if in the long run the state seeks to 
maintain capitalist relations of production it will sometimes act 
against the interests of particular fractions of the power bloc, more 
often than not against manufacturing rather than finance
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� Rosenberg
¡ Anarchy hasn’t been constitutive of the 

international system forever, only during 
Western modernity

¡ Depends on the ‘formal’ equality and 
freedom that pertain in the capitalist 
economy
÷ Anarchy of formal equals, not an anarchy of 

empires
÷ Mechanism which organizes distribution of 

power is alienated to the social totality as a 
whole

÷ ‘Commodity fetishism’

� Teschke
¡ Expansion of international trade in C17 

rooted in class alliance between monarchs 
and privileged merchants; based on 
territorial projection of political/military 
power incommensurable with economic 
competition regulated by price through 
free trade in open markets

¡ Meanwhile, logic of international relations 
characterized by dynastic unions wedded 
together through royal/aristocratic 
marriage and torn asunder by wars of 
succession

¡ Capitalist England in C19 devised balance 
of power to play competitors off against 
each other; ruling classes had to design 
counter-strategies leading to ‘revolutions 
from above’ to introduce capitalism; not in 
the interest of capital but in the national 
interest
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� Macpherson
¡ The modern state was theorized by 

the likes of Hobbes as a product of 
the ‘bourgeois world-view’
÷ Urban vs. rural
÷ Commerce & industry vs. agriculture
÷ Contract vs. status
÷ Bourgeoisie vs. aristocracy
÷ Rationality vs. tradition
÷ Professionals vs. amateurs

� Wood
¡ But all these things on the right can 

be capitalist and all these things on 
the left can be non-capitalist
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� Different national traditions for theorizing the modern state
� E.g. France

¡ Offices of absolutist state gave possessors access to peasant-produced surpluses 
as source of private wealth; bourgeois professionalization in the Enlightenment 
less about a real interest in abstract equality than response to possibilities for 
appropriation (opposition to exclusion from privilege, universalism of the nation 
or the citizen against corporations & exclusive rights)

� E.g. England
¡ Aristocracy subjected to requirements of competitive market (agrarian 

capitalism); ‘improvement’ in productivity for profit came to trump all other 
goods; warrant for appropriating ‘waste’ land, i.e. imperialism; ownership of 
property no longer implied public duties, which now shifted to the state as this 
was bourgeoisified (as long as this didn’t transform the exploitative practices that 
it now protected)


