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The pluralist state  

As a theory of society, pluralism asserts that, within liberal democracies, 
power is widely and evenly dispersed As a theory of state, pluralism holds 
that the state is neutral, insofar as it is susceptible to the influence of 
various groups and interests, and all social classes. The state is not biased 
in favour of any particular interest or group, and it does not have an interest 
of its own that is separate from those of society. As Schwarzmantel (1994) 
put it, the state is ‘the servant of society and not its master’. The state can 
thus be portrayed as a ‘pincushion’ that passively absorbs pressures and 
forces exerted upon it.  

Two key assumptions underlie this view. The first is that the state is 
effectively subordinate to government. Non-elected state bodies (the civil 
service, judiciary, the police, the military and so on) are strictly impartial 
and are subject to the authority of their political masters. The state 
apparatus is therefore thought to conform to the principles of public service 
and political accountability. The second assumption is that the democratic 
process is meaningful and effective. In other words, party competition and 
interest-group activity ensure that the government of the day remains 
sensitive and responsive to public opinion. Ultimately therefore, the state is 
only a weather vane that is blown in whichever direction the public-at-large 
dictates.  

 

The capitalist state  

The Marxist notion of a capitalist state offers a clear alternative to the 
pluralist image of the state as a neutral arbiter or umpire. Marxists have 
typically argued that the state cannot be understood separately from the 
economic structure of society. This view has usually been understood in 
terms of the classic formulation that the state is nothing but an instrument 
of class oppression: the state emerges out of, and in a sense reflects, the 
class system. Nevertheless, a rich debate has taken place within Marxist 
theory in recent years that has moved the Marxist theory of the state a long 
way from this classic formulation. In many ways, the scope to revise Marxist 
attitudes towards the state stems from ambiguities that can be found in 
Marx’s own writings.  

 



Marx did not develop a systematic or coherent theory of the state. In a 
general sense, he believed that the state is part of a ‘superstructure’ that is 
determined or conditioned by the economic ‘base’, which can be seen as the 
real foundation of social life. However, the precise relationship between the 
base and the superstructure, and in this case that between the state and 
the capitalist mode of production, is unclear.  

Two theories of the state can be identified in Marx’s writings. The first is 
expressed in his oft-quoted dictum from The Communist Manifesto (1848): 
‘The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the 
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. From this perspective, the state is 
clearly dependent on society and entirely dependent on its economically 
dominant class, which in capitalism is the bourgeoisie. Lenin thus 
described the state starkly as ‘an instrument for the oppression of the 
exploited class’.    

A second, more complex and subtle, theory of the state can nevertheless be 
found in Marx’s analysis of the revolutionary events in France between 1848 
and 1851, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852). Marx 
suggested that the state could enjoy what has come to be seen as ‘relative 
autonomy’ from the class system, the Napoleonic state being capable of 
imposing its will upon society, acting as an ‘appaling parasitic body’. If the 
state did articulate the interests of any class, it was not those of the 
bourgeoisie, but those of the most populous class in society, the 
smallholding peasantry. Although Marx did not develop this view in detail, it 
is clear that, from this perspective, the autonomy of the state is only 
relative, in that the state appears to mediate between conflicting classes, 
and so maintains the class system itself in existence.    

 

 

The leviathan state  

The image of the state as a ‘leviathan’ (in effect, a self-serving monster intent 
on expansion and aggrandizement) is one associated in modern politics with 
the New Right. Such a view is rooted in early or classic liberalism and, in 
particular a commitment to a radical form of individualism. The New Right, 
or at least its neoliberal wing, is distinguished by strong antipathy towards 
state intervention in economic and social life, born out of the belief that the 
state is a parasitic growth that threatens both individual liberty and 
economic security. In this view, the state, instead of being, as pluralists 
suggest, an impartial umpire or arbiter, is an overbearing ‘nanny’, desperate 
to interfere or meddle in every aspect of human existence. The central 
feature of this view is that the state pursues interests that are separate from 
those of society (setting it apart from Marxism), and that those interests 
demand an unrelenting growth in the role or responsibilities of the state 



itself. New Right thinkers therefore argue that the twentieth-century 
tendency towards state intervention reflected not popular pressure for  
economic and social security, or the need to stabilize capitalism by 
ameliorating class tensions but, rather, the internal dynamics of the state.  

 

 

The patriarchal state  

…[F]eminist theory encompasses a range of traditions and perspectives, and 
has thus generated a range of very different attitudes towards state power. 
…  

Liberal feminists, who believe that sexual or gender equality can be brought 
about through incremental reform, have tended to accept an essentially 
pluralist view of the state. They recognize that, if women are denied legal 
and political equality, and especially the right to vote, the state is biased in 
favour of men. However, their faith in the state’s basic neutrality is reflected 
in the belief that any such bias can, and will, be overcome by a process of 
reform. In this sense, liberal feminists believe that all groups (including 
women) have potentially equal access to state power, and that this can be 
used impartially to promote justice and the common good. Liberal feminists 
have therefore usually viewed the state in positive terms, seeing state 
intervention as a means of redressing gender inequality and enhancing the 
role of women. This can be seen in campaigns for equal-pay legislation, the 
legalization of abortion, the provision of child-care facilities, the extension of 
welfare benefits, and so on.  

Nevertheless, a more critical and negative view of the state has been 
developed by radical feminists, who argue that state power reflects a deeper 
structure of oppression in the form of patriarchy. There are a number of 
similarities between Marxist and radical feminist views of state power. Both 
groups, for example, deny that the state is an autonomous entity bent on 
the pursuit of its own interests. Instead, the state is understood, and its 
biases are explained, by reference to a ‘deep structure’ of power in society at 
large. Whereas Marxists place the state in an economic context, radical 
feminists place it in a context of gender inequality, and insist that it is 
essentially an institution of male power.   

 

In common with Marxism, distinctive instrumentalist and structuralist 
versions of this feminist position have been developed. The instrumentalist 
argument views the state as little more than an agent or ‘tool’ used by men 
to defend their own interests and uphold the structures of patriarchy. This 
line of argument draws on the core feminist belief that patriarchy is root in 
the division of society into distinct ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres of life, men 



dominating the former while women are confined  to t he later. Quite simply, 
in this view, the state is run by men, and for men.   

Whereas instrumentalist arguments focus on the personnel of the state, and 
particularly the state elite, structuralist arguments tend to emphasize the 
degree to which state institutions are embedded in a wider patriarchal 
system. Modern radical feminists have paid particular attention to the 
emergence of the welfare state, seeing it as the expression of a new kind of 
patriarchal power. Welfare may uphold patriarchy by bringing about a 
transition from private dependence (in which women as ‘home makers’ are 
dependent on men as ‘breadwinners’) to a system of public dependence in 
which women are increasingly controlled by the institutions of the extended 
state. For instance, women have become increasingly dependent on the state 
as clients or customers of state services (such as childcare institutions, 
nursery education and social work) and as employees, particularly in the so-
called caring professions (such as nursing, social work and education).   

 

 

 


