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Most people understand what is meant by the term 
“government”. This is made up of men and women who 
are said to govern the country. Yet the prime minister and 
ministers are part of a wider, much more significant body – 
the state. Governments come and go but the state itself not 
only lives on but evolves and adapts to new circumstances 
expressed through the actions of government. 

So if you want to know how Britain is really ruled, as opposed to 
governed, you have to dig deeper, down into the recesses of the state. 
For the state is how and where real power – backed up by force and 
coercion – is exercised over people’s lives. In Britain, the state is 
shrouded in mystery and mystique and appears as something natural, 
timeless and universal. So demystifying the state, bringing it out into 
the light of day, should help us answer some of the following questions 
in the course of this book:

what is the relationship between the state and capitalism?
how are the powers of the state exercised? 
are the powers of the state legitimately held? Can they be 
challenged?
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Well concealed
The state is, then, in every sense of the word a triumph of concealment. 
It conceals the real history and relations of subjection behind an a-
historical mask of legitimating illusion; contrives to deny the existence of 
connections and conflicts which would if recognised be incompatible 
with the claimed autonomy and integration of the state. 

Philip Abrams, Notes on the difficulty of studying the state. Journal of 
Historical Sociology 1988

what is the relationship between democracy and the state? 
are the majority powerless or does the vote give ordinary people 
power?
what rights, if any, do we have in relation to the state?
is the modern state the last word on democracy?
do we require new state forms to make a transition from a capitalist 
society to one based on co-operation and production for need?
would change have to take a revolutionary form or can it be achieved 
through reform? 

So what constitutes the state? The Chambers dictionary, for 
example,  offers a variety of answers. One definition is that the state is 
a territory governed by a single political body. There is also reference 
to the “nation state” – which is described as an independent state with 
a population that broadly shares a common descent, language and 
culture. What concerns us here, however, is a further definition of the 
state as the political entity of a nation “including the government and 
all its apparatus, eg the civil service and the armed forces”. In Britain, 
this also embraces the monarchy, Parliament, the judiciary, laws and 
the legal system, police and prisons, spy agencies MI5 and MI6, local 
government, a range of semi-government bodies and agencies and 
the established Church of England. Taken together, they constitute 
the modern British state. In turn, many national agencies now have 
global and regional relationships with bodies like the World Trade 
Organisation and the European Union, to which they have ceded 
substantial powers once reserved to the British state. 

State bodies operate in a complex, often contradictory relationship 
with each other. Each branch of the state has its own particular history 
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and development. This adds to the abstract, elusive nature of the 
concept of the state, particularly in Britain which is distinguished by 
the absence of a single, written constitutional document. Nevertheless, 
the general rules and regulations that govern the connections with 
each branch of the state are contained in a series of rules, regulations, 
precedents, conventions and laws that often operate in the background. 
For example, the fact that the victorious party at an election provides 
the prime minister, who in turn appoints members of the government 
without further reference to Parliament, is not explicitly stated in any 
document – but it happens.

A theory of the state
A study of these constitutional rules, precedents and conventions will 
tell us how the state operates on a day-to-day basis. But they will not 
in themselves reveal how the state came into being or what its overall 
social purpose and role is. What is important in this regard is to see 
the state in its interconnections with the rest of society, as a social, 
historically developing phenomenon. A World to Win’s starting point 
is that the state has an objective existence. It exists independently of 
our consciousness and views about it. We may not recognise the state 
but the state certainly recognises us. Secondly, the state exists only in 
relationship to other parts of society. It can only be understood, for 
example, in its connection to economic relations, both national and 
global. In other words, the state is part of a greater whole. Thirdly, the 
state, as all other phenomena, has internal and external contradictions. 
For example, its role under capitalism limits its capacities and powers in 
relation to the economy. The need for popular approval and legitimacy 
is undermined by the state’s alienated existence. Fourthly, the state is 
studied in its development, both in terms of its historic origins and 
how it is changing in the present. 

A pioneering study into the origins of the state in society was made by 
Frederick Engels, the close collaborator of Karl Marx. In his The Origin 
of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), Engels showed 
through an anthropological study of ancient, primitive societies – where 
no state existed – that the state was a product of society at a particular 
stage of historical development. This stage, he argued, marked the end 
of communal property and the beginning of private ownership. 

The ‘mystery’ of the state
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Engels explained that the emergence of the state

is the admission that this society has involved itself in insoluble self-
contradiction and is cleft into irreconcilable antagonisms which it 
is powerless to exorcise. But in order that these antagonisms, classes 
with conflicting economic interests, shall not consume themselves and 
society in fruitless struggle, a power, apparently standing above society, 
has become necessary to moderate the conflict and keep it within the 
bounds of  ‘order’; and this power, arisen out of society, but placing 
itself above it and increasingly alienating itself from it, is the state.

Engels also argued that, as a rule, it is the “state of the most powerful, 
economically dominant class, which, through the medium of the 
state, becomes also the politically dominant class” [emphasis added]. 
So state power in any society has to be closely related to the dominant 
social classes in society. If it is not, then the state cannot function or 
establish legitimacy and authority and becomes vulnerable. Economic 
power in a class-based society requires political power for social stability 
and in order to reproduce, as well as develop, the best conditions for 
production. In this sense, the state represents a division of labour. 
Capitalists go on doing what they do best – producing commodities, 
exploiting labour and making profits. Politics is left to the state, to 
professional groups of administrators, politicians, civil servants, judges, 
prison officers, police and the armed forces. Capitalists are a diverse 
class with competing interests which is one crucial reason why they 
cannot rule directly. The state creates and then develops a framework 
within which the capitalist system of production is able to function.  

In his preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 
Marx explained the relationship between the “political superstructure” 
and the “economic structure” of society. He described how political 
relations arise on the base of economic foundations and ultimately 
reflect the interests of the dominant class in society and that:

In the social production of their life, human beings enter into definite 
relations that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations 
of production which correspond to a definite stage of development 
of their material productive forces. The sum total of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
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foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure 
[emphasis added] and to which correspond definite forms of social 
consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions 
the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the 
consciousness of human beings that determines their being, but, on 
the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness.

Over time, specialists in ruling like top civil servants, generals and 
judges have come to dominate affairs and have given the state a certain 
operational but relative autonomy. In this way, the state, rather than 
serving society, stands above and aloof from the population and is 
insulated from popular pressures. This adds to the impression that 
the existing state system is independent, neutral, normal and, above 
all, irreplaceable. This alienation is itself a reflection at a political level 
of the fact that people, both individually and socially, are deprived of 
the result of their own labour and the wealth produced by society as a 
whole. 

While we are free to sell our labour power to an employer in return 
for a wage, once bought it becomes a good for use by the capitalist 
alone. The value added by labour belongs to – or is appropriated by 
– the employer and is the source of profit. Marx discovered that “this 
fact simply means that the object that labour produces, its product, 
stands opposed to it as something alien, as a power independent of the 
producer”. He described this process as “a loss of reality for the worker, 
objectification as loss of and bondage to the object, and appropriation 

A division of labour
State power is exercised through the state apparatus, or more precisely, 
through a system of state apparatuses. The separate existence of the 
state is part of a specific division of labour within society. Its internal 
organisation thus reflects in a particular way the social division of labour 
and the prevailing social class relations, contributing to their reproduction 
in the ever-ongoing social process. In the historical course of the class 
struggle, the state apparatuses come to crystallise determinate social 
relations and thus assume a material existence, efficacy and inertia which 
are to a certain extent independent of current state policies and class 
relations. 

Göran Therborn, What does the state do when it rules? Verso 19�8
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as estrangement, as alienation”. This alienated existence also confronts 
people in a hostile way through state institutions and bureaucracies. 
The overwhelming majority of the population have no direct control, 
access to or involvement in the running of the state. Occasionally we 
are consulted through a general or local election. We have the right to 
choose our rulers – but not the right to rule. The state’s key functions 
include:

maintaining the degree of social and institutional stability necessary 
for production, commerce and trade
developing a legal framework that guarantees private property 
rights and contract law
establishing a universal monetary system 
managing external/foreign relations, organising defence and 
conducting war
maintaining border controls and regulating immigration
regulating the terms and conditions of capital-labour relations
ensuring the supply of new generations of trained and educated 
workers for the labour market  
dealing with the consequences of economic crisis
providing services that capitalists cannot carry out but require such 
as education, health, transport infrastructure etc
enforcing deductions from people’s wages and profits to finance 
state expenditure.

 
The state also plays a key ideological role in conveying notions that, 

for example, capitalism is really all about “individual freedom” and 
“consumer choice”, that the state governs in the “national interest”, 

















An intrinsic unity
A state apparatus operates simultaneously as an expression of class 
domination... and as the execution of the supreme rule-making, rule-
applying, rule-adjudicating, rule-enforcing and rule-defending tasks of 
society. These two aspects constitute an intrinsic unity: execution of these 
tasks is class domination and class political domination is the execution of 
these tasks. 

Göran Therborn, What does the state do when it rules? Verso 19�8
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Defining the State 
 

Given the preceding remarks, I now define the state as a ‘rational abstraction’ to be 

re-specified in different ways and for different purposes as strategic-relational 

analysis proceeds. In short, in order to initiate the analysis rather than pre-empt 

further exploration, the core of the state apparatus can be defined as a distinct 

ensemble of institutions and organizations whose socially accepted function is to 

define and enforce collectively binding decisions on a given population in the name 

of their ‘common interest’ or ‘general will’ (Jessop 1990: 341). This broad definition 

identifies the state in terms of its generic features as a specific form of macro-

political organization with a specific type of political orientation; it also indicates that 

there are important links between the state and the political sphere and, indeed, the 

wider society. Thus, not all forms of macro-political organization can be classed as 

state-like nor can the state simply be equated with government, law, bureaucracy, a 

coercive apparatus, or another political institution. Indeed this definition puts the 

contradictions and dilemmas entailed in political discourse at the heart of work on 

the state, because claims about the general will or common interest are a key 

feature of the state system and distinguish it from straightforward political 

domination or violent oppression (contrast Tilly 1973). The approach can also serve 

as a basis for describing specific states and political regimes and exploring the 

conditions in which states emerge, evolve, enter into crisis, and are transformed. 

This initial cluster definition is also compatible with diverse analytical approaches to 

the state and with recognition of what Mann (1986) terms the polymorphous 

crystallization of state power associated with alternative principles of 

societalization.1 

 

This said, six qualifications are required to make this multi-dimensional definition 

useful in orienting a strategic-relational research agenda:  

1. Above, around, and below the core of the state are found institutions and 

organizations whose relation to the core ensemble is uncertain. Indeed the 

effective integration of the state as an institutional ensemble pursuing 

relatively coherent polices is deeply problematic. This is where governmental 

rationalities, administrative programmes, and political practices oriented to 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/286710610_The_Sources_of_Social_Power_A_history_of_power_from_the_beginning_to_AD_1760?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==
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achieving such integration become significant. Moreover, while statal 

operations are most concentrated and condensed in the core of the state, 

they depend on a wide range of micro-political practices dispersed 

throughout society. States never achieve full closure or complete separation 

from society and the precise boundaries between the state and/or political 

system and other institutional orders and systems are generally in doubt and 

change over time. In many circumstances this ambiguity may even be 

productive in pursuit of state policies. Similar problems emerge in relation to 

inter-state relations in the emerging world political system.  

2. The nature of these institutions and organizations, their articulation to form 

the overall architecture of the state qua institutional ensemble, and its 

differential links with the wider society will depend on the nature of the social 

formation and its past history. The capitalist type of state differs from that 

characteristic of feudalism, for example;2 and political regimes also differ 

across capitalist social formations. 

3. Although the socially acknowledged character of its political functions is a 

defining feature of the normal state, the forms in which this legitimacy is 

institutionalized and expressed will also vary. Indeed the whole point of 

describing such political functions as 'socially acknowledged' is to stress that 

their precise content is constituted in and through politically relevant 

discourses. The contested discourses about the nature and purposes of 

government for the wider society and their relationship to alternative 

hegemonic projects and their translation into political practices become 

significant in this context. 

4. Although coercion is a state’s ultimate sanction, states have other methods to 

secure compliance. Violence is rarely the state’s first resort (especially in 

consolidated capitalist societies) and would often be counterproductive. A full 

account of the state must consider all the means of intervention at its 

disposal, their capacities and limitations, and their relative weight in different 

contexts. This is especially important for evolving forms of statehood in an 

increasingly interdependent world society. 

5. The society whose common interest and general will are administered by the 

state should no more be interpreted as an empirical given than the state 
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itself. The boundaries and identity of the society are often constituted in and

through  the  same  processes  by  which  states  are  built,  reproduced,  and 

transformed.  Indeed  it  is  one  of  the  more  obvious  conclusions  of  the  state-

centred  approach  that  state-  and  nation-building  are  strongly  influenced  by 

the  emergent  dynamic  of  the  emergent  international  system  formed  through

the  interaction  of  sovereign  states.  An  effect  of  globalization  and  its 

associated  relativization  of  scale  is  the  increasing  difficulty  of  defining  the

boundaries of any given society – to the extent that some theorists claim that 

only  one  society  now  exists,  namely,  world  society  (Luhmann  1982,  1997;

Richter  1996;  Stichweh  2000).  Interestingly,  the  tendential  emergence  of 

world  society  reinforces  the  importance  of  national  states  in  many  areas  of

social life (Meyer et al., 1997).

6.  Whatever the political rhetoric of the ‘common interest’ or ‘general will’ might

suggest, these are always 'illusory' insofar as attempts to  define  them occur

on a strategically selective terrain and involves the differential articulation and 

aggregation  of  interests,  opinions,  and  values.  Indeed,  the  common  interest

or  general  will  is  always  asymmetrical,  marginalizing  or  defining  some 

interests  at  the  same  time  as  it  privileges  other.  There  is  never  a  general

interest that embraces all possible particular interests (Jessop 1990). Indeed, 

a  key  statal  task  is  to  aid  the  organization  of  spatio-temporal  fixes  that

facilitate  the  deferral  and  displacement  of  contradictions,  crisis-tendencies, 

and  conflicts  to  the  benefit  of  those  fully  included  in  the  ‘general  interest’  at

the  expense  of  those  more  or  less  excluded  from  it.  In  turn,  this  suggests 

clear limits to the possibility of a world state governing world society because

this would exclude a constitutive outside for the pursuit of a ‘general interest’ 

or require a fundamental shift in social relations to prevent social exclusion.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/302084345_Nation_und_Weltgesellschaft?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/238123167_State_Theory_Putting_The_Capitalist_State_In_Its_Place?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/271821757_The_World_Society_as_a_Social_System?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/224892326_World_Society_and_the_Nation-State?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233190812_Globalization_or_World_Society_How_to_Conceive_of_Modern_Society?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-4c790f6e9dde21d32c11d75a5c4350dc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5MDMxOTk1NztBUzo0MzUzNDYxNDA4NjQ1MzBAMTQ4MDgwNjAxNjQ3NA==

