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Power and Politics
The modern State creates and maintains order explicitly, through
the police and armed forces, and implicitly by creating the conditions
under which people can go about their lives in relative safety.

The Role of the Modern State
In the UK the State raises a range of taxes (from Income Tax and National Insurance, through VAT to
Corporation tax on business profits). This revenue is
used for a variety of purposes (from paying politicians and Civil servants to building prisons).

Order

Practices

Revenue
Modern states are, at various
times, responsible for a range of
public services (and private
services paid-for by the State).

The State

Example: Laws that, in
democratic societies,
apply equally to all.

A set of organisations
and institutions related
to the function of
government (how
order is created and
maintained).

Services

Indirect
Examples: The State
provides (compulsory)
education and a National
Health Service, employs
social workers and traffic
wardens (through local
government) and so forth.

Policy

The State defined
by what it does.

Direct
Representation
Examples include something like those
provided, until recently in the UK, by
Nationalised (State-owned) industries
(such as coal mines, car manufacturers
and telecommunications).

External
Internal

Modern democratic States
provide a system of political
representation whereby
people and their views are
politically represented.

The various ways a
State represents itself to
other States - from
Trade Agreements,
through Treaties to wars.

Problems
If the State is not
separate from wider
society it is not possible
to identify its distinctive
functions - the things it
does that separate it from
the “rest of society” and
give it a unique identity.

Separate
Ambiguity
Status

The State is ambiguous in
terms of its:

Role
Integral
The State” and “The Society” are
not mutually exclusive entities.
Jessop: The State is: “Peculiarly
charged with responsibility for
maintaining the integration and
cohesion of the wider society”.
Giddens (1985): “The state is
both part of and “over” society”.
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The State is an abstract concept - it
has no distinctive empirical reality
(we can’t point to something
concrete called “The State”).

Dependency
For Marxists: "The State becomes the
committee for managing the common
affairs of the… bourgeoisie". State
institutions are dominated by a ruling
class and, consequently, represent
and favour that class (the behaviour
of State is dependent on the
behaviour of the ruling class).

Autonomy

If the State can be studied “separately”
from the rest of society (as an object in
its own right) it can act independently of
political, economic and ideological
interest groups. The State, from this
position, has unique characteristics in
terms of its general role.
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Power in Modernity

Honest
Broker

Pluralist State

Explanations in this section focus on the
various ways modernist theories of power
can be applied to the role of the State.

The State’s role, like that
of a referee, is to mediate
between competing
interests - to balance, for
example, the interests of
road builders with those of
environmental groups.

Representative
The State reflects the interests of
different, competing, groups in society.
Eriksen (2004): "The state is
subordinate to society, in the sense
that the character of the state is
explained as an effect of the character
of society”.

Neutral

Coordinating

Social

The main objective is to
create and maintain the
conditions under which
interest groups can
successfully compete.

The State doesn’t necessarily favour one
group (such as business) over another (such
as Trade Unions). It acts to resolve conflicts
between these groups - hence the idea of the
State as a mediating agency (“honest broker”)
between competing interests.

The State is the
mechanism through
which social resources
are coordinated in
ways that serve to
maintain social order.

Political

In a system characterised by
competing groups, the State oversees
and maintains an orderly democratic
process - through, for example, free
This involves the regulation of conflict. Competition, for
elections, an orderly system of political
example, is regulated through the general law-making
representation (political parties and
process - in both individual terms (laws governing
interpersonal relationships) and group terms (laws governing Parliament) and an orderly transfer of
power between political groups.
the behaviour of corporations, unions, parties and so forth).

Legal

The Elitist State

The (political and legal) machinery of the State are under
the control of an elite group who are generally not
accountable to the mass of the population.

Monarchies

Dictatorships

Characteristic of pre / early modern
society, the “elite group” is the
monarch and their trusted advisors.
The monarch is the State in the
sense they assume absolute power
and control, through ideological - a
“Divine Right” to rule, for example political or military means.

Corporate
State

A strong, centralised, State (where control of the
machinery of government is in the hands of a small group
who exercise absolute power) is used as an instrument for
the reorganisation of society along whatever lines (usually
repressive) are decided by the ruling dictatorship.
“National unity” is promoted by variety of means:

Economic

The State is directly involved in the economy
(normally those areas deemed vital to the
“National Interest”) and may influence and
regulate the behaviour of private businesses
and corporations (by force if necessary).

Political

A ruling elite makes political decisions. Parties are
normally banned or replaced by a single Party.

Oligarchies
A small group assumes control over an
organisation. In political terms power is in
the hands of a small group who control
and direct the machinery of the State.
Michels (1911): “Iron law
of oligarchy” states that all
Iron-Law
organisations evolve to a
point where an elite group
eventually dominates. A political party, for
example, is always an “…organisation which
gives birth to the domination of the elected over
the electors”.

Ideological

The State may take on a direct “information
(propaganda) function” through public media
ownership or it may be heavily involved in the
regulation / censorship of private media.

A softer form of corporate state occasionally develops in democratic
societies when governments co-opt business (and occasionally
labour) leaders into the machinery of government.

Bureaucracy

Specialisation

Example: Hitler’s
Germany in the 1930’s.

Mnemonic: BUS

Large-scale organisations (such as
governments) develop rules governing
their day-to-day administration.

The need for
specialised staff to
run bureaucracies
creates hierarchical
power structures.

Use
2

Elites control bureaucratic procedures and
organisations to consolidate their grasp on power.
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The Power Elite

Connected

A power elite forms around the ability of the
three major power blocs (economic, political
and military - sometimes called the “MilitaryIndustrial Complex”) to control key State
institutions - these are used to advance elite
sectional and communal interests.

Shared

Mils: Power blocs are autonomous; each has
its own separate hierarchical structure and
personnel. However, they come together to
form a mutually beneficial power elite through
the coordinating agency of the State.

Mills: A power elite forms out of the “convergence
of interests” between different power blocs.

Social backgrounds involving family and educational networks.
Common power positions of
power elite creates “common
social backgrounds” - latter
are a consequence, not a
cause, of elite rule.

Power
Positions

Ideological outlooks that develop from both common class
backgrounds and experiences (Hadfield and Skipworth,1994).

Leadership

Domhoff
Domhoff (1997): The State is an autonomous
space - it doesn’t exist outside of the way
different networks are connected.

Autonomy

Governing

Mann (1986) identifies four:
“Overlapping and intersecting
sociospatial networks of power”:

The elite is a governing class whose
economic interests are reflected in
decisions made by political leaders.

Networks
Economic

Ideological

Military
Space
Political

Each network is a
semi-autonomous
power bloc able to
pursue its own agenda .

Interests

The State reflects class
Conflict
relationships and conflicts in
Capitalist society and the role of
the State is to promote and
enhance the specific interests of the economic class (the
bourgeoisie) that controls it. Ultimately, the State does this
through its “monopoly of violence”, either directly
(Milliband, 1973) or indirectly (Poulantzas, 1975).
The role of the State is a wholly dependent
one - the most powerful economic groups in
society control how the State behaves.
The State both reflects and acts in
the interests of a ruling class
because their economic ownership
and control makes them the most
powerful force in society.

Politicians are
either part of the
Political
ruling class or
agents of an
economic elite
(identifying the interests of a ruling
class with the interests of society as a
whole - and acting accordingly).
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Power elite takes a
leadership role in
government - elite
interests are always
paramount in
policy-making.

The role of the State:
Mann: A “space” that regulates the general
behaviour of the different networks.
Domhoff: “Laying down rules and
adjudicating disputes in specific territories”.
Example: A political elite may “woo the
masses” by imposing tax increases on
private corporations to win votes.

Capitalist State

Marxism

The role of the State is, ultimately, that of
protecting and enhancing the economic
and political interests of the ruling class.

Bias

Dependency

Eriksen (2004): The State is not a
“neutral framework for struggle and
compromise”. It doesn’t reflect the
interests of “society as a whole” and
It isn’t an arena where “common
social values” are created.

Instrumentalism
Economic

The machinery and
institutions of the “Capitalist
State” are controlled by a
ruling class and the State is
a channel through which
ruling class interests are
articulated and promoted.

State Capture
Economic power is reflected in political power (the
control of government and the institutions of the State).
Glasberg (1989): State capture involves “Capitalists
controlling key positions within the political structure to
attain their goals and further their interests”.

Correspondence
Between ruling class
interests and the
actions of the State.
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Poulantzas (1975): A “Capitalist State” that doesn’t reflect the
interests of a dominant economic class is “untenable”; the
“dominant economic class” is the “dominant political class”.

Structural
Marxism
Capitalist
State
Hegemony
Apple (2000): In Capitalist
democracies, however, the
relationship between economic power
and political power is indirect. Political
leadership, for example, is not
necessarily exercised directly by the
dominant economic class.

Carson (2000): “Political leadership does not have to be subject,
in any crude way, to corporate [business] control. Instead, the
very structure of the corporate economy and the situations it
creates compel the leadership to promote corporate
interests...policies that stabilize the corporate economy and
guarantee steady…profits are the only imaginable alternatives”.

Reflexive

Fractions

Political leadership is subject to constant reevaluation in the light of challenges to bourgeois
ideas. Ruling class power must be sufficiently
flexible and adaptable to incorporate new ideas and
explanations without ever losing sight of the
fundamental values of Capitalist economics.

Domination

A ruling class has conflicts and contradictions - the
economic interests of manufacturers are not
necessarily the same as those of financial
capitalists (such as banks). Although both have a
broad interest in “maintaining capitalism”, this
doesn’t mean their relationship is necessarily
consensual (the one may try to exploit the other).

Differences within a ruling class mean their broad common
interests don not translate into specific (instrumental) State
actions. Rather, the State represents a necessary “balancing
mechanism” between the different class fractions that make
up the ruling class, such that internal conflicts do not
endanger overall ruling class cohesion and domination.

The State has a level of
autonomy that means it can
act in ways that don’t directly
Dialectical
benefit the bourgeoisie through welfare policies
targeted at the poor, for
example. Although it’s possible to argue such policies
indirectly benefit the ruling class (by preventing social
unrest) this type of “Left Functionalist” explanation where everything that happens can be made to fit the
idea that “a ruling class always benefits in some way” is rejected by Structural Marxists.

Autonomy

The State is “relatively autonomous” from the ruling
class - it can make decisions that go against the
particular, short-term, interests of a ruling class but
these decisions are designed to ensure the longterm survival of the Capitalist system.

Social workers the “soft police” of
Capitalist society?

Synoptic Link
Crime and Deviance
The idea of “Left Functionalism” has been
used by New Left Realists (such as
Young) to criticise Radical Criminology.

Ideology
Offe (1974): The State operates
Selective
in terms of “selective
mechanisms” designed to
Mechanisms
ensure the domination of a
Capitalist class without
necessarily appearing biased towards the
interests of this class.
Chorev (2004): Identifies three main selective
mechanisms that constitute an
“institutionalized sorting process that ensures
the state will only select and consider policies
corresponding to the interests…of capital”.

A ruling class needs an institution (the State) that broadly
reflects their interests, while appearing to be neutral in its
composition and decision-making. This emphasises the
significance of the State’s ideological role.
Poulantzas: Ideological domination means the State has the
appearance of autonomy from the ruling class (it is not directly
controlled by this class) while, in reality, being dominated by
people thoroughly socialised into the ideology of Capitalism.

Negative

Positive

Disguised
4

These mechanisms exclude anti-capitalist ideas and
proposals from the political agenda.
The State acts on ideas that serve the interests of a
ruling class “as a whole”; that is, in ways that bestserve the general interests of “Capitalism” rather than
the particular interests of class fractions.
The partiality of the State is disguised by its appearing
to act in an objective, even-handed, way. For example,
policies limiting the effectiveness of political protest
presented in terms of “preventing public disorder”.
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Parsons (1951): “Society” is a
system founded on normative
understanding and integration
(people have to be socialised into the
general norms of their society).

Social systems involve
certain structural
imperatives - things that
must be performed (such
as primary socialisation) if
they are to survive.

Social
System

Normative

Functionalism

Imperative

Co-ordination

In complex (functionally differentiated) systems, the
State develops to co-ordinate, oversee and manage
the development and implementation of essential
system resources and functions.
Example: Using the familiar organismic analogy, the
role of the State is similar to that of the human brain.

The State co-ordinates the
relationship between different
economic organisations (such as
employers and Trade Unions).

Political
Cultural

Economic

The State handles the mechanics of social
(normative) organisation - it represents the
means by which the social system is kept
in broad equilibrium.

In the UK, the State regulates the
education system and attempts to
regulate family relationships (by
encouraging or discouraging
different types of relationship such as the introduction of Civil
Partnerships in 2004).

An important role for the State is
that of an integrating mechanism
for the system as a whole. It is
the means through which system adjustments are carried
out - a classic example being the development of State
education in England at the end of the 19 th century.

Stability

Mechanics

A contemporary variation on the
general Functionalist approach.

Sowell (2002): The role of the State is focused on
“Ensuring observance of the ‘rules’ essential to
the continuance of free markets”. A Minimalist
State is limited to guaranteeing individuals the
freedom to go about their daily lives.

New Right
Processes

Minimalist

Centralisation

The State plays a range
of roles in terms of
political organisation
(elections), legal
organisation (the
development and
application of laws),
relations with other
countries and so forth.

Decision-making is
carried-out by State
representatives
“divorced from the
realities” of the
marketplace.

Hildyard (1998): For the New Right economic
prosperity and social cohesion are best served
by the operation of “free economic markets”
with little or no “interference” from the State.

Efficient

Autonomy
Bureaucracy
Hildyard: For the New Right: “The best
government is the least government”.
To prevent he State developing into an
“autonomous institution” with a logic
and momentum of its own it should be
stripped of any function that could be
“better carried out” by private
companies or individuals.

As the State grows
larger and more
complex it is slow to
respond to the
changing economic
needs of society.

People should be free to develop new
and better ways to make money, which
leads to creativity and innovation.
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Entrepreneurial

In the economic marketplace there is no
room for State subsidies or restrictive
practices that use social resources to
protect people from either the
consequences of their own behaviour
(inefficient production methods) or the
consequences of competition.

Individual

Freedom

For markets to work efficiently (and for the
greatest levels of wealth creation) people
need the freedom in live and behave in
ways that maximise both their individual
abilities and their responsibilities towards
others (in terms of, for example, providing
for their dependents).
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Weberian
Power
Weber: Different forms of power
are distributed unequally across
different social groups.

Autonomy
The State can act autonomously, at times
from the behaviour of competing social
groups.

+

The State

Weber: The State is a “Compulsory
association claiming control over
territories” (and the people within them).

The State is not always or necessarily
autonomous from class, gender or
ethnic group control, but there is no
necessary and inevitable relationship
between, for example, ownership of
the means of production and
“ownership” of the State.

Held (1989): Weber considered the modern
State to pre-date Capitalism and for
Weberians such as Block (1987) Capitalist
forms of economic behaviour are encouraged
and developed by the State.

Bureaucracy
The State reflects the concerns
and preoccupations of a
bureaucratic elite that exists to
both administer State machinery
and preserve its own power base.

Rational

Managers
Block: Without the co-operation of
State Managers (bureaucratic
leaders), political policies cannot be
successfully enacted. Bureaucrats
don’t necessarily and automatically
carry out the wishes of a ruling class.

Skocpol (1979): Consider
the State as “An
organization for itself” - it
can pursue its “own
interests” (those of a
professional, bureaucratic,
elite) while also functioning
to manage the long-term
political interests of the
powerful.

Employment
Glyn (2003): All recent increases
in private sector employment
have resulted from increased
public (State) spending).

State bureaucracies are
staffed and led by policy
specialists and
professionals with the
ability and capacity to
promote or hinder
political decision-making.
Procedural knowledge
about how the State
operates represents a
significant source of
bureaucratic power.

Intervention

The State has a broadly
Interventionist role and because it
can act autonomously from status
and interest groups it can promote
a variety of political agendas:

Globalisation
Attempting to offset its economic
and political effects (by reducing
Third World Debt, for example).

Gender Equality
Examples: The Sex Discrimination Act (1975);
Civil Partnerships (2004).

Change
Stability
The management of change - and the promotion of
social stability - is a significant role of the modern State.
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Skocpol (1985): The State can “…formulate and
pursue goals that are not simply reflective of
the…interests of social groups, classes or societies”.
The State can, therefore, promote and instigate
social change even where it goes against the
wishes, opposition and interests of powerful groups.
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Patriarchal
State

Dimensions of
male domination:

2nd Wave
Feminism

Economics
Example: Mulholland
(2005): Female civil
servants “earn 25% less”
on average than their
male counterparts.
Women are also less likely
to hold full time posts.

Conflict

The view that the State
reflects either class
relationships (Marxist
feminism) or patriarchal
relationships (Radical
feminism), is not necessarily
shared by all 2nd wave
feminists.

Liberal

Ideology
Politics

The State reflects and
pursues male interests,
agendas and concerns.
Political offices and positions are maleJessop (2003): “Many
dominated.
feminists would argue
Examples: The composition of Parliament.
Civil Service statistics (2004): Women are that politics is dominated
more likely to be employed at the lowest lev- by the priorities of a
male-based agenda”.
els and less likely to fill the highest grades.

Liberal feminism has generally adopted a Weberian
approach to the role of the State as having a potential
autonomy from both class and patriarchal relationships. It
can be used to promote policies and behaviours that both
reduce gender inequalities and address feminist issues.

Engagement
Brown (1992): Feminists should engage with
the State for two reasons: it has an important
role to play in changing women’s lives and
many women are dependent on it, either as
employees or recipients of State aid.

Power in Postmodernity

Sex discrimination
Making this behaviour
illegal

·Workplace equality
Examples: Equal pay,
conditions and treatment.

Childcare provision
For working mothers,
single parents and so forth.

3rd Wave
Feminism

Intersections

Post-feminism and the State

The modernist State with its centralised
bureaucracy and procedures plays an important role
in defining gender categories (for example, what
someone is legally allowed to be (such as male or
female). The UK State has responded to changing
attitudes and behaviours by conferring legitimacy on
a wider range of gendered behaviours (such as
official recognition of same-sex relationships).
For post-feminism patriarchy
is not “embedded in State
structures and practices”.

Categories

The State

Patriarchy

Mottier (2004): Post-feminists do not see “the state
as a homogenous, unitary entity which pursues
specific interests”. Rather, it represents a “plurality of
arenas of struggle, rather than a unified actor”.

Heterogeneity

Fragmentation
The State in postmodern society is a fragmented structure that is
neither “wholly patriarchal” nor “wholly non-patriarchal”. Postfeminism focuses on positive aspects of the role of the modern State.
Example: Mottie (2004): The Welfare State in the UK “Has a positive
effect on gender relations in that it makes for a lessening of the
financial dependency of women on men”.
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Variables like class, age and
ethnicity are significant factors in
gender development; however,
there are important differences
within “artificial gender categories,
identities and sexualities”.

Gender contradictions don’t just occur in society
- they are also reflected in the role of the State.
Jessop (2003): State structures and policy areas” are changing in the light of changes to the
way we think about gender.

External

Internal

Differences in the way
Nation States construct
and apply genderbased policies.

“The State” consists of different departments that may
or may not act in concerted ways and gendered social
policies are not necessarily consistent across all parts
of the State structure.
Toynbee (2004): Policies pursued by one department
may contradict the activities of other departments.
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The

Postmodern
State

Considered in terms of how it impacts
on the political, economic and cultural
structures of modern societies.

Globalisation

Anti-Essentialism

Essentialism
Modernist explanations (with the
possible exception of Mann’s (1986)
concept of overlapping networks) claim
“The State” has essential features that
can be empirically described
(administrative capabilities, departmental
and legal structures and so forth).

For postmodernists the “State” is a label
given to a number of processes.
Example: Allen (1990): In the context of
(post) feminism, analysis should focus on a
range of areas (such as policing, law and
medical culture) and issues (such as
sexuality, the body and bureaucratic culture).

For modernists the State is a centre
- something that has both
substance and power and functions
as a stabilising force in society.

De-Centre
Postmodernists adopt a different interpretation, one that questions the “power of
the State” to control and direct people.
Lyotard (1979): There are “many centres” in postmodern society (none of which
are able to stabilise or “hold society together”).
Foucault: Rather than the State as a centralised power base giving substance to
the various factions within society and government, we should view “the State” as
“a diffuse and dispersed” range of institutions and processes - many of which
have little or nothing to do with conventional questions of “government” -

The postmodern contradiction involves
the idea that external (international)
processes of globalisation weaken the
ability of the State to control events,
whereas internal responses to
globalisation involve at attempt to
tighten State controls

Contradictions

Centre

Economic

Weakening
Political

Cultural

Tightening

One form of State response to this
“loss of external control” is a tightening
of internal control and surveillance.

Surveillance

Clusterings
Space

Physical
Example: Issues of
Identity Cards or the use
of CCTV surveillance.

Example: The UK is subject to
European Community laws, Human
Rights agreements and so forth.

Example: The flow of information
across the Internet makes it
difficult for politicians and the
State to “manage news”.

Giddens (1985): Surveillance (along with
industrialism, capitalism, and militarism) is one of the
key clusterings in late modern society that come
together in the form of “the State”. The extension of
both covert and overt surveillance by the State
represents a fundamental change in the way people
are controlled through modern State agencies.

Psychological
Example: Laws relating to
“terror” or “harassment”.

Synoptic Link
Theory and Method
Modernity and Postmodernity are
considered in more detail in this chapter.
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Example: The price of oil, the
investment in, and physical location of,
jobs, corporate taxation and the like.

www.icons.org.uk
Britain is officially the most watched country in the world,
monitored by some four million CCTV cameras - one for
every 14 citizens. If you live in London, the chances are
you are caught on CCTV about 300 times a day.
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Exam Questions

Item A
Some sociologists claim that the state is a neutral body acting
equally on behalf of all of the population. However, Marxists
argue that the state is not neutral, but is biased in favour of the
ruling class, and that policies and decisions illustrate the
domination of this class over the proletariat. Similarly, some
feminists view the state as a patriarchal institution. From this
perspective its main aim is seen as reinforcing male power in
society and furthering the cause of male domination. It is thus
clearly seen to serve the interests of men rather than women.
Indeed, many feminists would argue that politics is dominated by
the priorities of a male-based agenda.
Source: adapted from I. MORGAN, Power and Politics
(Reproduced by permission of Hodder & Stoughton Educational
Limited) 1999

8 marks
Identify and briefly
explain two examples of
evidence put forward by
sociologists which might
be used to support the
feminist view of the state
expressed in Item A.

12 marks
Using material from
Item A and elsewhere,
briefly examine some of
the sociological
arguments put forward
by pluralist authors to
challenge Marxist views
on the role of the state
expressed in Item A.

40 marks
Assess the view that increasing globalisation
is resulting in fundamental changes to the
role and functions of the modern state.
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