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in a world-historical perspective oriented to changing state and inter-
state systems. Such an approach can also encompass a figurational 
analysis that combines historical constitution, formal constitution, 
and associated state ideas. In turn, this analysis can provide the basis 
for well-grounded critiques of ideology and domination.

With these issues in mind, the present chapter introduces some 
definitions of the state (or its core features) taken from different theo-
retical traditions. It also argues that the state and the political system 
are parts of broader sets of social relations and cannot be adequately 
understood and explained without reference to their embedding in 
these wider arrangements. Sovereign states do not exist in majestic 
isolation, overseeing the rest of society, but are closely linked to other 
institutional orders (notably the economic and the legal systems) and 
to their respective ‘civil societies’ (the scare quotes signal the analo-
gous difficulties of defining civil society, its equally contested nature, 
and the utopian expectations often invested in it). This relation varies 
greatly in and across states. Indeed, whatever the degree of the state’s 
autonomy from other orders, the exercise and impact of state power 
(or, better, state powers) are activated through changing sets of politi-
cians and state officials located in specific parts of the state apparatus, 
in specific conjunctures, and reflect the prevailing balance of forces, 
as it obtains beyond as well as within the state (chapter 3). It follows 
that the state’s structural powers and capacities cannot be fully 
grasped by focusing on the state alone and, unsurprisingly, different 
social theories are associated with different accounts of the state and 
state power.

So What Is the State?

As hinted above, this innocuous-sounding question hides a serious 
challenge to students of the state. Some theorists deny the state’s very 
existence (or, at least, the possibility and value of studying it), but 
most still accept that states (or, following Abrams, state systems and, 
a fortiori, interstate systems) are real and provide a feasible and valid 
research focus. Beyond this broad agreement, however, we find con-
ceptual anarchy. Key questions include: Is the state best defined by 
its legal form, coercive capacities, institutional composition and 
boundaries, internal operations and modes of calculation, declared 
aims, functions for the broader society, or sovereign place in the 
international system? Is it a thing, a subject, a social relation, or a 
construct that helps to orient political action? Is stateness a variable 
and, if so, what are its central dimensions? What is the relation 
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between the state and law, the state and politics, the state and civil 
society, the public and the private, state power and micropower rela-
tions? Is the state best studied in isolation; as part of the political 
system; or as one element in a broader social formation, or even in 
world society? Do states have territorial and temporal sovereignty or 
institutional, decisional, or operational autonomy and, if so, what 
are the sources and limits of this sovereignty or autonomy?

Everyday language is of little help here. It sometimes depicts the 
state as a subject – not in a specific juridical sense, for example as a 
persona	ficta (artificial person), personne	morale, enduring ‘corpora-
tion sole’, and so forth – but in an interpellative sense, that is, in 
terms of how the state is ‘hailed’: addressed or discussed as if it were 
an individual person or a collective subject endowed with conscious-
ness, will, and agency (on interpellation, see Althusser 1971). Thus 
it is said that the state does, or should do, this or that – or should 
stop doing it. In similar vein, albeit at great remove from common 
sense, realist international relations theory treats the state as a unitary 
actor in world politics, as if it had a mind and interests of its own 
(e.g., Morgenthau 1954; Waltz 1979). Equally, the state is sometimes 
discussed as a thing-like instrument, machine, engine, ship (of state), 
cybernetic or regulatory device – to be used, driven, activated, steered, 
monitored, or modulated by a given economic class, social stratum, 
political party, official caste, or other agents, with a view to advancing 
its own projects, interests, or values. Yet how, if at all, could the state 
act as	if it were a unified subject, and what could constitute its unity 
as a ‘thing’? Coherent answers are hard to find because the state’s 
referents vary so widely across times, places, and contexts as well as 
with the forces acting towards the state, the situations in which ‘it’ 
acts, and so on.

First, insofar as the state is treated as a subject, in what does its 
subjectivity reside? In premodern states, this could be answered, 
perhaps too easily, in terms of the person of the ruler. This is reflected 
in the early modern statement attributed, perhaps apocryphally, to 
Louis XIV of France: L’État	c’est	moi (‘I am the state’). Opinions differ 
as to whether he said this on his deathbed or when deputies in the 
French parliament challenged the authority of his edicts. But, in the 
former case, it is also reported that he said: Je	m’en	vais,	mais	l’État	
demeurera	toujours (‘I am leaving but the state shall remain forever’). 
Interestingly, whereas the first statement, if made, signifies the embodi-
ment of the state in the person of the king, the second denotes its 
impersonal character, separate from any single individual.

This separation was reflected in the growing use of the concept of 
the state to describe an enduring, impersonal apparatus responsible 
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for producing a good ‘state of affairs’ in the territory controlled by 
that apparatus (Boldt et al. 1992; Luhmann 1989; Skinner 2009). 
The state concept signified the historical contrast between (1) the 
identification of the polity with a specific personage, agency, or insti-
tution (polis, civitas, regnum, imperium, etc.) and (2) the more 
abstract character of political rule in modern, functionally differenti-
ated societies. In such societies the political system, with the state at 
its centre, is institutionally and operationally disembedded from the 
wider society and the state takes the form of an impersonal power 
that is separate from those who exercise power in the name of the 
state and, at a later stage, separate from the parties or political alli-
ances that form the government from time to time. In the fifteenth 
century the European ‘mirror of princes’ literature revealed a seman-
tic slippage between status, estate, and state. Such treatises advised 
rulers how to maintain their own status, maintain a peaceful	state	of	
affairs in their dominium, and maintain a functioning state	apparatus 
(Skinner 1989; Viroli 1992). In turn, the natural law tradition that 
justified absolutism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries made 
a sharper distinction between the newly emerging single, supreme 
sovereign authority, those who held office in that state and exercised 
power on its behalf, and the people over whom sovereign authority 
was exercised, whether in their own name or not. In addition, since 
a state of peace occurs in a given territorial realm, the state apparatus 
that secures peace comes to signify dominance over the territory itself. 
In short, in contrast to the different connotations of the earlier plural-
ity of competing terms, the semantics of the state highlighted the 
distinctive features of this new form of territorialization of political 
power. Further, as the political system itself grew more complex 
internally, juridico-political discourse also became more complex 
within the framework of constitutional, administrative, and public 
law (Luhmann 1989: 107–8; Nettl 1968; Loughlin 2014). And, 
finally, once this new state lexicon emerged it started to play a key 
role in the institutional integration and strategic orientation of the 
state (see Jessop 1990: 347–9).

The process of political institutionalization is reflected in the con-
trast between Louis XIV’s remark in the seventeenth century that he 
embodied the state, L’État,	c’est	moi, and the claim to be ‘the first 
servant of the state’ made in the eighteenth century by the Prussian 
Emperor Frederick II, who thereby sought to justify his position 
through deeds rather than divine right (Brubaker 1992: 58). An asso-
ciated theme is that of lèse	majesté: a slight or injury to the person 
of the sovereign and his/her immediate family, or even to the heads 
of other states. This idea survives in some constitutions (e.g., of 
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Denmark, Jordan, Malaysia, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Spain, and 
Thailand) and such slights or injuries (real or imagined) have met 
with punishment in dictatorships identified with a leading personality 
(e.g., Joseph Stalin, Adolf Hitler, Moammar Qaddafi, Kim Il-jun) or 
with a tight-knit high command (e.g., Myanmar’s military junta). It 
can also extend to attacks on state symbols, for instance by burning 
a national flag or by counterfeiting coins. With the rise of the modern 
state, however, authority becomes more impersonal and its ‘personal-
ity’ is seen as a legal fiction. In turn, lèse	majesté is absorbed into the 
crime of sedition against the government (as opposed to treason 
against the state and its people). This impersonal character underpins 
the continuity of the contracts and obligations of the state as well as 
the authority of individuals to act in its name, especially when they 
hold a defined office in a (quasi-)constitutional document.

While idealist and speculative philosophers such as Hegel may 
posit that the state is a knowing subject, endowed with supraindi-
vidual and supernatural intelligence, one might well ask, with Badiou 
(2005: 87): Does the state think? Or is it mindless – not only literally, 
but also metaphorically (Marx 1975)? In what do raison	d’état and 
the intelligence of the state consist? More generally, how can we 
consider the role of the state in the mental–manual division of labour 
and the role of its intellectuals in constituting the state and state idea? 
(On these last points, see Balasopoulos, 2012.)

Turning from the state viewed as a real or fictitious juridico-
political Subject, we can ask about the plurality of subjects who act 
as the state’s agents. This poses interesting questions in terms of 
principal agent theory. On the one hand, who is authorized to make 
decisions on behalf of the state, as its agent, and to exercise a political 
authority that is backed, where appropriate, by physical violence? 
And, on the other hand and more intriguingly, who or what consti-
tutes the principal in this principal–agent relationship? On behalf of 
whom (or what) do the agents act? The answer depends on the list 
of institutions deemed to belong to the state. It is relatively easy to 
identify the state’s core apparatuses as its agents; but it becomes 
progressively harder to do so as the list of state apparatuses is 
extended. At the margins, for example, do they include the trade 
union leaders who policed income policies in the ‘national economic 
interest’ during the stagflationary 1960s and 1970s in advanced capi-
talist societies? Do they include media owners and compliant journal-
ists who relay false justifications for the state’s launching of wars of 
aggression, or who accept its rewording of torture as no more than 
‘enhanced interrogation’? Do they include mercenaries hired from 
private firms to fight wars, and private militias backed by states to 
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further their politico-military aims? Do they include outsiders’ inter-
ests that coproduce regulation or capture regulatory agencies ideo-
logically, politically, or economically? Further problems arise when 
we study the internal stratification, parallel power networks, and 
external policy linkages that animate the state. Here we might refer 
to agents outside the state, who have high-level security clearance 
and contribute to strategy elaboration, policy formulation, and 
implementation (on this kind of ‘deep state’, see chapters 3 and 9).

Second, regarding the ‘thingness’ of the state, a common response 
is to list its component institutions, identifying a core set with increas-
ingly vague outer limits. The political theorist Ralph Miliband 
adopted this approach in a cathartic modern classic: The	 State	 in	
Capitalist	Society. He began with an ostensive definition of key gov-
ernmental institutions as ‘the government, the administration, the 
military and the police, the judicial branch, sub-central government 
and parliamentary assemblies’ (Miliband 1969: 54). But he then 
included antisocialist parties, the mass media, educational institu-
tions, trade union leaders, and other forces in civil society as parts 
of the wider state system (Miliband 1969: 180–211, 220–7; cf. 
Miliband 1977: 47–50). Also writing in the late 1960s, the French 
Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser proceeded similarly in a famous 
essay on ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’. He distin-
guished a relatively unified ‘repressive state apparatus’ from diverse, 
relatively autonomous ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (Althusser 
1971). The former comprise the core of the state (the executive, the 
legislature, the judiciary, and the police-military apparatus); the latter 
include the family apparatus, education, organized religion, and the 
media. This said, while the repressive state apparatus relies more on 
coercion, it has a crucial ideological moment; and, while ideological 
state apparatuses rely more on ideology, coercion remains in reserve. 
Inclusive lists like Miliband’s and Althusser’s – and there are others, 
for example those given by Antonio Gramsci and Nicos Poulantzas 
– often recognize that state institutions exist on both sides of the
legal boundary between ‘public’ and ‘private’ (see below on constitut-
ing the state). However, this boundary is sometimes dismissed as a 
juridical mystification with legitimating effects, at the risk of minimiz-
ing the distinction between democratic and totalitarian regimes 
(chapter 9).

These two accounts, with their expansive lists of institutions and 
apparatuses, suggest, correctly, that being in charge of one institution, 
even if that is the executive branch, does not ensure control over the 
entire state system. In addition, since the state is ‘a peopled organiza-
tion’ (Jones 2007: 17–20 and passim), personnel of the state may not 
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follow authorized procedures or exercise its members’ discretion to 
promote the prevailing state project (see also Finer 1997a, 1997b, 
1997c). The challenges of overall control are especially evident where 
the state is integrated into inter- or transnational arrangements or 
subordinated to another state, formally or informally. Such lists also 
invite us to ask what exactly justifies treating these institutions and 
apparatuses as being inside rather than outside the state. In both 
cases, the answer is functionalist. Miliband (1969: 3) argued that the 
state’s essential function is to defend the interests of the dominant 
class; and Althusser (1971), that it is to secure social cohesion in 
class-divided societies. But if the quality of statehood is defined in 
terms of such broad functions, especially where these are equated 
with alleged effects rather than declared purposes, why not extend 
the list of relevant institutions to the entire field of social relations? 
Such lists may seem more plausible when they are more restricted 
and correspond to everyday understandings of the state. Yet even 
then they usually fail to clarify what lends the institutions in question 
the specific quality of statehood. This is hard because, as the renowned 
German social scientist Max Weber noted, there is hardly an activity 
that modern states (or their historical precursors) have never under-
taken and none that they always undertake, let alone exclusively 
(Weber 1994: 310). Thus definitions that rely on a predefined set of 
state tasks are imprecise; and this indicates, he argued, the need for 
another approach.

The Three-Element Approach

Weber’s alternative was to define the state initially in terms of means 
rather than ends, that is, in terms of the distinctive organizational form 
and capacities of the state apparatus rather than its alleged functions 
or purposes. Thus he defined the modern state (not, be it noted, all 
states) as the ‘human community which (successfully) lays claim to the 
monopoly	of	legitimate	physical	violence within a certain territory, this 
“territory” being another of the characteristics of the state’ (Weber 
1994: 310–11). In this context ‘human community’ refers, restrictively, 
to the administrative staff of the ‘compulsory political organization’ 
that exercises continuous domination within a territory (Weber 1978: 
53–4; cf. Weber 1994: 313). This definition assumes that the territory 
is ‘peopled’ – an aspect he explored elsewhere.

Weber argues that this monopoly of violence can be legitimated in 
several ways. The most significant modes comprise: traditional 
authority, including divine right and dynastic succession; charismatic 
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domination; and a formal constitution that governs the transfer and 
exercise of the authority to make collectively binding decisions. 
Weber qualifies his reference to coercion by noting that states usually 
resort to nonviolent means to secure their existence and maintain 
general political order in their respective territories. The tasks and 
activities that states perform in this regard are highly variable and 
the state, qua political community, must seek to justify them in terms 
of general values (Weber 1978: 54–6, 902, 905–6). Lastly, what he 
initially treated as a defining feature of the modern state (its right to 
define the legitimate use of violence) soon disappears from Weber’s 
account, as he turns to bureaucracy and its crucial role in effectuating 
the unity of state administration (1968: 56, 212–26, 956–1003). In 
short, even this most famous of definitions, once introduced, was 
amended to allow for the complexities of real states. (For good 
reviews of Weber’s state theory, see Anter and Breuer 2007; on Weber 
and two other leading German theorists discussed later, Carl Schmitt 
and Franz Neumann, see Kelly 2003.)

Weber’s definition is related to the ‘three-element’ approach of 
continental European constitutional, juridical, and state theory tradi-
tions (see, for example, Jellinek 1905; Heller 1983; Kelsen 1945; 
Schmitt 1985). This approach is also common in international law, 
which is concerned with issues of the mutual recognition of states. 
The three elements that it identifies are: (1) a politically organized 
coercive, administrative, and symbolic apparatus endowed with both 
general and specific powers (variously described as Staatsgewalt, 
Staatsapparat, or Staatshoheit: respectively, state power, state appa-
ratus, or state sovereignty) – reflected in Weber’s interpretation of 
‘human community’ as the administrative staff of the state; (2) a 
clearly demarcated core territory under more or less uncontested and 
continuous control of the state apparatus (Staatsgebiet: state terri-
tory); and (3) a permanent or stable population, on which the state’s 
political authority and decisions are binding (Staatsvolk). Similar 
ideas, without the use of explicit juridico-political language, are 
found in anthropological studies of state formation (chapter 5).

I now consider each element in terms of general state theory, con-
stitutional law, and international law. General state theory is mostly 
concerned with the domestic relations among these elements and 
emphasizes their institutional features, which makes this approach 
compatible with questions of historical or formal constitution and 
institutionalist approaches (see chapter 1). A focus on constitutional 
law is both a strength and weakness. On the one hand, the constitu-
tionalization as well as the territorialization of political power are 
key features of the modern state, especially if one wants to distinguish 
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legitimate authority based on the rule of law from domination by 
warlords and mafia-style organizations with different codes of right 
and wrong. On the other hand, constitutional legitimacy is quite 
recent in world-historical terms by comparison with traditional or 
charismatic authority or the brute and often brutal reality of ‘might 
makes right’. In addition, the world of states includes failing, failed, 
collapsed, or shadow states where there is no rule of law and, often, 
no effective internal sovereignty. Third, while some political scientists 
may accept a practical or a legalistic focus on the ‘internal state’, 
international law also examines the external dimension of statehood. 
At stake here is the principle that no state should be formally subor-
dinate to external authority: it should be sovereign in its own territory 
and over its own population. Yet, as much recent work on the world 
market and on global governance indicates, state sovereignty is being 
challenged in various ways, externally as well as internally (see 
chapter 8). A related issue is the extraterritorial reach of ‘superpow-
ers’ (most notably, the post-Cold War United States), which overrides 
in various ways the internal and external rights of other sovereign 
states. This issue has implications for empire and imperialism in dif-
ferent periods (see chapters 5, 8, and 9). For now, however, I return 
to the three elements (for a summary representation, see Table 2.2).

State apparatus

This phrase designates a politically organized coercive, administra-
tive, and symbolic apparatus with sovereign authority vis-à-vis its 
own population and other states. This does not limit state power to 
direct and immediate coercion, whether deployed for internal pur-
poses or for external defence. Indeed, if most of its subjects deem 
state power legitimate, compliance normally follows without recourse 
to physical as opposed to symbolic violence and is often mediated 
through micro-techniques that seem to have little (if anything) to do 
with the state (cf. Foucault 1980; Bourdieu 1994, 2014; Bratsis 2006; 
Miller and Rose 2008; Neocleous 2000). We can also distinguish 
coercion that is normally exercised intermittently through the legal 
system from the open, often unconstrained use of force in emergen-
cies. Massive reliance on violence would signify weak legitimacy, even 
where the violence is effective. It is often a sign of state crisis, or even 
of state failure. The importance of basing authority on something 
more than violence is evident even in the earliest states, where bureau-
cratic forms (or at least a hierarchy of offices and associated person-
nel) emerged and were linked to ritual or charismatic authority as 
well as to military power (Service 1975: 10; Breuer 2014). In short, 
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a relative monopoly of organized coercion is just one state capacity 
among several forms of ‘hard power’ and generally coexists with 
forms of ‘soft power’ rooted in sociocultural relations. Indeed Joseph 
Nye, a US American political scientist, international relations theo-
rist, and influential foreign affairs policy advisor, advocates ‘smart 
power’ based on a judicious mix of hard and soft power (Nye 2004).

This said, many states routinely infringe their own legality – 
whether openly or beneath the cloak of official secrecy, whether at 
home or abroad – by relying on a mix of terror, force, fraud, and 
corruption to exercise power. (On different forms of state criminality, 
see Maran 1989; Barak 1991; Giraldo 1996; Reno 1998; Campbell 
and Brenner 2000; Green and Ward 2004; Bayart, Ellis, and Hibou 
2009; Rothe 2009; Wilson 2009; on grand and petty corruption, see 
Dobel 1978; Kang 2002; Bratsis 2003; Satter 2003; Tsoukalas 2003; 
Kofele-Kala 2006.) Individual state agents may also abuse state power 
for fraudulent enrichment on a petty or grand scale. Furthermore, all 
states, considered as legal subjects, reserve the right – or claim the 
need – to suspend the constitution or specific legal provisions in 
exceptional conditions. Carl Schmitt, the famous – or notorious – 
German legal and political theorist writing in the 1920s–1950s, even 
proposed that ‘sovereign is he who decides on the exception’ (Schmitt 
1985: 5;5 cf. Scheuerman 1994; Agamben 2005; Boukalas 2014a; and 
chapter 9 here). The resulting ‘states of emergency’ are, in principle 
at least, temporary and tied to specific threats or challenges – initially 
around security issues, more recently extending to economic emer-
gencies (Scheuerman 2000). In some cases, however, the state of 
emergency may be declared permanent, and this is used to justify an 
enduring rather than temporary dictatorship.

In short, even for Schmittian scholars, sovereignty is not equated 
solely with state violence – whether in the form of police powers or 
further resort to military force. A simple typology of state resources 
has been proposed by the German sociologist Helmut Willke (1992). 
He distinguished four general means that can be deployed, alone or 
in admixture, in exercising power: force, law, money, and knowledge. 
While the first three are intuitively plausible, the fourth merits expla-
nation. Knowledge has been a major aspect of state power for mil-
lennia and involves many forms of information gathering, political 
calculation, and surveillance (e.g., Scott 1998 on ‘seeing like a state’; 
and Bourdieu 2014 on the state’s ‘informational capital’). Indeed 
‘statistics’ initially referred to the state’s collection of demographic 
and economic data for its own purposes. The more general nexus of 
power–knowledge has often been explored – including, famously, by 
Michel Foucault (1980, 2007, 2008). And, with the rise of the 
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security state, information becomes critical to state capacities of 
pursuing national, social, economic, and environmental security.

On this basis Willke identified four stages in the development of 
the modern	state, each stage being characterized by the relative pre-
dominance of one medium of power. His analysis has also been 
elaborated by Stefan Lange, a German political scientist, whose 
version is summarized in Table 2.1.

The first stage was that of the territorial security state (Sicher-
heitsstaat), which mobilized and deployed force to defend its bound-
aries and to impose order within them. Next was the constitutional 
state, based on the rule of law (Rechtsstaat), which relied on law to 
secure domestic order and to promote international peace. Third 
came the social state (Sozialstaat), which used taxes and state credit 
to promote the social security associated with different forms and 
degrees of citizenship. The most recent stage, according to Willke, is 
the Supervisionsstaat. This concept is hard to translate. It connotes 
both a state that exercises super-vision as a result of its relative 
monopoly over collective intelligence and a state that exercises control 
through its supervisory or disciplinary capacities (Willke 1997; also 
Lange 2003). As the scope of state intervention expands and state 
capacities depend more on soft and reflexive law, targeted spending, 
and knowledge, traditional political leaders and state managers 
increasingly find themselves forced to adjudicate on broad political 
grounds on the solutions proposed by experts (cf. Gramsci 1971: 
28 = Q 12, §1).6 This is reflected in the shift from government to 
(meta)governance (on this, see chapters 3, 7, and 9).

State territory

While the legitimate monopoly of violence offers one entry point into 
the analysis of the state, another is the territorial organization of 
political authority. Some theorists regard this as the essential feature 
of the state, premodern as well as modern (e.g. Luhmann 1989). Such 
territorialization of political authority certainly gives a common form 
to all effective states in the modern interstate system and thereby 
provides an important criterion for the destatization of authority and, 
in other contexts, for state failure. It also provides a basis for distin-
guishing politics in general (e.g., office politics) from politics that is 
oriented to the exercise of state power (cf. Weber 1994).

Territorialization denotes the division of the earth into more or 
less clearly demarcated areas that are governed by a political author-
ity empowered to make decisions binding on the residents of these 
areas (Delaney 2005). Territory in this sense should not be confused 
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with the more generic notion of terra – ‘the terrestrial’ (which encom-
passes ‘land’ in its broadest sense, i.e., land and the subterranean, the 
sea, its depths and seabed, the air above, and outer space) – which 
provides a variable, technologically conditioned, and relational ‘raw 
material’ of territorialization as a specific political process. Land 
without centralized political authority is sometimes declared to be 
terra	nullius, ‘no one’s land’ – that is, land without a sovereign (the 
Antarctic land mass is a rare current example); its maritime parallel 
is ‘the high seas’. An important moment in the rise of the modern 
Westphalian state was the papal declaration that Europe would be 
governed by independent, sovereign, and Christian national states, 
that war would only be conducted between states (which thereby 
prohibited civil wars), and that the New World, regarded as terra	
nullius, would be divided between Portugal and Spain, to be colo-
nized as their rulers saw fit, according to European natural law tradi-
tions – admittedly a commitment to good governance that was more 
often honoured in the breach than in practice (see Schmitt 2003).

Clearly the nature of this raw material shapes claims to sovereignty 
(contrast, for example, continental and archipelagic states) and 
prompts different kinds of territorial dispute (e.g. rights of navigation 
through straits). This is the stuff of geopolitics, customary law, and 
international law. Different principles are at play when it comes to 
sea and air, and this leads to oscillations in the principles and prac-
tices applied in territorialization. One example is the changing prior-
ity that individual states give at different times to ‘freedom of the 
high seas’ and to ‘sovereignty over territorial waters’ and interstate 
disputes that follow from this. Further, as maritime technologies have 
changed and aviation technologies evolve, so does the scope of ter-
ritorialization (e.g., as it comprises, successively, ‘territorial waters’, 
exclusive maritime economic zones, continental shelves, and high 
seas).7 While one might think of territory as fixed, ships and aircraft 
not only have national identities but also can have sovereign	territo-
rial status, and hence gain immunity from uninvited intervention 
(Bernhardt 1989).

The scope for territorial conflict also alters with technologies and 
strategic interests, as seen in the new struggle for ‘full spectrum domi-
nance’: a struggle to control outer space and cyberspace as well as 
land, sea and air (cf. Bernhardt 1989; Haanappel 2003: 1–27; and 
Engdahl 2009). Finally the terrestrial, the territorial, and, most 
recently, the telematic (or, more broadly, cyberspace) are objects of 
cartographic representation. States engage in mapping them as part 
of state projects and for wider purposes (Escolar 1997; Biggs 1999; 
Hannah 2000; Elden 2007, 2010; Barkan 2011).
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Territorialization takes different forms, beginning with groups of 
hunter-gatherers or herders that tend to roam within a space with 
porous borders but also crucial nodes (such as oases, ritual sites) that 
they seek to defend and developing through simple and complex 
chiefdoms to early forms of state and empire (van der Pijl 2007; see 
also chapter 5).8 Nomadic empires have also developed, sometimes 
in the shadow of, and partly parasitic upon, sedentary empires, as in 
the coevolution of successive Mongolian federations vis-à-vis early 
imperial China (Finer 1997a, 1997b; Barfield 2001; van der Pijl 
2007). Such empires later formed the basis of the Eurasian Mongol 
Empire and its vassal states founded by Chinggis Khan (see Amitai-
Preiss and Morgan 2000). Control over territory was also a defining 
feature of the feudal mode of production and distinguished it from 
its capitalist successor, which has the world market as its ultimate 
spatiotemporal horizon of expansion and reproduction. In sum, it 
would be wrong to identify territorialization or its results solely with 
the ‘Westphalian’ state system allegedly established by the Treaty of 
Westphalia in 1648 but realized only stepwise and incompletely 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

There are solid historical grounds for questioning the powerful 
originary (founding) myth of the Westphalian system, especially 
regarding its ruptural character. Indeed, rather than establishing inde-
pendent states or polities, the treaty was actually expected to con-
tribute to the survival of the Holy Roman Empire (Schmitt 2003). 
The latter was eventually ended through intervention by the newly 
hegemonic continental power, Napoleonic France, rather than being 
displaced by multiple Westphalian states or withering away (Beaulac 
2004). Nonetheless, in its mythical character, this system is normally 
said to involve the systematic division of a potentially global political 
system into a series of exclusive territories controlled by mutually 
recognizing, mutually legitimating states that are not legally subject 
to the authority of another state. In contrast, feudalism is frequently 
alleged to involve a tangled patchwork of partly overlapping or 
superimposed territories, ‘in which different juridical instances were 
geographically interwoven and stratified, and plural allegiances, 
asymmetrical suzerainties and anomalous enclaves abounded’ 
(Beaulac 2004: 189). This patchwork of political regimes is some-
times said to have been revived in the guise of neo-medievalism or 
neo-feudalism (see chapter 5).

Westphalian territorial principles are, rightly or wrongly, the main 
reference point in modern political struggles; and they also provide 
the basis for the division of political matters into domestic and inter-
national affairs. This reference point can be negative, as when some 
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scholars suggest that it is dissolving into, or reverting towards, earlier 
forms of territorial organization. It can also serve to highlight the 
variable coincidence or disjunction between different boundaries, 
borders, or frontiers of action and emphasize the changing primacy 
of different tiers or scales of political action. The latter involves mul-
tilevel or multispatial government and governance arrangements (see 
chapters 5 and 7). More generally, these principles – or at least their 
repetition as founding myths – also provide the symbolic, institu-
tional, and organizational basis for geopolitical interaction on a 
global scale – an interaction that would be inherently anarchic if 
indeed there were no enforceable rules governing the nature of these 
interactions. (On the Westphalian state, see, inter alia, Kratochwil 
1986; Osiander 2001; Ruggie 1993; Spruyt 1993; and Teschke 2003.)

State population

Originally ‘to populate’ and ‘population’ denoted the populating of 
a place or space (McNicoll 2003; Petit 2013). Regardless of nomen-
clature, efforts to promote this process predate the formation  
of chiefdoms, let alone city-states and territorial states, because  
people plus land were crucial economic and military resources in 
pre-industrial societies. More recently this is reflected in struggles 
over Großraum – a large land mass – or Lebensraum – the additional 
territory and resources needed to support a state with a large popula-
tion (still a major concern, though the term has been discredited as 
a result of its association with Nazi geopolitics) – as well as in popu-
lation policies concerned with birth rates, marriage, migration, 
ageing, and so on and with broader questions about the family as 
apparatus and organization and daily, lifecourse, and intergenera-
tional reproduction. A related aspect is that of deliberate efforts at 
population displacement or depopulation (which can lead to genocide 
in the second case) – whether for economic and political advantage, 
as a form of punishment, or due to ‘racism’ or ethnic antagonisms 
(Levene 2005a, 2005b). Population was also related to interest in 
‘populousness’, that is, the number, age, composition, quality, and 
capacities of the populace (Biller 2000; Curtis 2002; Petit 2013). 
Only later did population signify an object to be enumerated, catego-
rized and governed: the households, families, or persons who popu-
lated a place or space.9 The first recorded censuses (including 
possessions, property, and resources as well as population numbers) 
date back to Mesopotamian states, almost 6,000 years ago. Censuses 
have been organized by states and other authorities ever since, for 
diverse fiscal, productive, religious, policing, military, eugenic, and 
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pastoral purposes. Census taking generates categorizations and clas-
sifications oriented to the social division of labour and to social divi-
sions; it is also a contested process, especially when associated with 
taxation, tribute, military service, policing, and other governmental 
practices (Ojakangas 2012).

As Michel Foucault emphasized, population is an object of both 
anatomo-politics and biopolitics – of disciplining individual bodies 
and governing populations, respectively. In other words, the popula-
tion of the state is not just the aggregate of individuals residing in or 
passing through a state’s territory, but is construed, constituted, and 
governed as a more or less complex object of state policy that varies 
across types of state, historical periods, and political regimes. In 
‘modern’ states, for example, population is

understood not as the crude number of people but instead in terms of 
such features as variable levels of health, birth and death rates, age, 
sex, [nuptiality, fecundity], dependency ratios, and so on – as an object 
with a distinct rationality and intrinsic dynamics that can be made the 
target of a specific kind of direct intervention. (Thompson 2012: 42)

Thus the rise of population as an object of governance involves ‘the 
creation of new orders of knowledge, new objects of intervention, 
new forms of subjectivity and . . . new state forms’ (Curtis 2002: 507; 
cf. Dean 1990; Petit 2013; also note how this relates to Willke’s 
account of knowledge as a state resource and to the more general 
importance of ‘statistics’, on which see Woolf 1989; Kalpagam 2000; 
and Petit 2013). Further, in governing population, policymakers in 
modern states consider issues such as migration, taxation, family 
policy, education and vocational training, health care, housing policy, 
and spatial planning. Finally, interest in population and in biopoliti-
cal practices extends beyond city-states and territorial states to colo-
nial rule and, from the 1930s onwards (if not earlier), also emerged 
at the level of global policy, for example in health issues (see Bashford 
2006; Kaasch and Martens 2015).

The population element of the threefold state doctrine is sometimes 
interpreted to connote a community of feeling (Gemeinschaft) as 
opposed to a shared sense of belonging to the same political associa-
tion (Gesellschaft), a shared sense of nationhood, and common citi-
zenship based on shared duties, rights, and benefits. These connotations 
are anachronistic in terms of the history of state formation – the 
ancient Egyptian and Hebrew states were rare exceptions for shared 
identity (see Finer 1997a: 3) – and citizenship is far from universal 
even in contemporary states. It is more appropriate to regard the 
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population as comprising those who are subject to state authority 
and to consider how these subjects are constituted in different forms 
of state and political regime. Citizenship, with its obligations and its 
rights (including rights against the state), is only one such modality. 
The organization of the population associated with a state territory 
and apparatus typically institutionalizes exclusion as well as inclu-
sion, within or beyond the boundaries of a given state. An interesting 
example concerns the ‘third space of sovereignty’, that is, the rela-
tions between a colonial or settler state’s plenary power and the rights 
of indigenous peoples to (partial) sovereignty within (or indeed cross-
cutting) the frontiers of the state (Bruyneel 2007). This creates the 
paradox that indigenous peoples must often use the laws and related 
juridico-political discourses of a state whose legality and legitimacy 
they contest in order to gain recognition for their rights to ‘national’ 
sovereignty, when their own folkways, mores, and traditions lack a 
concept of nation (Purvis 1998). The paradox raises further issues in 
constitutional, international, and human rights law concerning 
whether states alone should be able to determine nationality and citi-
zenship and thereby be able to render some people stateless or deprive 
them of recently instituted (and still contested) human rights.

I should add that the population governed by states is subject to 
nationalizing, gendering, ‘racializing’, and other identity-based divi-
sions; and that it is differentiated in terms of class composition and 
relations, as well as in terms of patterns of uneven local, regional, 
and national territorial development. National identity is one basis 
for inclusion and exclusion, either permanently or at particular stages 
of state development or in specific conjunctures. In this sense, the 
‘nation-state’ is one particular form of territorialization of state 
power – one based on socially constructed national identities, whether 
already consolidated, potentially realizable, or merely aspirational 
(chapter 6). Indeed, ‘territorial delimitation antedated the policy of 
nation-formation, and the latter, as a blanket principle, has as yet not 
been fully realized, whereas the principle of territorial statehood has 
established itself world-wide’ (Albert and Brock 1996). A final issue 
concerns how the state exercises binding authority over various  
kinds of association or organization based in or operating on its  
territory, and indeed whether they are accorded the same rights as 
individual citizens.

Five issues related to population in the modern era are: (1) the 
recognition of states by other states; (2) the right to national self-
determination; (3) the relation between population and ‘nation’ 
(however understood); (4) the relation between population and citi-
zenship (including issues of social inclusion and exclusion and legal 
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and political rights); (5) the international legal question of formal 
rights to belong to, and receive protection from, a state – and, relat-
edly, the rights of stateless persons. I address the first issue briefly 
here and the others in chapter 6.

There are three forms of state recognition: de	 facto, diplomatic, 
and de	 iure. These distinctions date back to the secession of the 
Spanish provinces in South America in the early nineteenth century. 
The forms of recognition depend on the intentions of the recognizing 
government; and these are as much political as legal in nature. In 
general, following the three-element doctrine, recognition of a state 
depends on whether a population, inhabiting a certain territory, is 
organized under an effective public	authority that has internal sov-
ereignty or constituent power – in other words can define the consti-
tution – and, in addition, enjoys formal external sovereignty – in 
other words is not formally subordinate to another state.10 Interna-
tional law also distinguishes (1) recognition	of	a	 state, in line with 
relevant legal criteria of statehood, from (2) recognition	of	a	govern-
ment, which is linked to its legitimacy and the expedient calculation 
of other states. Options range from hostile intervention through 
nonrecognition and conditional recognition to positive embrace. 
Some states formally recognize only states, others recognize –  
formally or de	facto – governments, including those ‘in exile’ or ‘in 
waiting’.11 This is tricky, diplomatically and politically, if there are 
attempts at secession or rival governments that lay claim to control 
over the same territory – or, again, if foreign powers favour different 
governments in exile or governments in waiting (Talmon 1998). This 
does not exclude subordination to international law – although some 
states (e.g., the United States) also claim exemption from some or all 
of the obligations inscribed in (or emerging in) international law.

Revisiting the three elements

Accepting for now the three-element approach as a useful analytical 
starting point (later on I add a fourth element), we should consider 
all three elements and	 their	 interrelations. These can be articulated 
in different ways, discursively and institutionally. For example, 
whereas the contested Jacobin formula for the state, after the French 
Revolution, was un	peuple,	une	terre,	un	état (‘one people, one ter-
ritory, one state’), it was Ein	Volk,	ein	Reich,	ein	Führer (‘one people, 
one empire, one leader’) in Nazi Germany. Likewise, institutionally, 
there is wide variation in the sequencing of and in the political prior-
ity attached to territorialization, apparatus making, and population 
or nation building. Two contrasting historical examples (among 
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many) are the challenge following Italian unification – Italia	 fatta,	
bisogna	 fare	 gli	 Italiani (‘now that Italy’s made, we must make 
the Italians’) – and the Zionist project to create a Jewish state.  
The consequences of neglecting these conceptual and practical issues 
can be seen in the distortions introduced by different kinds of 
one-sidedness.

• A one-sided concern with the state apparatus and its capacities
would highlight the emergence of a division of labour between
state leaders and the population that they lead or govern. An
extreme form of this concern is the reduction of the state to
‘special bodies of armed men, prisons, etc.’ (Lenin 1972), which
makes it hard to distinguish the state from warlordism, protection
rackets and mafia-like organizations (Tilly 1975; Volkov 2000;
Breuer 2014; but see Blok 1975 on the mafia’s role in Sicilian
state formation). This is why a defining feature of the modern
state is the legitimacy of coercion and of other	modes of exercising
state power. One-sided concern with the distinctive properties of
the state as an administrative or repressive organ also informs
so-called state-centred research on the state as an independent
variable. Such research highlights how the state’s distinctive polit-
ical resources enable it to penetrate, control, supervise, police, and
discipline modern societies even against resistance from nonstate
forces – especially where a pluralistic universe of social forces
creates significant scope for manoeuvre; and how they enable
state managers to pursue their own bureaucratic, career, and
political interests against other agents and interests (the modern
classic text is Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985; see also
Skocpol 1979; Nordlinger 1981; Mann 1984; Giddens 1985;
Bourdieu 2014).

• A focus on state territory rests on a contrast with ‘gentile’ societies
organized around segmentary differentiation between tribes,
clans, or gentes (singular gens) orders (cf. Engels 1972; Service
1975; Wright 1977; Finer 1997a; see also chapter 5) or, in more
recent terminology, nomadic societies (cf. Deleuze and Guattari
1983). It can also be used to contrast the premodern tendency to
develop state power by extending the territorial reach of the state
with the modern state tendency to intensify control within a given
territory. However, such views forget that stateless societies, too,
had their own ways of appropriating territory; for example,
nomadic groups generally occupy a recognized but porous home
territory that lacks clear boundaries. These views may also
produce a one-sided focus on the de- and reterritorialization of
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political power, to the neglect of other forms of organizing politi-
cal space. A related issue is the existence of enclaves and exclaves 
that disrupt the continuity of state territories. Extraterritoriality 
is also relevant; and it has taken at least two forms. One form is 
that of parallel legal systems for expatriates in other territories 
(e.g., nineteenth-century courts for Europeans living in China, 
Japan, and the Ottoman Empire); the other form is that of post-
World War II legal imperialism based on the maxim that might 
is right and on claims about the superiority of US legal norms, 
US exceptionalism, and the Unites States’ unique global role (on 
these examples, see Kayaoğlu 2010).

• Finally, a one-sided concern with state subjects can lead to a
demographic preoccupation with population issues, a focus on 
the nature (primordial, imagined, or constructed) of the Staats-
volk as a ‘nation’, or an interest in citizenship regimes to the 
neglect of other forms of domination, subjection, or exclusion. It 
may also encourage ‘methodological nationalism’, namely the 
assumption that an economic, political, or social order is defined 
by subjection to the authority of a given nation-state or a given 
national	territorial	state. We must nonetheless ask how a popula-
tion is constituted as an aggregate of objects of rule, whether as 
subjects, citizens, denizens, aliens, and so forth; how these are 
organized as a basis for governing (e.g., as individuals, house-
holds, communities, populations); and how associations, corpora-
tions, and other collective bodies are constituted as legal subjects, 
with rights and obligations separate from those of their individual 
members. And it is certainly worth inquiring into nation building, 
types of nation, issues of inclusion, exclusion, and inequality, 
debates on diasporas and migration, and so on (chapter 6). Lastly, 
from the viewpoint of radical democratic theory, we can ask 
about the conditions in which the population or any of its repre-
sentatives becomes a ‘constituent power’, that is, someone empow-
ered to write a constitution and to exercise popular sovereignty.

A further question when developing a theoretically informed general 
account of the state is whether one needs a separate and parallel 
account of state decline, crisis, or failure. The answer proposed here 
is that, just as there can be no general theory of the state, there can 
be no general theory of its decline, crisis, or failure. Nonetheless, the 
strategic–relational approach to state power developed below does 
indicate the abstract possibility of such events or processes. Explain-
ing this is prior to, and independent of, any particular account of the 
actual causes of a given instance of decline, crisis, or failure (cf. 
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Kenway 1980). In other words, we can reflect on the general condi-
tions in which crises might develop and, in another step or steps, 
consider the specific causes of specific crises. If it is also possible to 
identify crisis tendencies and countertendencies inherent in specific 
forms or sets of social relations, this will facilitate explanations for 
periods of instability, decline, crisis, or failure as well as for periods 
of relative stability. These conditions and tendencies can be examined 
at different levels of abstraction, just as one examines the state and 
its particular instantiations in different historical and comparative 
contexts. Given that I reject an essentialist account of the state that 
takes its territorial control, operational unity, and political authority 
for granted, it follows that, insofar as these features exist, this is a 
practical, contingent achievement that must be continually repro-
duced and reinforced. By the same token, we can identify in equally 
abstract terms the main sites and likely forms of crises (see Tables 
2.2, 3.1, 6.1, and 7.1 for various more or less abstract examples; and 
chapters 3, 4, 7, 8 and 9 for further textual indications and cases).

Thus state decline, state failure, or the rolling back of the state can 
take the form of:

1 the failure of state capacity, whether through administrative 
failure, legitimacy crisis, or loss of legitimacy, so that the collective 
goals specified in state projects about the nature and purposes of 
government are not attained;

2 the loss of control over state territory through catastrophe, con-
quest, fusion, or secession, the rise of multilevel government, the 
development of dual power within one territory as incumbent and 
revolutionary forces contest sovereignty, or the emergence of 
claims to extraterritorial authority or immunity (or both);

3 the dissolution of the Staatsvolk, whether through processes such 
as genocide, forcible removal, or demographic decline or by other 
routes such as civil war, dual power, or divided loyalties.

More on the Territorialization of Political Power

The great majority of states today – and all of the most powerful 
states – enjoy mutually recognized formal sovereignty over their 
respective (large) territories and have established mutual, if some-
times frosty, diplomatic relations. In addition, these states’ subjects 
are subordinate in principle to common laws and should, ideally, 
recognize their state (and perhaps its subnational tiers) as exercising 
legitimate authority within its territory. In this sense, all states are 
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equal. Nonetheless, with rare exceptions, sovereign city-states and 
small island states lack significant geoeconomic and geopolitical 
power. Indeed, when the League of Nations was formed in 1919, 
some microstates were denied membership on the grounds that they 
could not fulfil the obligations entailed by membership because they 
had tiny territories and small populations and no army (e.g., Andorra, 
Liechtenstein, Monaco, and San Marino; see Ferguson and Mansbach 
1989: 26). Many such states belong nonetheless to the United Nations; 
but they have minimal influence and are often pawns in strategic 
games played among major powers. This indicates certain limits to 
the alleged statization of the world (Reinhard et al., 1999; Schuppert 
2010: 2; Albert 2005).

Three qualifications are required immediately; and they are elabo-
rated upon in chapters 3 and 5. First, the territorialization of political 
power and the creation of the population over which such power is 
exercised are historical accomplishments grounded in struggles. They 
are also reproduced (or transformed) through constitutional, institu-
tional, and organizational struggles that seek to maintain, transform, 
or overthrow states. Relatedly, political power can be exercised  
in ways that are only loosely related to tightly demarcated territory 
(e.g., nomadic or other stateless societies, network governance,  
governance without government, charismatic rule, transnational  
religious authority like that of the Vatican or the Islamic ummah, 
informal empires, or consociational confederations of communities 
governed by representatives).12

Second, there are many and varied forms of territorialization.  
The national territorial, Westphalian state is only one among  
several historically possible (and, indeed, compossible) modes of 
organizing political power on territorial lines. Other modes include 
chiefdoms, feudalism, principalities, city-states, absolutism, empires, 
suzerainty, tributary relations, vassal or client states, modern impe-
rial–colonial blocs, and colonies (Braudel 1975; Dodgshon 1987, 
1998; Anderson 1996).

Third, some other forms of territorialization still coexist with the 
Westphalian system (e.g., city-states, client states, enclave states, war-
lordism, despotic rule, and informal empires) and new expressions of 
statehood are emerging (e.g., the European Union). Emerging modes 
that have been identified, rightly or wrongly, include the reemergence 
of empire as an organizing principle, the prospects for a global state, 
networks of world cities as a new form of Hanseatic League, the 
revival of subnational regions as key economic and political players, 
cross-border regional cooperation, a new medievalism, supranational 
blocs, a western conglomerate state (Shaw 2000), and an embryonic 
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world state – or even global governance – oriented to securing per-
petual peace. The complications are further illustrated by the compet-
ing interpretations of the EU as a rescaled ‘national’ state, a 
neo-medieval revival of the medieval political patchwork, a postsov-
ereign form of authority, a Westphalian superstate, a consociation, 
or a new type of empire (see Beck and Grande 2007; Brenner 2004; 
Costa and Magnette 2003; Anderson 1996, Friedrichs 2001; Seges-
vary 2004; Shaw 2000; Taylor 2004; Ohmae 1995; Voigt 2000; 
Wendt 2003; Zielonka 2001, 2006; Ziltener 2001). In addition, for 
Hardt and Negri (2000), the world of sovereign territorial states is 
being replaced by a singular, nonterritorial, networked Empire that 
operates globally (on emerging forms, see chapter 8).

The Polymorphic Character of the State

An important comparative–historical approach to these complexities 
is the view that the state is polymorphous. In the natural sciences, 
polymorphy signifies that a species passes through different forms in 
its life cycle or can assume several forms without having its capacity 
for interbreeding disrupted; or, turning to chemistry, a physical com-
pound can crystallize into two or more durable forms. Analogously, 
critiquing the view that states in capitalist societies are necessarily 
capitalist, Michael Mann (1986) argued that the state’s organization 
and capacities may be primarily capitalist, military, theocratic, or 
democratic according to the balance of forces, especially as these 
affect the state ensemble and its exercise of power. Its dominant 
crystallization is open to challenge and will vary conjuncturally. We 
can add to this list, on the basis of other scholars’ work, bureaucratic 
despotism (Wittfogel 1957), technocratic rule (Bentham 1970), an 
ethnic or racial state (Goldberg 2002), an apartheid state (based on 
ethnic separation, Price 1991), a patriarchal state (the patriarch 
general, MacKinnon 1989; Brown 1992), or an ethico-political state 
(Gramsci 1971).

Similarly, as the political geographer Peter Taylor (1994) notes, 
since the origins of the modern interstate system during the long 
sixteenth century, the state’s role as a territorial ‘power-container’ has 
expanded in several directions. These include: (1) war making and 
military defence; (2) the mercantilist containment and development 
of national economic wealth; (3) the promotion of nationalized polit-
ico-cultural identities; (4) the institutionalization of democratic forms 
of political legitimation; and (5) the provision of various forms of 
social welfare. Thus, from the war machines of early modern Europe 
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and the wealth containers of the mercantile era to the national devel-
opmental–imperialist states of the second industrial revolution and 
the national welfare states of the Fordist–Keynesian period, states 
have deployed a great variety of politico-regulatory strategies and 
have attempted to use the principle of territoriality to ‘contain’ very 
different types of socioeconomic activities within their borders. Ter-
ritorial borders are best viewed as a medium and outcome of histori-
cally specific strategies and ceaselessly renewed attempts to shape the 
geographies of political–economic activities within and between 
states (Newman and Paasi 1998).

One way to make sense of these different crystallizations is in terms 
of the dominant principle of societal organization, if any, and of its 
role in state (trans)formation. Among the competing principles are 
marketization, internal or external security, environmental steward-
ship, inclusive citizenship, the rule of law, nationalism, ethnicity, and 
theocracy. Any of these (or others) could – and have – become domi-
nant, at least temporarily, and would tend to be reflected in the leading 
crystallization of state power. It follows that capital accumulation is 
not always the best entry point for studying the complexities of the 
social world, even though one might later ask whether states that seem 
to prioritize, say, national security and nation building actually pursue 
policies that favour capital (e.g., East Asian developmental states).

The scope for alternative crystallizations highlights the impor-
tance of the historical semantics of state formation and the variabil-
ity of political imaginaries and state projects. Indeed, whatever the 
precise origins of the components of the modern state (such as the 
army, bureaucracy, taxation, legal system, legislative assemblies), 
their organization as a relatively coherent institutional ensemble 
depends crucially on the emergence of the state idea. Thus state dis-
courses have played a key role in the separation of the political 
sphere from other institutional orders and, whether as mystification, 
self-motivation, or self-description, still shape the state as a complex 
ensemble of political relations linked to their respective social for-
mations. The discursive as well as material constitution of the state–
civil society boundary enables state managers to deploy that 
movable boundary in the exercise of state power – and may in turn 
provoke counterproposals or resistance from social forces. This line 
of demarcation also shapes how other actors on the political scene 
orient their actions towards the ‘state’, acting as	 if it existed. And 
struggles over dominant or hegemonic political and state imaginar-
ies can be decisive in shaping the nature, purposes, and stakes of 
government (Gramsci 1971; Mitchell 1991; Bartelson 1995, 2001; 
Neocleous 2003).



44	 The	State	as	Concept,	Relation,	and	Reality

In short, the fact of competing state and societalization projects 
rules out that the modern state will always (or could ever) be essen-
tially capitalist. Moreover, even when accumulation is deeply embed-
ded in its organizational matrix, state managers (politicians and 
officials) in modern states usually consider other functional impera-
tives and other pressures from civil society as they try to secure the 
institutional integration of the state and social cohesion in their 
respective territories.

This approach views actually existing state formations or assem-
blages as polyvalent, polymorphous crystallizations of one or another 
dominant principle of societal organization that varies according to 
the most pressing issues in a conjuncture, general crystallizations 
defining long periods, and specific crystallizations emerging in par-
ticular situations. The approach raises provocative questions regard-
ing the range of axes or projects around which, and the spatiotemporal 
matrices within which, crystallizations can occur. This poses intrigu-
ing problems about the integration of different institutional orders 
and their potential disjunctions in time–space. It suggests that the 
state may be unable to function effectively because of competing state 
or societalization projects (or both). It is precisely this incompletion 
that led Abrams to recommend abandoning the reified notion of the 
state in favour of the state idea (which can be linked to competing 
state projects) or of the state system (which reflects different, incom-
plete crystallizations of state power). In this context, the state system 
would involve ‘state effects’ achieved by the institutionalization and 
legitimation of some projects, with all their additional interstitial, 
residual, marginal, irrelevant, recalcitrant, and contradictory ele-
ments. The same idea can be extended to social formations more 
generally, such that the nature of a given society would vary with its 
collective identity and with how it was reflected in the prevailing 
social institutions and practices (cf. Jessop 1990, 2007b).

A related idea is that the state is polycontextual (Willke 1992). 
Whereas polymorphous crystallization refers to state effects derived 
from competing state and societalization projects, polycontextuality 
refers to the complexities of these effects in multiple contexts. These 
contexts may be embedded within each other or may exist in tangled 
hierarchies – or both. So states and state power are both polymor-
phous and polycontextual – and the term polycontextural is also 
used. States exist at many sites and scales and undertake different 
(sets of) tasks in each context. They will appear differently according 
to context – sometimes appearing mainly in one guise, sometimes in 
another. This explains the many alternative definitions in which the 
state is qualified by different adjectival descriptors: administrative 
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state, constitutional state, cooperative state, democratic state, national 
state, nation-state, network state, patriarchal state, security state,  
tax state, transnational state, welfare state, and so on. It is also  
why context-sensitive research methods are needed even for the  
same ‘kind’ of state, and why efforts are required to render different 
approaches commensurable.

Stateness as a Variable

Given the preceding remarks, especially the three-element approach, 
it is clear that the existence of ‘the state’ cannot be judged in simple 
yes/no terms. This explains the long-established and regularly revived 
interest in the historical and comparative variability of actually exist-
ing states as compared to one or another abstract or ideal type. Thus 
some theorists focus on the state as a conceptual variable and examine 
the varied presence of the idea, institutions, or capacities that define 
the state (e.g., Nettl 1968, Badie and Birnbaum 1983, Schmitter 
1996; Evans 1997, Fukuyama 2003, Axtmann 2004). Others examine 
the state’s differential presence as a distinctive political form. Such 
approaches historicize the state idea and stress its great institutional 
variety. These issues have been studied on all territorial levels or 
scales, from the local to the international, with considerable concern 
for meso-level variation.

A related issue concerns the factors that make for state strength. 
Internally this refers to a state’s capacities to exercise authority over 
social forces within its territory; and externally it refers to the state’s 
power in the interstate system (on the latter, see Handel 1990). This 
concern is often linked with interest in the state’s capacity to pene-
trate and organize the rest of society. It is especially marked in recent 
theoretical and empirical work on predatory states and on develop-
mental states. The former are essentially parasitic upon their economy 
and civil society, exercise largely the despotic power of command, 
and may eventually undermine the economy, society, and the state 
itself. In contrast, developmental states also have infrastructural and 
network power and deploy it in allegedly market-conforming ways 
(e.g., Castells 1992; Evans 1989, 1995; Johnson 1987; Weiss 1998; 
Weiss and Hobson 1995). One problem with much of this literature 
is that it uses a blanket contrast between strong and weak states 
rather than a polycontextu(r)al approach. The wide variety of inter-
pretations of strength (and weakness) further threatens coherent 
analysis. States have been described as strong because they have a 
large public sector, authoritarian rule, strong societal support, a weak 
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and gelatinous civil society, cohesive bureaucracies, an interventionist 
policy, or the power to limit external interference. Most seriously, 
some studies run the risk of tautology insofar as they define strength 
purely in terms of outcomes (for reviews, see Clark and Lemco 1988; 
Migdal 1988; Önis 1991; Waldner 1999). A possible theoretical solu-
tion is to investigate the scope for variability in state capacities by 
policy area, over time, and in specific conjunctures. In this way one 
could test those particular state capacities with respect to which 
policy fields and economic sectors are effective in promoting eco-
nomic performance and over what spatiotemporal horizons of action 
and in what circumstances they can do so. For example, state capaci-
ties that promote catch-up export-led growth in low-tech sectors may 
not be equally appropriate for consolidating innovation-led competi-
tiveness in knowledge-intensive sectors once catch-up is achieved.

Constituting the State

State theory cannot take the state for granted as an analytical object; 
but it can, and should, explore the practices that produce highly vari-
able state	effects. This invites concern with the changing institutional 
architectures and the changing activities.

For example, in this regard, Badie and Birnbaum write:

It is still possible even today to distinguish between political systems 
in which there is both a center and a state (France), a state but no 
center (Italy), a center but no true state (Great Britain and the United 
States), and neither a center nor a true state (Switzerland). In the first 
two cases, the state dominates civil society and is responsible for its 
organization albeit in different degrees. In the last two cases civil 
society organizes itself. It is therefore possible to distinguish between 
societies in which the state attempts to run the social system through 
a powerful bureaucracy (of which France is the ideal type, with Prussia, 
Spain, and Italy exhibiting similar trajectories) and societies in which 
there is no need for a strong state and governing bureaucracy because 
civil society is capable of organizing itself (of which Great Britain is 
the ideal type, with the United States and ‘consociational democra-
cies’ . . . such as Switzerland exhibiting similar trajectories). (1983: 
103–4)13

Michel Foucault provides an even more radical gloss on the idea of 
‘state effects’:

it is likely that if the state is what it is today, it is precisely thanks to 
this governmentality that is at the same time both external and internal 
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to the state, since it is the tactics of government that allow the con-
tinual definition of what should or should not fall within the state’s 
domain, what is public and what private, what is and what is not 
within the state’s competence, and so on. So, if you like, the survival 
and limits of the state should be understood on the basis of the general 
tactics of governmentality. (2007: 144–5)

Statecraft is not confined, then, to the exercise of sovereign power. It 
extends to the practices that distinguish the political from various 
nonpolitical spheres and, on this basis, to the complex art of govern-
ing activities that straddle these divides. Tim Mitchell (1991) makes 
a very similar point:

The state should be addressed as an effect of detailed processes of 
spatial organization, temporal arrangement, functional specification, 
and supervision and surveillance, which create the appearance of a 
world fundamentally divided into state and society. The essence of 
modern politics is not policies formed on one side of this division being 
applied to or shaped by the other, but the producing and reproducing 
of this line of difference. (1991: 95)

In both cases, a key aspect of statecraft and governmentality is how 
they (re)define some issues as private, technical, or managerial, 
removing them from overtly political decision making and conten-
tious politics (Miller and Rose 2008; see also chapter 7 here). Further, 
as indicated above, similar material and discursive borders divide the 
globe into different states and societies, creating a more or less 
complex segmented and stratified interstate system in an emerging 
world society. The state’s frontiers and temporal horizons are not 
fixed once and for all and, as they change, they influence political 
processes and state capacities (see chapters 5 and 8).

Lastly, from his distinctive Marxist perspective, Antonio Gramsci 
remarked:

the general notion of the State includes elements which need to be 
referred back to the notion of civil society (in the sense that one 
might say that the State = ‘political society + civil society’, in other 
words, hegemony armoured with coercion’). (Gramsci 1971: 263 = Q 
6, §88: 763–4)

Gramsci studied the state as a complex social relation that articulates 
state and	nonstate institutions and practices around particular eco-
nomic, political, and societal projects and strategies. He emphasized 
the centrality of private institutions, organizations, and movements 
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in state power, the formation of political alliances, and the disorga-
nization of subaltern forces. ‘Civil society’, a domain of ostensibly 
‘private’ associations, was an integral part of the state and, a fortiori, 
of politics and policy. This insight has since been extended to ‘global 
civil society’.

Building on these arguments, the ‘three-element’ approach can be 
supplemented by noting the role of discursive and material practices 
in delimiting territorial boundaries and in redefining the division 
between the state qua institutional ensemble and other institutional 
orders and everyday life in a given society. This also has implications 
for definitions of the nature and purposes of the state and state power. 
I have already discussed territorial frontiers in this regard (and see 
also Chapter 8); here I offer some further comments on the other line 
of demarcation indicated above – namely the demarcation of the 
political from one or more ostensibly nonpolitical spheres, which also 
involves locating social relations or sets of social issues on one or the 
other side of this divide. The nonpolitical can comprise an unmarked 
residuum situated outside the political sphere (e.g., state vs society, 
public vs private) or marked spheres with their own institutional 
order, operational logics, subjects, and practices (e.g., religious, eco-
nomic, legal, educational, or scientific fields). Such dividing lines are 
not natural, even if they are sometimes taken for granted: they must 
be policed and can be repoliticized or reactivated. Likewise, attempts 
to redefine the dividing line between the political and the nonpolitical 
spheres can provoke controversies and contention about what prop-
erly belongs on the unmarked side or, more specifically, about what 
belongs within a given, positively demarcated, nonpolitical sphere.

This creates the space for politicization (here one might even speak 
of politization) by extending the frontiers of the polity into nonpoliti-
cal spheres and subordinating them to political factors, interests, 
values, and forces. Conversely, depolitization would roll these  
frontiers back – for example through sacralization, marketization, 
juridification, scientization (expertise), or, in Foucauldian terms, gov-
ernmentalization and self-responsibilization through disciplinary or 
governmental practices. This process may backfire if it provokes 
controversies and contention about the demarcation of political  
and nonpolitical spheres and what properly belongs on the unmarked 
side or a given, positively demarcated, nonpolitical sphere (cf. Jessop 
2014b).

Noting that the state is discursively, structurally, technically, and 
agentially related to other institutional orders such as economy, 
family, religion, sport, art, or ‘civil society’ does not exclude (indeed 
it assumes) specifically state-generated and state-mediated processes. 
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Typically political struggles are relatively autonomous from these 
other sites and their associated forms of struggle and, because the 
state has distinctive resources and capacities, the state can facilitate 
their operation and reproduction (and, of course, vice versa) but can 
also hinder, undermine, or destroy them. The manner in which this 
occurs varies with forms of societalization, differing across seg-
mented, centre–periphery, and functionally differentiated societies, 
and is in line with the degree of integration of different orders or 
systems in an emerging world society. This same autonomy also 
motivates diverse social forces to conduct struggles addressed to the 
state or to seek to transform some or all of its features in these forces’ 
own material and ideal interests (see later chapters).

A Four-Element Definition of the State

Some readers may reject this line of argument or, if not that, at least 
worry that it casts doubt on the validity of attempts to develop ‘state 
theory’. There is some justification in such worries, insofar as a theo-
retically sound account of the state must address far more than the 
state as an institutional ensemble. But this is not an insuperable 
problem. Thus, rather than turn immediately to other issues, I offer 
a general definition of the state and then explore some of its many 
ramifications. Given my remarks on the state system and state idea, 
any general definition should refer to state discourse or political 
imaginaries as a fourth element, alongside the conventionally identi-
fied three core components of the state. This is my suggestion:

The core of the state apparatus comprises a relatively unified ensemble 
of socially embedded, socially regularized, and strategically selective 
institutions and organizations [Staatsgewalt] whose socially accepted 
function is to define and enforce collectively binding decisions on the 
members of a society [Staatsvolk] in a given territorial area [Staatsge-
biet] in the name of the common interest or general will of an imagined 
political community identified with that territory [Staatsidee]. (Adapted 
from Jessop 1990: 341)

This definition identifies the state in terms of its generic features as a 
specific form of macropolitical organization with a specific type of 
political orientation; it also indicates its links to the political sphere, 
and indeed to the wider society. It can guide research on specific states 
and political regimes as well as on the conditions in which states 
emerge, evolve, enter into crisis, and are transformed. It also puts the 
contradictions and dilemmas involved in political discourse at the 
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heart of work on the state. This is 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. This said, the definition requires six qualifications:

1 Above, around, and below the core of the state ensemble are 
institutions and organizations whose relation to the core ensemble 
is uncertain. State systems never achieve complete separation 
from society and their institutional boundaries are often con-
tested. This means that they never achieve full closure; and this, 
in turn, complicates any efforts at institutional integration. In 
addition, their operations depend on diverse micropolitical prac-
tices dispersed throughout society but coordinated, more often in 
intent or aspiration than in reality, in the ‘core’ of the state. They 
also enter into links with emergent state-like institutions in the 
interstate field.

2 The nature of these institutions and organizations, their articula-
tion to form the ensemble, and their links with the wider society 
all depend on the nature and history of the social formation. A 
capitalist type of state differs from the feudal type, for example; 
and, in addition, regime forms vary across capitalist societies. 
Questions about state polymorphy are also crucial here. Such 
distinctions are the stuff of historical sociology and comparative 
government.

3 Although the socially acknowledged nature of a state’s political 
functions for society is a defining feature of normal states, the 
forms in which this is institutionalized and expressed vary. I call 
these functions ‘socially acknowledged’ because their content is 
constituted in part through politically relevant discourses, imagi-
naries, and projects. Even in single states there are, typically, 
several competing political imaginaries bearing on the tasks of the 
state and on its contributions to the wider society, which may well 
be mutually contradictory. This is one area where the threefold 
distinction between polity, politics, and policy is especially reso-
nant. Moreover, as one might expect, these issues bear directly on 
critiques of domination and ideology.

4 While coercion is the state’s ultimate sanction, a state also has 
other means of intervention at its disposal, both material and 
symbolic. Their articulation and deployment involves various 
contradictions and dilemmas and poses important strategic issues 
(chapter 3).

5 The society whose common interest and general will are admin-
istered in line with the state idea is no more an empirical given 
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than the state is – although the two are sometimes conflated in 
everyday discourse and theoretical work.14 Its boundaries and 
identity are often constituted through the same processes by 
which states are built, reproduced, and transformed. This is a key 
aspect in defining and forming the Staatsvolk (chapter 6). As an 
aside, the state idea or state project in this context does not refer 
to the general legitimation of state authority (for example, in 
Weberian terms, traditional, rational–legal, or bureaucratic) but 
to political imaginaries that present the nature and purposes of 
the state for the wider society in particular periods.

6 Whatever the political rhetoric of the common interest or general 
will might suggest, these are always ‘illusory’ insofar as attempts 
at definition occur on a strategically biased structural and discur-
sive terrain and involve the differential articulation and aggrega-
tion of interests, opinions, and values. The common interest or 
the general will is always asymmetrical, marginalizing or defining 
some interests at the same time as it privileges others. There is 
never a general interest that embraces all possible particular inter-
ests (see also chapter 4). This is reflected in Abram’s notion of the 
‘state idea’ and is an important area for the development of 
Ideologiekritik.

Interim Conclusions

Four provisional lessons can now be drawn. First, let me endorse 
Abrams’ recommendation that we focus on the complexities of the 
actually existing state system and acknowledge the obfuscating role 
of the state idea regarding the state as a system of domination. Seen 
in these terms, the aim of state theory should be to demystify the 
state or, in Michel Foucault’s phrase, to ‘cut off the King’s head’ 
(1980: 121) by removing the sovereign state from its privileged posi-
tion in political analysis. This conclusion prepares the ground, second, 
for a critical engagement with the state that combines historical 
semantics, a critique of domination, and a critique of ideology. A 
third preliminary lesson is that the state is a complex and polymor-
phous reality that is best analysed from several entry points and 
standpoints rather than by focusing one-sidedly on just one of its 
elements and possible crystallizations. Nonetheless (and this is the 
fourth lesson), in order to move the analysis forward rather than 
remain mired in a conceptual morass, we need a preliminary defini-
tion of the state. The fourfold definition given above can provide a 
starting point for analysis but should not constitute its endpoint.
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To make this analysis more specific, a hierarchy of concepts can 
be developed: this would move from the abstract, formal concept of 
statehood down to ever more highly specified types of political regime. 
The most abstract level requires an account that establishes the 
generic elements of the state as a form of political organization (see 
above). This can inform both the history of state formation and 
comparative analyses. Beneath the concept of statehood come differ-
ent types of state, associated with different types of social formation 
– the latter being distinguished, for example, in terms of their domi-
nant modes of production or their main axial principle of societal 
organization. Next we could delineate typical variant historical forms 
and, at the next level, distinguish between normal and exceptional 
types of state15 and their variant forms (chapter 9). A further step 
might be to differentiate types of regime in terms of the specific 
articulation of their modes of representation, internal architecture, 
forms of intervention, social bases, state projects, and hegemonic 
visions (chapter 3).

Such a conceptual hierarchy also enables critique of the state, state 
idea, and state power to be conducted at different levels of generality, 
which can range from a transhistorical anarchist critique of the state 
as a machine of domination rather than embodiment of a society’s 
general will down to, say, a specific critique of the policies pursued 
in an ‘economic emergency’ that rescues large financial institutions 
and imposes austerity on the population in the name of the state’s 
responsibility for maintaining sound finance, in the national interest. 
A conceptual hierarchy such as this also gives a far better basis for 
analysing the state than a single definition would and provides a 
heuristic for examining stateness as a variable. This approach will be 
explored in several chapters below.


