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Editorial

Nicos Poulantzas died in Paris in October 1979. The two
decades that have passed since then have seen profound political
and socio-economic changes and many new intellectual fashions.
Although an imposing figure on the Left, and arguably the lead-
ing Western Marxist political thinker of the second half of this
century, Poulantzas is hardly mentioned in current political
debates and academic circles. A strange silence surrounds his
name. The demise of the Soviet empire, the crisis of Marxism, the
rise of postmodernism and deconstructionism, the ferocious return
of liberalism in the benign form of political philosophy, the defeats
of organized labor, and the consolidation of neo-liberal deregula-
tory policies on a global scale are all likely contributors to this
silence. Today, Poulantzas's innovative and influential analyses on
the state are hardly visible in the new theoretical currents of polit-
ical theory, political sociology, or political economy. His work
seems exhausted, worn out, anachronistic. It is as if he belongs to
another era, irrevocably gone and forgotten.

The contributors to this volume, however, have a different
view. They may disagree on everything else, but on one issue they
are certainly in agreement: Poulantzas's writings are as relevant
today as they were twenty years ago. The articles gathered in this
issue approach Poulantzas's work from a fresh perspective and,
drawing on his theoretical and conceptual innovations, propose a
variety of new ways to understand current debates in political and
social theory, questions concerning the contemporary capitalist
state, the global extension of markets, strategies of radical politi-
cal transformation, class struggle, the loss of the political, demo-
cratic politics, and the renewed prospects of socialism and social
solidarity. For the authors herein, Poulantzas's writings appear to
have lost nothing of their original appeal, explanatory force, and
emancipatory vision. Rather, recent events in the political, social,
and intellectual world have only brought into sharper relief the
profound and unique qualities of his thought. These contributors
not only have rescued Poulantzas from oblivion, but they have also
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demonstrated his continuing theoretical relevance and practical
importance for understanding our current conundrums, for renew-
ing the practice of critical thought, and for exploring forms of
resistance against the global offensive of neo-liberalism. Finally, as
these articles suggest, the Left today, disoriented and in a deep cri-
sis of identity, has much to learn from Poulantzas—and particu-
larly from his last theoretical and political explorations, which
were unfortunately interrupted by his untimely death. Poulan-
tzas's incisive and unique investigations around the themes of
political strategies of power, the links between democracy and
socialism, the new authoritarian forms of the contemporary capi-
talist state, the pivotal role of the juridical system, and the nev.
sites of conflict and class struggle could certainly help to revital-
ize the Left.

The authors of the essays presented here, then, approach
Poulantzas's work either as a fertile point of departure for recon-
sidering enduring problems in political, economic, legal, and
social theory or as a lively interlocutor who has much to say about
the new developments of the last twenty years. Nearly all of the
major concepts and categories of Poulantzas's thought are revived
and reintroduced. The essays by Kostas Vergopoulos, Mehmet
Tabak, and Samir Amin successfully locate Poulantzas's views at
the center of contemporary disputes about globalization, the novel
functions of the state, new patterns of deregulation, and democ-
racy, and convincingly demonstrate their continuing relevance for
advancing our understanding on these issues. Constantinos Tsou-
calas's article examines the importance of Poulantzas's political
thought in relation to the crisis of the Left and the concomitant
decline of the political from contemporary discourses that have
relinquished all too easily but not so innocently the conflictual and
transformative dimension of politics in the name of a normative
consensual theory of civil society and a mystified vision of the self-
regulated market. Bob Jessop, in a highly original essay, revisits
the gradual evolution of Poulantzas's theory of the state as a social
relation and builds on its insights to develop further the possibil-
ity of new forms of democratic strategies of transformation vis-a-
vis the capitalist state. Andreas Kalyvas, on the other hand, after
examining Poulantzas's prescient critique of postmodernism,
focuses on his concept of authoritarian statism from the perspec-
tive of important recent changes in the juridical and constitutional
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structure of Western liberal democracies—changes that have gen-
erated novel and more pervasive forms of domination hidden, once
again, behind the veil of a resuscitated rule of law. Peter Bratsis is
also concerned with Poulantzas's treatment of the state but from a
more abstract, philosophical perspective. He perceptively estab-
lishes the links between Poulantzas and other major contemporary
thinkers who seek to challenge conventional, reified notions of the
state as either object or subject, and illuminates Poulantzas's inno-
vative and pathbreaking contributions. Finally, Paul Thomas com-
prehensively explores the scope and breadth of Poulantzas's work
within the Marxist canon to assess the continuing vitality and
striking pertinence of his studies on the capitalist state, class con-
flict, and political power.

The motivation behind this collection was, of course, to high-
light some of the ways in which aspects of Poulantzas's thought
might continue to influence us and our contemporaries and to
show that they still matter to the current generation of scholars,
intellectuals, and political actors. Most importantly, the goal of
this volume will be fully realized if it is able to spur a revival of
the study of Poulantzas. I wish to thank Mehmet Tabak and Peter
Bratsis for their valuable and generous assistance in putting
together this special issue. My greatest debt, though, is to the pub-
lisher of the journal, Leandros Papathanasiou, and to the editors,
for their patience, continuing support, and trust.

Andreas Kalyvas,
Guest Editor
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Globalization and Nicos Poulantzas
by KOSTAS VERGOPOULOS

Twenty years ago, the talk and the cheap speculations about
Nicos Poulantzas's death began, and the only thing I recom-
mended was at least to maintain silence out of basic respect for a
person who literally spent his life on his work, work that until
today has been difficult to approach and even more difficult to
grasp. Meanwhile, at a distance of two decades that have elapsed,
the actual silence and embarrassment, mainly on the Left, with
regard to the pioneering, perceptive, and creative work of Poulan-
tzas, is striking. With clearsightedness, imagination, and analyti-
cal precision, Nicos formulated the plan by which the Left would
accomplish its political aggiornamento and would remain in the
forefront of contemporary, social, and political struggles. This
would seem to be much too ambitious for the traditional political
organizations which, in reality, did not aspire to more than a tran-
sient presence, a secondary role in the dark corridors of govern-
mental power plays. This strange position of the Left in May 1968
in a way justified Jean-Paul Sartre's pronouncement that "the
Communist Party was not revolutionary but was not even
reformist: it did not seek anything at all except to exist."

If, meanwhile, Marxist thought and practice, political theory,
and sociology had formulated different methods and ways of lead-
ing away from the views of Nicos Poulantzas, the entire matter
would not have given cause for particular concern; it would rather
have been hopeful for the Left and its people. But the most dis-
turbing fact about today's accounting of the last twenty years is

KOSTAS VERGOPOULOS is Professor of Economics at the University of Paris
VIII. He is an International Expert to the European Union and the
United Nations. His fields of specialization are international and Euro-
pean integration, international monetary issues, and agrarian integration.
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that Marxist thought, which with Poulantzas had reached its peak,
after him, during the next two decades, never stopped deflating
and displaying inertia. In essence until today there has been no
continuation of the work of Poulantzas nor of Marxism from the
point where he left it, not even of political science and political
sociology. The feeling of impasse and decay of the intellectual and
political Left overwhelms anyone who attempts an accounting of
the last twenty years.

If I had to summarize the contribution of Poulantzas to the
spirit of his time, I would say that it consists of the basic Marxist
view that social practices shape social classes, and certainly not the
other way around. The class struggle gives rise to classes, not the
opposite, but the class struggle also shapes the historical scene of
"society" and the "nation-state," the fields of politics, democracy,
and the institutions and mechanisms of the state. These notions,
to the extent that they emanate from the same field, namely that
of the class struggle, are considered "coessential" without ranking
or differentiations characterized by a "relative autonomy" with
regard to the basic economic relation under consideration. Pou-
lantzas's crucial contribution was the discovery and definition of
politics, of democracy, and of the state as "special fields" within
which a special long-term "war of positions and trenches" takes
place, in the sense given to them by Gramsci. Social power in the
fields of politics, of democratic institutions, and of the state is far
from being monolithic in meaning and still less exclusively in the
hands of the ruling class. Because of the nature of the state and of
the institutions relating to society as a whole, power in bourgeois
society, in the field of politics, can be divided and counter-balanced
by the gaining of positions by the popular and progressive forces,
even if this strengthens the antinomies of the whole. Concepts like
"society," "people," "nation," "state," "institutions and ideological
mechanisms of the state" are neither mere one-sided creations of
capital, nor simple tools for its domination, nor deceptive ideo-
logical smokescreens. They constitute fields of social antagonisms
under conditions of "relative autonomy" for each of them. The fact
that the ruling class appropriates them in order to secure its dom-
inance does not mean that these concepts are simply deceptive,
since even today they shape the field and the way in which the
dominant class is confirmed as dominant.

In the past, Marxists had a tendency to underestimate the field
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of politics because they attributed almost exclusive importance to
the economy. Politics had been drastically and contemptuously
reduced to an insignificant superstructure, to a deceptive ideology,
while the Marxists' reality was based firmly on the economy, on the
relationship of capital ownership, and on the notorious and sinful
"society of the citizens." But innovative Marxist currents without
much concern defined politics as a product of the economy from
the basic industrial relation. Thus the state was almost always
treated by the Marxists as if it was a condemned unidimensional
tool manipulated by capital and the bourgeoisie.

Instead, Poulantzas, in creative harmony with Marx and
Althusser, revealed that the state is neither a derivative nor a tool,
nor a simple ideological superstructure of capital but constitutes
"something distinctive, something special," beyond the basic cap-
italistic relation of production, since it refers to the whole of soci-
ety and emanates from the whole and not from a part of it.
Following this course, Poulantzas overlapped with the analyses of
power made by Foucault who, of course, was coming from another
direction and was aiming at a different one: While for Foucault the
problem was the mechanics of power and domination, for Poulan-
tzas it was the special form of domination that is called "state."
The conclusion reached by Poulantzas was that the state derives
consequently not only from the bourgeoisie and its arsenal but also
from the special connection between the state and the nation. The
formulation of the concept "nation-state" dates precisely from that
period, replacing the traditional term "state," which had a single
meaning from a class point of view.

The unshakable persistence of Poulantzas as well as that of
Althusser in approaching state and politics as strategic fields of the
class struggle, led both of them to reject other theories repeatedly
and categorically—theories that had already started to ascertain
either the presumed deceptiveness or the decline of the nation-
state. In all those cases in which the nation-state was considered
"deceptive, archaic, and outdated," this was done on the pretext of
some supposed transformations of capital. Four Marxist currents
rushed in the sixties and seventies to ascertain that the nation-state
is assimilated to:

a) the concept of global commercial traffic, something
that was particularly fashionable in the late sixties,
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b) the rising phenomenon of multinational corporations,
c) state-monopoly transformation and structure of capi-

tal, and
d) the globalization of its cycle.

In all four cases, the position of Poulantzas as well as of Althusser
was a clear-cut rejection: the transformations of capital are not in
a position to affect the phenomena of society, of the state, of poli-
tics, which retain a distinct "special" nature, correspond to other
fields and conditions, and in any case preserve a "relatively
autonomous" character. The nation-state is not determined by a
simple economic relation, and certainly not by its international-
ized form with the eventual internationalization of capital. Pou-
lantzas's position on this matter did not leave room for any
misinterpretations: "the great majority of us rejects the idea that
internationalization eliminates the essence and the role of the
national state in favor of either internationalized and multina-
tional capital or interstate or superstate organizations."'

The appropriation of the Marx's work by Poulantzas was so
deep and consistent that many times Nicos did not hesitate to
interpret it even in contrast, from a formal perspective, to Marx
himself. Recent research by Stathis Kouvelakis on the work of the
very young Marx has confirmed that Poulantzas was very accurate
in his understanding with respect to the importance of politics,
democracy, and the state, even when he himself contra omnes was
supporting positions that were considered "heretical" during the
sixties. 2

Even if capital becomes fully globalized, society and the state
have to preserve their national, local, and regional character
because of the social determinants that make up these concepts and
because of the confinement of the concept "society" to the field of
social relations. With the full globalization of capital, it is impos-
sible at the present time to conceive of such concepts as "global
society," "global class struggle," "global state." For the intellectual
tradition of Marx, as correctly understood by Poulantzas, the state
constitutes the special field in the institutions and mechanisms of
which the continuous class struggle is processed and developed
through politics and democracy.

Like Marx in the middle of the last century, Poulantzas in the
sixties perceived the possibility of a revolutionary transformation
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of society through the constant struggle to gain position in the
fields of politics and democracy. Politics, instead of being a by-
product, a tool, or a derivative of the economy, concentrates social
relations, producing its own truth. Politics gives the general form
of society in the abstract and provides the framework within which
the specific social model is constructed each time. Finally, politics,
with its democratic dimension and the participation of the people,
not only safeguards the people from autocracy, but at the same
time, though being bourgeois, encompasses, because of deep and
unsurmountable contradictions, the breaking point and the over-
coming of the bourgeois order by the camp of labor and the peo-
ple.

In his doctoral dissertation (University of Paris VIII, Decem-
ber 1998) Stathis Kouvelakis has shown Marx's persistence on the
subject of the freedom of the press and the free access to all secrets
of authority. As Marx ascertained, the people do not constitute a
real people without freedom of political expression, the exercise of
democratic civil rights, and the activation of bourgeois democracy.
The more the Left fights for the expansion and consolidation of
democratic and civil rights, the more the real base of politics and
democracy will mature. This base is nothing more than the people
and the nation, the national people's base, which in Marxist ter-
minology is called "society." This is Marx's real position; this is
what Poulantzas discovered by means of a penetrating analysis,
setting aside the accumulated Marxist make-up that had been hid-
ing it for a century. Very simply: the struggle for democracy, even
in the field of bourgeois politics, the state, and bourgeois institu-
tions, cannot be bypassed today. It can even become revolutionary
at a time when the mother of democracy, the bourgeois class, has
a tendency to abandon her daughter and turn to increasingly
despotic forms of the use of state power. 3

During the last two decades, the socio-political scene in
Europe and in the world has been radically transformed. With
globalization and monetarism as the central and dominant idea a
multifaceted reactionary revanchism and social counterrevolution
have been launched on a global scale. But an examination of the
empirical elements shows, convincingly and accurately, that until
today globalization has proceeded mainly in the minds of govern-
ments and much less in reality. The international mobility of pro-
duction factors, capital, and labor in our time cannot compare with
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that of the late nineteenth century: less than 1 percent of the Euro-
pean workforce is now moving abroad in search of work in spite of
the exceptionally high unemployment that plagues Europe. In the
nineteenth century, countries with high unemployment, like Eng-
land and Ireland, sent over 50 percent of their population abroad.

Similarly today the European and American capital invested
abroad represents less than 1 percent of the gross national product
of the developed countries of origin despite the fact that the return
on capital remains very unequal between countries. At the end of
the nineteenth century, Great Britain was investing abroad 10 per-
cent of its gross national product for several decades. To be sure,
the legal barriers to the movement of capital have been completely
abolished today, but this is not enough. For the true establishment
of a unified global system a real mobility of factors is required, and
not merely the legal possibility of movement, as happens at pres-
ent.4

On the other hand, with the prevalence of contemporary eco-
nomic policies aiming at the balance of foreign payments, national
economies today end up becoming independent of the need for
foreign financing. Thus the international movement of capital in
our time not only becomes of reduced quantitative importance
compared to the past, but it also retains a reduced qualitative
importance, since, with the policies followed today, the national
economic domains become more balanced and self-centered.
Nowadays the international movements of capital have less impor-
tance, quantitatively as well as qualitatively, than in the past. 5 As
far as the reality of the multinational corporations is concerned,
Robert Boyer has pointed out that almost all are falsely labeled as
multinational. In essence they remain national, since more than 50
percent of their production and the number of their employees is,
as a rule, concentrated in one parent country. Only the Japanese
company Sony happens to deserve the name "multinational."6

However, in spite of the poor documentation of current glob-
alization, it is a fact that it has already left its imprint on the ide-
ological and political field of our times; it already functions as a
firm conviction for all governments and for public opinion; and it
constitutes "a dominant bourgeois idea" of our times, according to
Paul Sweezy. 7 Globalization today has become "a confession of
faith," a dogma of faith "sacred and holy," immaculate," the ideo-
logical basis of contemporary neoconservatism and conformism,
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and of the new authoritarian right-mindedness, a new basic myth
of our times. This is a new conformism with an anti-conformist
and radical mask. So much is this so that many people on the Left
accept it without difficulty, as well as its extreme logical conse-
quences.

Regardless of the reality and the degree of today's globaliza-
tion, extremist and intransigent globalization policies are being
implemented all over the planet for the purpose of speeding up
this globalization. Policies that globalize, in other words, open up
and abolish the regulation and structure of the national economies
and societies in the interest of the inevitability of globalization.
The policy of globalization in our times is subject neither to eval-
uation nor to dialogue, nor to control, and still less to democratic
processes of decision-making, but is enforced relentlessly and
blindly or at any rate as a pretext for the repeal of various postwar
social achievements of the workers.

What persists today as the dominant motif is that with the
globalization of the economy, the field of the nation-state is de-
clining historically, and consequently the same is true of all the
political, social, and cultural institutions, processes, rights, and
responsibilities that are connected to it. Along with the end of the
nation-state, the end of the social state can also be expected, the
end of labor, of politics, of ideology, and certainly of democratic
freedoms. At best, humanity is sinking at full speed into the con-
ditions of a new autocracy, the dark anti-democratic "metademoc-
racy," in the name of the triumph of globalization and of the
anonymity of markets and money. On the other hand, for Poulan-
tzas and the Left of his time, it was a self-evident commonplace
that the anonymity of markets and money is simply the way in
which the names of big capital, internationalized money, and
monopolies are covered up and thrive.

Naturally, what came before was a period of demobilization of
social movements and of large popular masses away from ideolo-
gies and social struggles. The last twenty years have been charac-
terized by tendencies toward alienation from politics and union
movements. Behind these developments one can always find the
disappointment of the citizens. As the political parties, in spite of
their divergent origins, today converge in terms of their programs
to the extent that the distinction between left and right becomes
blurred, it is to be expected that the people will turn their back on
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politics not only in disappointment but also in indignation. Thus
politics is quickly turning into an armchair television game, of
continuously decreasing social and political interest, and falling
into increasingly social insolvency and disrepute.

Under these conditions, the supposed one-way street of the
unavoidable adjustment of societies to globalization is imposed
autocratically and despotically, outside of any democratic
processes, without any rudimentary polyphony or dialogue, under
the banner of the dominant one and only thought. The new right-
mindedness denies any dialogue on its options, using the argu-
ment that there is no alternative solution and therefore all
discussions are pointless. This argument is not new, and is decep-
tive, always accompanying autocratic regimes as a pretext for the
elimination of any dissent, diversity, or heterodoxy.

In our times, under the pretext that there are no alternative
proposals, whatever is to be said has already been said, and glob-
alization does not leave any room for management by the nation-
state or by politics, the basis of democracy and democratic
expression is abolished, and so is the concept of democratic
polyphony and dialogue. This is for the benefit of the one-way
street, of the single way of thinking, the submission of citizens to
the message transmitted by the commodity, currency, and finan-
cial stocks. Although the French socialist prime minister, Lionel
Jospin declares verbally, "Yes to the market economy, no to the
market society," contemporary societies, such as certainly that of
France, are quickly settling into conditions not simply of dicta-
torship of the markets and stock exchanges but more specifically
of the totalitarianism of the new "financier capital," to use Hilfer-
ding's8 and Bukharin's9 terms, which had already been formulated
by the second decade of our century.

As has been ascertained by the Marxists mentioned above, and
also by Rosa Luxemburg, 1 ° financial capital constitutes the perfect
form of capital mobility because of the high degree of abstraction
and plasticity that characterizes it. Yet it has already been ascer-
tained that financial capital constitutes the prerequisite that
organically opens up the path toward imperialism and aggression
at the international level as well as at the domestic level. Today's
crisis of democracy and the reappearance of racism and cultural-
ism, are not unrelated to the phenomenon of the development in
our time of a new financial capital, which, with the same thought-
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lessness and irresponsibility as was seen before the 1914 period, is
capable of bringing about new hecatombs for humanity.

There are many examples of these developments to be found
today. With the absolute priority given to monetary stability and
the anti-inflationary policies brought about by the current mone-
taristic counterrevolution during the last two decades, the planet
has been transformed into a hell for one-third of humanity accord-
ing to the data of the International Labor Organization,il exactly
as predicted by Keynesian economists of Cambridge defending
themselves against the attacks of the newly established Thatch-
erism at the beginning of the eighties. The terror of unemploy-
ment and of hunger today affects increasing masses of people, even
in the developed western economies. Insecurity and destabiliza-
tion of labor plague 80 percent of the working people in the devel-
oped industrial countries under the theoretical pretext of the
flexibility and adjustability of labor. However, it is known that the
permanent employees and not the occasional ones have always, and
by definition, had the greatest ability to adjust.

Avalanches of reaction these days undermine and threaten the
social state, even as regards the most elementary rights of work-
ing, unemployed, and retired people. Waves of dismissals are tak-
ing place in violation of existing laws with respect to both legal
grounds and the legality of procedures. Today the concepts of the
citizen, the worker, labor law, the social contract, social cohesion,
and society are being crushed with arrogant contempt. Public
opinion is not formed by position-taking and the exchange of
arguments, but rather is approached arbitrarily and hastily, as well
as improperly, with a multitude of prefabricated polls. Govern-
ments, even on the Left, remain inactive and, in essence, encour-
age today's multifaceted and all-out attack by capital against
anything that might restrict its greed, arbitrariness, and irrespon-
sibility. Jospin himself, remaining completely inactive, neverthe-
less theoretically pointed to the truth and the gravity of the
present situation: "We did not escape from the dictatorship of the
proletariat only to fall under the dictatorship of the stockholders."
Today's stockholders of the new financial capital, within the frame-
work of globalized money, rule despotically and regulate by ulti-
matums the everyday details of the life of the working people
without giving an account to anybody. Companies that thrive
order massive dismissals of employees and dismantle their pro-
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duction bases in order to further reduce the production costs and
to increase the profit margin for the purpose of supporting high
stock market yields. With the participation of some segments of
the Left, acceptance is accorded to the notion that the stock mar-
kets have the legal right to regulate every minute detail of citizen's
lives, while the state does not have any right or opportunity to
intervene in this field.

The ultimate law of capitalism is, of course, irresponsibility
and the law of the jungle. However, while this law is again being
glorified in our day, with tens of millions of new victims all over
the world, capitalism as a system of production is not becoming
stronger because of it, but is being destabilized and is constantly
shrinking.

The choices made by capital in our times have caused a tragic
decline in democracy, a dramatic collapse of the political process,
and a general discrediting of the state. But this development has
alienated the government from the majority of citizens and work-
ing people, so that its power is exercised autocratically and irre-
sponsibly without dialogue or polyphony. Today the bourgeois
class is quickly abandoning democratic principles, which it intro-
duced itself two centuries ago in Europe—principles which per-
mitted it to be established socially as the ruling class. Two
centuries later, the model of social power in western societies is los-
ing its dominant dimension and is being transformed rapidly into
an oppressive, undemocratic and autocratic one, with the result-
ing crisis in the legislation of bourgeois power.

This development was also confirmed by the recent military
operations in Yugoslavia. Apart from the essence, which is, of
course, the legalization of the new role of NATO and the United
States as that of policeman for "outside" interventions, in other
words, on a global scale, western arrogance has reappeared in an
extreme form with secret diplomacy. All this for a goal supposedly
unrelated to economic or military interests but sought for clearly
"humanitarian reasons." Jospin reminded us recently of a Jules
Ferry cartoon when he justified the bombings and the destruction,
arguing that they were undertaken in the interest of civilization.

However, the power mainly responsible for the militaristic
trend is certainly America. Since 1985, it has presented a positive
balance of capital. In other words, more capital is imported to
America than is exported. This means that the country not only
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does not stabilize the international economy, but survives at its
expense. The reason is that American productivity long ago lost
the requisite international competitiveness, which permitted that
country after the Second World War to recycle surpluses stabiliz-
ing the global economy. The United States, with the best inten-
tions, is today essentially unable to stabilize the global economy
because of its high deficits, and consequently, it cannot justify its
reassumption of a global leadership function. However, the U.S.,
while weak economically, has unique firepower, which drives it to
a new imperial adventure, as already pointed out by the historian
Paul Kennedy 12 using the term "imperial overstretch." This term
corresponds exactly to the concept of militaristic transformation
and extroversion, as presented in the decade 1910-20 by Rosa Lux-
emburg. The dominant power no longer has the required eco-
nomic means in order to ensure its dominance, but it does have an
abundance of military means. This increases the potential for con-
flict in our time but also subjects the United States to excessively
high military expenditures, which limits even further its ability to
exercise stabilizing economic functions in the global system. At
the same time, it starts up new fires on a global scale, the main
motive of which is the imposition of one more dominant role
devoid of any content. With the development of a new militarism
in our time, what is precipitated is, on the one hand, a phase of
conflicts and destruction, and, on the other, a phase of global law-
lessness with the decline of every form of control and coordination
within the framework of the new global system."

As far as the fate of democracy today is concerned, apart from
the sad "prophetic" analyses of the notorious three-member com-
mittee, whose members included the then unimportant Samuel
Huntington and Zbigniew Brzezinski (1974), a recent character-
istic example is mentioned by New York Senator Daniel Patrick
Moynihan in his latest book entitled, Secrecy: The American Experi-
ence." From the beginning of the nineties, in other words, after the
collapse of the communist bloc and the bipolar global system, the
number of files of the White House and the State Department
bearing the notation "state secret," instead of diminishing,
increased by 60 percent. With the fall of the communist opponent,
bourgeois democracy shows signs of dying, as if it were convinced
that it has fulfilled its historic mission.

Recently the Russian Alexander Zinoviev" pointed out that it
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seems that western democracy and the social state were nothing
but window-dressing on the part of the West during the period of
its rivalry with the communist camp. Since the latter has col-
lapsed, the West does not feel any obligation to maintain either
the social state or democracy. With the concepts of globalization,
international competitiveness, the laws of the markets, and the
stock exchanges, pretexts that appear convincing are presented
today for the revocation of many rights that had been granted in
the past when there was a reason for doing so. Capital today, under
the deceptive pretext of globalization, is selling out concepts such
as nation-state, society, social state, democracy, and politics—con-
cepts which, anyway, never belonged to it exclusively, and through
which it itself was assuming the form of the ruling class. It is obvi-
ous that, setting aside the ideological and political institutions for
the perpetuation of its authority, the bourgeois class is in this way
undermining the dominant dimension of its own power.

It is obvious that under the present new conditions the strug-
gle for the defense of politics for the preservation and strengthen-
ing of democracy, the rescue of the concept of society and of the
people from the threatened collapse of the social structure and
from social disintegration becomes even more timely and crucial.
Now that the bourgeois class is abandoning and even openly vio-
lating the democratic and social values that accompanied its his-
torical development, in the name of today's so-called frenzy of
globalization, the support of these values by the people and by the
Left has become not only a question of honor and inviolable duty
but also a question of mere survival. This banner may today go
beyond the defense of bourgeois society and of the people, open-
ing the way to a progressive and even revolutionary transforma-
tion. Anyway, in history movements that were turning points were
often those which were striving to bring about the ultimate results
of processes that had already been initiated by others. Poulantzas
explained that only through democracy and the game of politics
do the people form the concept of a people. Yet, parallel with this,
politics and democracy, the state and its machinery, while consti-
tuting the bourgeois system, at the same time go beyond it. In this
sense, the people, while defending politics, democracy, and its
gains within the state and its institutions, are at the same time able
to go beyond the framework of bourgeois society in the direction
of more democracy, not less, of more accessibility of the public to
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politics, not less, thus promoting the possibility of socialism.
If in our times democracy, freedom of expression, and society

are being undermined and threatened by ostensible globalization
and by the reality of globalized aggressive and non-negotiable new
financial capital, Poulantzas's analysis is proved even more timely
today than in the past. It is probably the contemporary state that
is not able to manage the economy, as the French Minister Jospin
asserts with resignation and irresponsibility, but the same state has
already proved that it has at its disposal wide margins for the reg-
ulation of the framework of economic developments. Such inter-
ventions in the framework define the minimum limits of the
economy, which must be kept respectable and certainly not the
maximum goals that the economy seeks. This minimum limit
which the state can and must keep respectable is the level of
employment and salaries, as well as the abandonment of the pol-
icy of international competition by means of flexibility in the liv-
ing standards of the working people. It is not possible for the state
on the one hand to intervene by subsidizing companies with mil-
lions coming from the whole of society, and on the other hand to
allege that it cannot intervene when employees are fired arbitrar-
ily in violation of all relevant procedures, legislation, and profes-
sional ethics. Capital must know well that there are certain social
and political limits that are inviolable, even if they are national
and not globalized. In other words, they differ from country to
country, depending on the level of the social struggle in each case.

Such a minimum limit, which somewhat moderates the arbi-
trariness and uncertainty in the movement of capital, is Tobin's
tax, which sets a certain cost for every financial transaction. The
Left today is starting to realize that the dictatorship of capital and
the stock markets is not unavoidable but must and can be moder-
ated. This is not a resurgence of state control, it is not management
of the economy by the state; it constitutes intervention by the cit-
izens, by labor, and by society in order to reduce the unaccount-
ability of capital and to ensure the formulation of a synthesis
different in each case. This synthesis is determined in the final
analysis not by the uniformity of the fictitious globalization, but
by the variety derived from the level and quality of the class strug-
gle on a national and regional level for each country.
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Twenty Years Later
by CONSTANTINOS TSOUCALAS

1.

It has been twenty years since Nicos Poulantzas died. These are
only a few years if we consider how ever-present he remains in the
hearts and thinking of those who knew him. But at the same time,
they are a great many when considered from the viewpoint of all
those who have changed profoundly during that period. Our world
today is not only totally different from the one we used to know,
in many respects it appears to be literally inverted. Therefore, even
if many of Poulantzas's analytical and theoretical propositions still
have an immutable validity, the political ideological juncture is so
different that new approaches are called for. And if recourse to
Poulantzas's work is imperative, it is because some of the funda-
mental problems he pointed out are probably more pertinent and
hard to solve today that they were in his time. As a result, his work
must be reexamined in light of our own subsequent experience and
the new social and political conditions that have emerged. A
scholastic or even overly reverent treatment, especially in the con-
text of today's anniversary, celebrating, the memory of a man who
followed the course of events with such deep concern and always
felt the need to draw lessons from the continuous changes and
modifications in the terms of political conflicts and social strug-
gles, would be impermissible. The highest honor we can pay his
memory is for us today to try to engage ourselves in reflection, even
if in vain, as he himself would do were he alive.

Indeed, just to mention the world historic event of the last few
years, the fall of the USSR undoubtedly signals a new era in the
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history of humankind. From one perspective, even more important
is the concomitant spectacular empowerment of the capitalist
system worldwide. We should not forget that, throughout the
postwar period, the prospects of the Left for the overthrow of cap-
italism appeared to some degree "extrinsic": The presence and
political and military weight of the Soviet Union seemed to
threaten the capitalist system equally, if not more than, any of its
own inner contradictions and difficulties. And it is for this very
reason that the events that started in 1989 were universally cat-
alytic. It was impossible for an experience such as the universe
suddenly becoming one-dimensional not to have cataclysmic ram-
ifications. Deprived of its ultimate political and military refuge,
the political-ideological entity known as the Left suddenly found
itself out in the cold.

It seems then that this new state of affairs altered the discourse
and praxis of the opponents of triumphant liberalism even more
than the liberalist zealots themselves did. Even for the most
intransigent enemies of "existing socialism," the end of the USSR
brought with it the dissolution of an international geopolitical and
ideological balance which, if nothing else, had left every possibil-
ity open. Paradoxically, then, as long as the USSR existed, it was
possible for every sort of flower of revolution and reform to blos-
som, even those that leeched off Stalinist reality. With its dissolu-
tion though, and within the confines of a world that now dared to
present itself as stable, all flowers started to wither.

Regardless of whatever other emotions the fall of existing
socialism triggered, there is no doubt that the relative euphoria
and optimism that the Left of 1979 as a whole was capable of, is
over, perhaps irrevocably. At that time it was still possible to
believe that the planning of the upcoming socialist transformation
was on the agenda. Until the end of the seventies, the bourgeoisie
feared the very form of overthrow that the working class suppos-
edly envisioned. And nothing substantiates the objective possibil-
ity of an eventual social explosion more clearly than the realization
that the nightmares of some are the visions of others.

In other words, besides the obvious mutations in the material
basis of social relations, the main element that seems eclipsed
today is the fantasy of radical change. For, despite the continuing
worldwide intensification of conflicts and impasses, no one thinks
in terms of social subversion any longer. And to the degree that
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societies are always stamped by their hopes and fears, this dwin-
dling of all radical fantasies constitutes the most characteristic ide-
ological symptom of the historical empowerment of the social
status quo. And although history, of course, has not come to an
end, events are such that it is as if it is sleeping the sleep of the
just, or the unjust.

This sleep, however, is a recent phenomenon—just fifteen to
twenty years ago, the old utopias were still alive, if only in the form
of worn-out remnants of their old selves. The rise and consolida-
tion of an ever-developing social democracy could, despite its
"bourgeois transformation," still leave many questions for a ruling
class that never ceased to mistrust the ultimate motives of its pur-
ported class enemies. Even if only tentatively reformist, the soci-
eties created in some, mainly European, countries did not reflect
the direct interests of big capital. If nothing else, the Keynesian
welfare state had the capacity to undertake continuous redistribu-
tions of wealth by reducing the percentage of profit margins. As a
result, even in its mildest and most benign form, the specter of a
nameless communism still haunted the world. Besides, it was
impossible for anyone to predict at which point successive "quan-
titative" reforms could be transubstantiated into "qualitative"
rifts.

In those years, then, the prospect of advancing toward build-
ing a socialism that would be widely consensual and democratic
but simultaneously expressly subversive was still alive. In this con-
text, the Left as a whole had no moral and political "right" to stop
searching for effective means to a direct or indirect approach to the
overthrow of the dominant capitalist productive relations. In
short, the Left's primary demand was still the stipulation of the
terms of a peaceful but radical social revolution. And this was pre-
cisely the new historical wager emerging in the works of Pou-
lantzas, particularly the final ones, and primarily State, Power and
Socialism, published a year and a half before his death. These works,
inspired and fostered by the state of affairs at the time, focus on
the immediate political problems of organizing the workers'
movement in anticipation of a radical social change that could and
should start right away. Thus, problems concerning the relations
of capitalism, consensus, self-regulation, and democracy preoccu-
pied him not so much as abstract issues pertaining to the synthe-
sis of concepts and ideas, but rather to the extent that they
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constituted for him the prerequisite for a direct political approach
to a socialist transformation that appeared to be imminent. In this
sense, the famous dictum, "Socialism will be either democratic or
nonexistent," does not merely express his unshakable attachment
to democratic ideas. It also substantiates his awareness of the
inherent difficulties of an open undertaking that would of neces-
sity follow new and sinuous approaches. In no event could the
coexistence of socialism and democracy come about as an auto-
matic historical extension and transmutation of the existing dem-
ocratic process. Consequently, the problem of interconnecting
these two axiological points of departure should be delimited
anew; that is, it should be conquered as a new social form.

As a result, Poulantzas is clear and intransigent when he insists
on the necessity of "democratic rift," a rift that, despite its intrin-
sic contradictions, constitutes an immutable strategic objective of
socialist transformation. And although, as he has said many times,
he would "choose" with no hesitation whatsoever liberal democ-
racy over any type of socialist totalitarianism if faced with such a
dilemma, he sees the aforementioned objective as impossible to
reach within the confines of law-abiding liberalism. The process of
subversion should, of course, take place within the institutions and
through them. For institutions, far from being of divine origin
remain, instead, historical objects of enduring controversy.

Therefore, Poulantzas's thinking focused all the more persist-
ently on the problem of the political struggle around the necessary
"internal" transformations of democratic institutions. In this
spirit, he became an active participant in the political discussions
and developments in both Greece and France. The fall of the dic-
tatorships followed by the empowerment and rise of PASOK in
Greece, as well as the rise of the "Common Program," which her-
alded the ascendancy of the Left to power in France, were for him
necessary but provisional phases that sooner or later would lead to
a deeper transformation of social structures, a transformation that,
without opposing parliamentary democracy, would make it richer
as well as less interventionist and authoritarian. This was the worry
that pursued him and the primary concern that motivated his
political thought and action.
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2.

Today, on the other hand, the politico-ideological juncture
seems totally inverted. No one talks about the eventuality of a sub-
version of the system of social relations anymore; no one thinks of
the future as radically different from today. At this point, our per-
ceptions of the unfolding of social dynamics are founded on the
widespread conviction that the development of "productive forces"
appears to be entirely independent of the given "productive rela-
tionships," and it is recognized as the only autonomous driving
force of upcoming developments. And that is not all. The regula-
tion—and the deregulation—of productive relationships now
aims primarily at "serving" the development of productive forces.
The state is simply obliged to guarantee and facilitate this devel-
opment by providing a suitable ideological and organizational
framework and, at the same time, by also planning the production
of the necessary developmental technological sophistication. Its
role, then, is focused on securing the "external conditions" for not
only, as before, the reproduction of the system but now also the
promotion of a continuous and unceasing economic expansion.
The democratically organized state simply guarantees the preser-
vation and reproduction of a "closed" national social reality that in
turn is responsible for economic expansion.

Therefore, the indirect representative democracy is confronted
all the more expressly as a terminally fixed political-institutional
framework. It is a "final" and "perfect" status quo, which suppos-
edly has already reached its definitively and substantively adequate
form. To the end of history corresponds the end of critical specu-
lation, not only regarding the social system but also concerning
the inherent meaning and historical evolution of democratic insti-
tutions. The triumph of liberalism as a "transhistorically" rational
system of social relations is sanctified and completed by the tri-
umph of indirect parliamentary democracy as a "transhistorically"
immutable institutional deal.

As we can see, we are already far removed from the period
when Poulantzas was trying to trace new ways of transcending
what he saw as a counterhistorical and erroneous dilemma between
the unconditional acceptance of the legitimately and democrati-
cally instituted liberal bourgeois state, on the one hand, and, on
the other hand, its replacement by a new form of government,
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which would come about from the direct participation of the pop-
ular masses. At the time, however, this dilemma, innate in the
European Left, still had to be resolved. The core problem of the
seventies was the need for the reformulation, not so much of the
almost self-evident long-term strategic objectives, as of the polit-
ical and social processes that would lead to the radical trans-
formation of social relations. Within this framework, Poulantzas
endeavored to reformulate his thoughts on the question of the
urgent, and in the final analysis suffocation, limits and limitations
imposed by the "Eleatic" democratic legitimacy. Informed by the
multifaceted and contradictory events of May 1968 and inspired
by, while also transcending, the analyses of both Antonio Gramsci
and the "Austro-marxist" writers of the years between the First
World War and the Second World War, Poulantzas attempted to
trace new ways of wresting power, not by a one-shot conquest of
the state "fortress" but, rather, through the ongoing struggle
within state mechanisms. However, it would be impossible for this
struggle to have any meaning or prospects except by moving
toward a series of consecutive actual rifts, which would slowly but
surely displace the workings of state power on every level. Only in
this way could the revolutionary strategy decisively differentiate
itself, as much from the reformist ideas that accepted the existing
institutional framework of liberal governments as from the Lenin-
ist insistence on the necessity of a complete destruction of the state
mechanism. Poulantzas was thus attempting to formulate answers
for the new strategic challenges arising at this point out of the
impasses of both of these familiar routes. This was a search for new
strategic methods that would make possible a new historical and
political compatibility between a more participatory, "complete"
socialism and a "fuller," and dynamic, democracy.

Of course, the question of how this inherently conflict-laden
treatment of the mechanisms of the democratic state could be
actualized remained pending. For even if the gradual "conquest"
of the functions of these mechanisms and their concomitant trans-
formation appeared to be direct objectives of the Left's political
action, nevertheless, there was no answer yet to the crucial ques-
tion of "how" a state mechanism that undergoes continuous
dynamic mutations could function, even provisionally. As Pou-
lantzas kept underlining, such a state power can neither be defined
as a measurable and controllable "quantity of material power," nor
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identified with the "self-existing will" of those who directly exer-
cise it, nor even considered the product of simple commands issued
by its "mandating" classes. For precisely this reason, the capitalist
state "cannot be monolithic, without cracks and divisions." The
"relative autonomy of the state"—the special significance of which
Poulantzas greatly insisted on—expresses a fundamental social
relationship and functions as a "component of the interorganiza-
tional and intersectorial contradictions" that emerge from within
that relationship. In this sense, the state mechanisms are the con-
densation of the ever-changing total of society's class contradic-
tions, and as such they constitute the preeminent "loci" in which
are waged continuous struggles for the exercise of political power,
a power that suffers to no end by these same contradictions.

Therefore, Poulantzas's main concern, although tentative, was
nevertheless clear: First of all, it was urgent to define the frame-
work of a new revolutionary strategy that would reinstate the
unobstructed activity of the work force at the epicenter of the
attempt for a revolutionary yet peaceful takeover of the legiti-
mately functioning state mechanisms. Moving in this direction
would of necessity cause the emergence of new sources of tension
and conflict between the legitimate indirect representative power
and the direct self-organized powers of the popular masses. Yet it
would be impossible to answer in advance the question of how
these tensions and conflicts could be resolved. Besides, we should
not forget, that these strategies were a "solution of historical neces-
sity" that was established in extremis after the painful realization
that Stalinism and social democracy constituted two poles of the
same impasse. The equally bitter and unsolvable experiences of
bureaucratic Soviet state authoritarianism, on the one hand, and
liberal reformist state-worship, on the other, made urgent the
search for new forms of struggle.

Thus, the complex, "mixed," and, of necessity, open perception
of the transitionally controversial legitimacy of the exercise of
authorities, at the stage of socialist transformation, presupposed
the revision, or, at least, the radical displacement of the critical
speculation regarding the relationship between state and society,
or, in other words, regarding the semantic and institutional sepa-
ration of politics and economy. Henceforth, this issue could be
considered neither semantically permeable, and as such defini-
tively resolved on the basis of liberal institutional specifications,
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nor as something that could or should be evaded by means of a one-
shot destruction of state mechanisms and the establishment of the
dictatorship of the proletariat. The institutionalized "initiative" of
the working masses could take place only in virtue of a continuous
conflict-laden process of breaking in and transcending the closed
liberal semantic prototype, which cannot conceive of rational soci-
ety except by separating the delimited representative political
authority from the unobstructed action and power of individuals
and the working force.

This is exactly the fundamental critical speculation that is bla-
tantly absent from the agenda of contemporary leftist discourse.
Having, under the circumstances, abandoned their Leninist views,
the forces of the Left almost in their entirety, including "revolu-
tionary" pretenders that have joined their ranks, now seem to be
endorsing the "closed" and formally impeccable liberal version of
the state. Thus, the problem of the finite "limits" of democratic
political intervention is automatically "resolved." Henceforth, the
purview of the activities of legitimate political authority appears
definitively delimited through the upright logic of the rigorous
Rule of Law. As a result, by excluding a violent overthrow, the
"spheres" of politics and economics are considered irrevocably
entrenched. By necessity, then, the practical prospects for the for-
mulation of new legitimate forms of collective action remain lim-
ited.

However, the decline of such critical speculation regarding the
limits of political action not only causes long-term social objec-
tives to fall back but also becomes stamped by the concrete choices
on the crucial dilemmas concerning the ways in which social
demands can be organized and advanced. For example, it is
entirely characteristic that the exhortations for the "self-organiza-
tion of active citizens" have no relation at all to the people's ini-
tiative and self-management, which during the seventies were
enduring objects of critical speculation. The current references to
new "areas" of strife and organized interventions in no way aim at
the dynamic incubation of new ways of organizing and exercising
such a direct form of social power. Instead, they are limited to
engaging the citizens within the confines of ad hoc groups that do
not aim at the exercise of a primary authority "of their own" at the
"ground level," but rather act as vehicles of an ideological politi-
cal "opinion" or even as "pressure groups." As a result, the organ-

30	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



ized "citizens" of today not only do not seek direct contact with
institutions, but are in an inherent and insurmountable "relation
of exteriority" toward the state and its mechanisms, categorically
placing themselves at the "extra-political" domain of society.
Thus, they neither promote any class interests nor do they enlist
in the ranks of the permanently conflict-laden tension characteris-
tic of capitalist productive relations. They conceive of themselves
as simply the "vehicles" of a supposed interclass ideology, i.e., as
"participants" of an "all-encompassing" society that must speak
and organize itself with no reference whatsoever to the relations
that constitute it. The well-known function of "civil society" not
only makes no attempt to transcend the distinction between state
and society but, on the contrary, ratifies it in its most central point:
For both liberals and the Left, which wittingly or unwittingly gets
entangled in the very same idealistic slogan-dropping, the only
conceivable form of legitimate political authority is one resulting
from traditional representative democratic processes.

In this sense our understanding of political democracy not
only becomes narrow but also emerges as a simple vehicle of man-
agerial responsibility addressing, at this point, priority tasks. This
is expressed, among other ways, in the accelerated remolding of
the democratic capitalist state into a system of "state authori-
tarianism," such as Poulantzas had already indicated since the
seventies. Political counter-juxtapositions are now increasingly
removed from the thematics that sought their legitimation
through recourse to the collective will and "democratic legiti-
macy," in order to focus on the "logic of undertaking" as well as
the "rational and informed" technical authority of the "experts."
We are dealing here with a fundamental shift of the dominant ide-
ological rationalizations. Although this shift primarily aims at
designing a developmental national economic policy, it neverthe-
less floods all the forms of state discourse. Political decisions are
legitimized not because they simply reflect the primary and
unconstrained "popular will," but rather because the latter is led
to recognize and ratify the "objective validity" of the technical
one-way solutions proposed by the appointed "experts." These
solutions, of course, rest on the presupposition that the terms of
the political question are already known and established by exter-
nal criteria.

This is exactly the main political function of this widespread
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obsession with developmental economics. Poulantzas was practi-
cally prophetic when he emphasized that "in this phase, ideologies
play their intense political role precisely in virtue of their superfi-
cially depoliticized character." And it is true: The apolitical devel-
opmental economic discourse of scientific authority seems to be
the one that tends to dictate the parameters of an increasingly het-
eronomous political discourse. Thus, and probably to a larger
extent than before, democratic legitimation is recognized as the
procedural mediator in the rise and promotion of an externally
originated truth. Such a truth, which in order to be convincingly
valid must present itself as, by nature, non-negotiable and, by
extension, substantially self-sufficient, thereby renders itself
authoritarian.

Naturally, the Left as a whole is historically responsible for this
turn of events, since its abandonment of its immediate claim to
changing the form of productive relations is accompanied by its
refusal to participate in any possible strategic intervention, not
only at the level of the legitimate function of state mechanisms but
also at the level of ideological crystalization. This is due to the cur-
rent absence of two key factors: first, any critical speculation
regarding "dual authority" that could lead gradually to the disso-
lution of the capitalist state; and second, any concerns that would
promote independent and self-legitimizing forms of mass self-
organization in the interior of power mechanisms. What has also
become obsolete is any critical focus on the prospects and inherent
contradictions of the "mixed economy." Here the fluctuating
boundaries between the market economy and nonmarket economy
would constitute the preeminent object of political counterjuxta-
position. What has additionally become obsolete is any critical
speculation regarding the possibility of promoting any slow-mov-
ing and gradual partial changes, which, nevertheless, lead
expressly to radical and unequivocal modification of processes and
institutions. As a result, the Left has acquiesced in essentially play-
ing the political game on the institutional and ideological terms
dictated by its age-old class enemy.

3.

From this point on, then, one could speak seriously neither of
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revolution nor of in-depth reform. Within a very few years, social
fantasies have been entirely replaced by the expert opinions of sci-
ence and technology consultants. And even if there continues to be
hope and faith in the possibility of change, this hope is expressed
as the conviction that, in the long run, the world cannot help but
advance toward some sort of general progress and, as a result, "one
day" perhaps the hour of a radical social improvement will dawn.
However, the possibility of subversion or even in-depth reform,
which no one dares to anticipate and hence to suggest when or how
or in what direction the materialization of such subversion or
reform should be attempted, ceases to appear as an immediate
object of political reflection or even to be foregrounded as a feasi-
ble political objective. Thus, by definition, the continuously
evolving future is perceived as an extrapolitical and extrasocial
wager about the terms determining the world's "natural" evolu-
tion. "Progress" will come about "by itself' as an automatic func-
tion of the most up-to-date, speedy, and uncritical collective flight
forward. Two hundred years after the French Revolution, the nar-
rative of our future broke free of the need for critical social
thought. It also broke free of the moral and political obligation to
directly and consciously participate in the desired change of the
world. Science fiction has replaced utopian thinking.

Within these parameters, the Left as a whole seems, for the
time being, incapable of readjusting its discourse and perspective.
It survives and reproduces itself as an unwitting sleepwalking
ghost trapped in its own past by simply acquiescing in the self-
regulating discourse of "neutral" science and knowledge, which
are presented as "by nature" uniquely qualified to pronounce far-
reaching social divinations. "That-which-does-not-yet-exist,"
according to the expression of Ernst Bloch, becomes automatically
reduced to "that-which-has-not-yet-come-about" as the product of
scientific evolution. The remedy for all social evils is treated with
the same semioptimistic fatalism that we manifest with respect to
cancer treatment: A cure will be found some day, but we are afraid
that this will not happen during our lifetime.

As a result, politics is downgraded not only as an established
and decision-making social subsystem but also as the inviolable
expression of an implicitly logical and moral voluntarism. The
often destructive, sometimes creative, yet always hope-bearing and
revitalizing power of an instituting collective will has been
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replaced with the apocryphal, for the common mortals, power of
nature. In this light, society, and its social relations and contra-
dictions, can just be left to be dragged as trivial battle spoils
behind the chariot of knowledge and technology. Scientific author-
ity advances faster and more effectively than social critique. Every-
thing takes place as if the collective subject called rational society
has ceased to be recognized as a spontaneous and self-regulating
moral entity. The course of the world is now determined by the
newly revealed powers of nature and not by the free authority of
the living-in-society representatives of the human spirit.

4.

This change constitutes perhaps the most significant mutation
in the conditions affecting the self-awareness of reformist political
action. Once politics can no longer demonstrate its reformist will,
any possible inherent strategic power of political discourse is nec-
essarily diminished. In other words, once our social relations are
not integrated within a program aiming at changing the world
and guided by our own moral and logical premises, it appears as if
we are accepting that we can "understand" and "influence" the
world only partially. However, such a partial influence and under-
standing is by definition insufficient and with no prospects of any
sort. As a result, the radical vision of socialism becomes displaced
not only programmatically and functionally, but also in its logical
and temporal constitution, alienated from the control and inten-
tions of those who still dare to proclaim it. Thus displaced, the
vision ceases to be, strictly speaking, political and no longer aims
at mobilizing, rousing, or even "persuading" the logical or moral
necessity of a "different," better, and more just world. The tempo-
rality and discourse of everyday political life and those of social
change are for the first time separated by an insurmountable Great
Wall of China. To paraphrase Wittgenstein, when nobody can
"tell" how the future should be, this future ceases to "exist" as a
concrete transcendence of the present.

This "strategic aphasia" is precisely the element that marks
today's Left. At this point, we are very far removed not only from
the counterjuxtaposition between different leftist versions of the
revolutions that flourished during the sixties and seventies but also
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from the "traditional" dilemmas between revolution and reform.
Any differences that exist today—and naturally there are several—
do not center around alternate strategies in anticipation of an
immediate socialist transformation. In this light, it is logical that
the fundamental moral and political problems innate to the his-
tory of socialist ideas have vanished. The conflicts around the well-
known normative problem of the relation of ends and means and
the crucial question of whether and under what terms a violent
overthrow of governments and social systems would be legit-
imized now belong to the past. At this point, only established and
positive social visions can offer food for thought about the "bad"
moves that necessarily must precede them. This sort of dispute,
however, presupposes that the common objective is there, stead-
fast and visible. And this is how things have been until recently.

Today, on the contrary, the Left, deprived of a long-term vision
and with no substantive certainty or decisive strategy, has been
impelled to a reversal of the relation between means and ends. The
receding of the fantasy of a radical transformation of society has
rendered inactive the discussions about how this transformation
would be achieved and the special forms it should and would take.
As a result, the vision of impeccable democratic procedures has
superceded that of unmitigated substance. The procedural justice
of the rigorous Rule of Law has suffocated the substantive justice
that would come about with the end of exploitation. And, in a nut-
shell, this is precisely the greatest ideological victory of liberalism.

5.

And yet, the ideas of the Left are not dead. The symbolic
system of the left-right axis remains steadfast and ideologically
clear. For, owing to historical memory, people cannot change their
political perceptions overnight. This same polarity, however, is
simultaneously connected to the refusal of the historic Left to
unconditionally admit to the definitive shrinking of its prospects.
In the face of increasingly exacerbated social asymmetries, the Left
feels obliged to hold firm to its historical value premises. Indeed,
the price of the host vision has not been turned into less of a fetish
today than it was in the past. It is not an accident that, although
leftist rhetoric has become increasingly cut off from the question
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of immediate political and social change, it nevertheless keeps up
an appearance of radicalism and intransigence. Its promise of
equality and social justice, and its pro-labor stance and occasional
populism, continue to be integral components of the living slo-
gan-dropping endemic of a domain, which, most of all, desires to
preserve an immutable historical identity. Thus, while the Left's
strategic pursuits appear mutilated in all respects, at the same time
its perseverance in preserving its own specificity of values and sym-
bols remains unswerving.

The new situation of necessity reflects, however, the emergence
of entirely new interconnections between slogans, concrete posi-
tions and options. New contradictions have surfaced that disor-
ganize the internal cohesiveness of the Left's political discourse to
the point that its already deficient credibility is shaken even more.
To the extent that it is no longer possible to articulate a discourse
that signals the transcendence or radical reform of prevalent pro-
ductive relations, concrete positions about particular issues remain
pending and problematic. For example, when the struggle against
imperialism is not simultaneously directed against the capitalist
system that overdetermines it, strategic objectives become unclear.
Similarly, the ambiguous and ambivalent treatment of so-called
"globalization" cannot achieve.concrete meaning unless it is com-
bined with organized views for an "alternative" system of interna-
tional economic relations. Even more significantly, the general
endorsement of the demand for national economic "development,"
within the currently existing scheme of global competitive free-
market conditions, does not leave much room for either a spectac-
ular reversal of the process responsible for social inequality or an
alleviation of the widespread social injustice prevalent in all coun-
tries. Within the confines of the global capitalist system familiar
to us, the priorities of economic development impose their own
implacable political specifications.

Thus, once no concrete plan has been formulated for the over-
throw, or at least the radical modification, of the international sys-
tem of economic relations, that is, once there is no plan for fighting
the cumulative ramifications of the so-called "globalization" of the
economic and social priorities of national political governments,
no leftist proposal can possibly have any strategic range. To make
matters worse, the evolution of developed societies renders prob-
lematic alliances that appeared possible only twenty years ago. For
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example, Poulantzas's notion of "internal" bourgeoisie can no
longer function as the center from within which globalized pro-
ductive relations are contested. Finally, there are only two ways in
which resistance to the promptings of the capitalist system can be
forged: one involves the establishment of an "alternative" global
system, or the gradual modification of the existing one; and the
other involves a radical departure from capitalism through the
"return" to isolationist politics, which would allow the reformula-
tion of the lost "national strategies" for a socialist transformation.
In reality, however, such options are outside the horizons of all
established political groups of the Left.

Indeed, the fact that, despite all the strategic impasses it is
confronted with, the traditional Left adheres to the specificity of
its value system should be interpreted not only as a symptom of a
widespread conviction that its raison d'être must always depend on
its ability to express opinions that differ radically from those of
conservatism but also as an indication that its strategic self-confi-
dence can and must return. The endurance of capitalist wretched-
ness is so evident that any pragmatic adjustments to this reality
can only be treated as temporary. In this sense, the ideological left-
right axis, which for two centuries delimited the political con-
sciousness of at least developed countries is still alive. Although its
practical political ramifications appear limited today, this axis
depicts the irreversible polarization between two opposite world
outlooks, two conflicting and uncompromisable moral attitudes,
two counterjuxtaposed views on the deontology of social becom-
ing. Although deprived of its strategic dreams, the Left continues
to remain committed to its own value image and consciousness.

6.

It follows from these remarks that the reasons for which the
work of Poulantzas always remains pertinent revolve around the
fact that, by the end of the seventies, he was already the preemi-
nent thinker who, at the forefront of "left-wing Eurocommu-
nism," expressed his serious concern about the strategic turning
point at which the Labor movement found itself. It is in this con-
text that his groundbreaking critique of the capitalist state should
be further advanced. At a time when the term "political" seems to
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signify a sphere that is entitled to increasingly fewer opportunities
of intervention in the fundamental structure of society, the issue of
politics and the political is perhaps one of utmost urgency and sig-
nificance. If we do not redefine what politics "is" and what it "can"
do, we are compelled to admit that the concept of politics, which
the Left knew and practiced, is indeed dead.

When political objectives have been impoverished to the point
of being possible to sum up in the desire of promoting a develop-
mental capitalism, which will be simply more pro-labor, more
leaning toward redistribution of wealth and solidarity, more
humane, it is evident that we are in a situation where goals are
adapted to the available means instead of means being adapted to
transcendent goals. When the tentative quantitative slogans that
are launched are the promotion of social justice, the alleviation of
social inequality and the reinforcement of a social safety net, it
becomes clear that the historical references to the working class
and the organization of productive relations have ceased to be of
priority. Finally, when, with the waning of internationalism, the
objective possibility itself of a "national" road to socialism appears
problematic, it is very hard to gauge the social range of the change
sought.

Under the present circumstances, the "corrective" interven-
tions that are being promoted are, of necessity, limited to the
sphere of circulation and distribution of income and wealth. How-
ever, these interventions have become negative and defensive.
They are negative because they only envision the alleviation of the
consequences of capitalist exploitation and not the prospect of
their abolition. They are defensive since, in the current state of
affairs at least, the immediate objective is focused on the mere
preservation of some of the working class's accomplishments
against the onslaught of liberal counterattack. Yet even on this
limited level, the Left is ineffectual. The continuous rise of unem-
ployment, the marginalization of labor, and reduction of job secu-
rity indicates that any improvement in the quality of life for the
underprivileged citizens is becoming increasingly unattainable.
Thus, the minimal challenge that the Left is obliged to meet is the
immediate need to invent new methods that would allow it not
only to resist the neoliberal political climate and to promote a dar-
ing redistribution of wealth in favor of the dispossessed, but also
to devise new ways of social and work reintegration for all those
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who are being expelled from the system at an increasingly fast
pace.

However, such a program would be the barest minimum. The
Left cannot survive as the mere expression of a—even if relatively
effectual—resistance to extraneous plots. Something like that
would only confirm the contentions of those who assert that its
long-term domination by the ideas and principles of liberalism—
proven much more enduring and inventive than we imagined—
has been already consolidated. But there is always hope. There are
increasing indications that left-wing groups and their political
derivations will be capable of readjusting, this time at a supra-
national level, their discourse and praxis in the direction of radical
modification of the globally prevalent climate of absolute free
transactions. Still this is not enough. In the current phase of global
accumulation of capital, worn-out forms of political and social
militancy should be reinforced with new organizational and ideo-
logical premises. Again, then, the question of power mechanisms
reappears as crucial. The inflexible authoritarian structures that
gradually infiltrate the whole planet under the guise of apolitical
technological sophistication should become the immediate object
of ideological and political contestation. This, however, requires a
new theory of transcendence of the present that will take into
account the fundamental changes of situation as well as the rapid
transformations within the dominant ideology.

And this is perhaps the most important lesson that we can
draw from the thought of Nicos Poulantzas. Even if the specific
forms of struggle that he tried to elaborate are not currently avail-
able, the fact remains that if we do not venture into new ground-
breaking theoretical elaborations, it will be very difficult to get out
of the swamp. Even more so because, under the circumstances,
what is at risk does not only concern the promotion of new pro-
ductive relations but also the preservation and enforcement of
democratic heritage. Increasingly more, the different forms of
extrinsically overdetermined state authoritarianism tend to desub-
stantiate and, in the end, degenerate the typical forms of democ-
racy that we have known. We are moving full speed toward
globally controlled social regimes that leave no room for a demo-
cratic subversion of consolidated equilibriums. In this light,
Poulantzas's rhetorical slogan should be supplemented with an
additional turn. For, if it's always true that "socialism will be either
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democratic or nonexistent," then it is also true that "democracy
will be either socialist or extinct." It's evident, then, that the throw
of the dice belongs to the Left, not only regarding socialism but
also democracy itself.

Translated by EVDOKIA NIKOLAIDOU

This paper was first presented at "Politics Today: An International Conference on
Nicos Poulantzas," held in Athens between September 29 and October 2, 1999.
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The Strategic Selectivity of the State:
Reflections on a Theme of Poulantzas

by BOB JESSOP

[State, Power, Socialism) takes a distance from a certain con-
ception that I held earlier, i.e., the relative autonomy of the
state, which considered social reality in terms of instances
or levels. This was, in sum, the Althusserian conception.
Here I offer a series of criticisms, because it was a concep-
tion that did not succeed in exactly situating the speci-
ficity of the state, which did not succeed in grasping the
relations between state, society, and economy in a suffi-
ciently precise fashion. . . . For example, it is true that for
some time, I tended to consider the state (even in its broad
sense, including ideological apparatuses) as the (almost)
exclusive site of the institutions of power. This was an
error: there are a whole series of other power centers that
are extremely important in society. . . . In this book I have
tried both to break with a conception which considers the
state as the totality of power and another conception which
neglects entirely, or almost entirely, the state's role: that of
Foucault or, ultimately, that of the Revue Libre (sc. edited
by Castoriadis, Lefort and Gauchet). (1978b: 27-8)

Poulantzas was an innovative thinker who was always capable
of surprising us with his new insights into the stare and his shifts
in political stance on major issues. This is evident in the above
judgment offered in an interview on his last major work, State,

BOB JESSOP is Professor of Sociology, Lancaster University, Lancaster
UK. E-Mail: r.jessop@lancs.ac.uk
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Power, Socialism (1978a). While remaining faithful to the basic
tenets of Marxism, he was always seeking to develop his ideas and
refine them in the light of new theoretical currents and political
events. His approach to the state, as to other issues, was influenced
both by shifts in theoretical fashion and by changes in his princi-
pal political concerns. Thus, theoretically, he was initially inspired
by Sartrean existentialism, then Althusserian structuralism, and,
in his later work, Foucault's more methodological remarks on the
relational nature and ubiquitous dispersion of power. Likewise,
politically, Poulantzas was initially committed to democratic pol-
itics, then to Marxism-Leninism, then left Eurocommunism, and,
eventually, a radical democratic politics that was pluri-partiste,
committed to cross-class alliances, and favorable to an independ-
ent role for social movements. But these shifts were always con-
ducted within a continuing commitment to Marxism both as a
theoretical program and as a guide to political action. It was
through his concern to understand Greek and French politics that
he eventually arrived at his insight that the state is a social relation.
It is this insight and its elaboration that Poulantzas presented as
the long-awaited realization of the Marxist theory of the state (see
his comments in three interviews: Poulantzas 1976c, 1977, and
1980). The present paper elaborates this insight and traces its
implications for current theoretical and political work.

Marxist Theory and Political Strategy

I have noted elsewhere that Poulantzas's work, for all its often
criticized "hyperabstractionism" and theoretical obscurities, was
primarily motivated by his deep-felt political commitments to
working class and popular-democratic struggles in contemporary
Europe (Jessop 1985). Thus, in addition to his concern with the
theoretical positions advanced in classic texts by Marx, Engels, and
Lenin, Poulantzas consistently engaged in trenchant critiques of
other Marxist analyses of imperialism. Among the alternatives he
criticized were theories of state monopoly capitalism, the view that
an ultra-imperialism had now been organized under the hegemony
of a US super-state or the domination of stateless monopoly capi-
tal, the claim that contradictions among national states still sur-
vived as they mobilized to defend their own national bourgeoisies,
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and the view that the European Economic Community was
becoming a supra-national political apparatus to serve European
capital in its struggle against the hegemony of American capital.
Poulantzas's concern with political strategy is especially clear in
his analyses of changes in imperialism and their implications for
national states and class struggles in Europe; in his interest in the
pressing problems of a democratic transition to democratic soci-
eties after the crisis of the Greek, Portuguese, and Spanish dicta-
torships in the mid-1970s; in his reflections on the emerging crisis
of state socialism; and in his concern with the prospects of radical
democracy in northwestern Europe in the face of an increasing
shift toward authoritarian statism.

It was in grappling with these issues that Poulantzas inte-
grated his long-standing interests in state theory and political
strategy more closely and more coherently with traditional Marx-
ist economic themes. These latter had largely been ignored in his
early state-theoretical work on the grounds that the capitalist
economy was not only separate from the capitalist state but also
largely capable of self-valorization once the "external" political and
ideological framework for accumulation is secured through the
state (1973a, 32-3, 55-6; for his own subsequent critique of this
classic error in liberal political economy, see Poulantzas 1975,
100-101; 1978a, 15-20). Substantive concern with economic
themes first became prominent in his work on the international-
ization of capital (see, for example, Poulantzas 1975, hereafter also
CCC). They were later integrated relatively effectively with his
own state theory in State, Power, Socialism (1978a, hereafter also
SPS).

Poulantzas also brought new insights to the traditional Marx-
ist critique of political economy. In particular, he analyzed the
labor process in terms of a complex economic, political, and intel-
lectual division of labor in which the constitutive effects and
actions of the state were always present; and, in a similar vein, he
studied social classes from the viewpoint of their "extended repro-
duction" rather than from the "narrow" economic perspective of
their place in production, distribution, and consumption. The idea
of extended reproduction refers to the role of economic, political,
and ideological relations within the circuit of capital and non-cap-
italist relations of production—including not only the technical
division of labor but also changing forms of managerial control
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and ideological relations. Marx had already indicated this, as
Poulantzas himself notes, in his discussions of factory despotism
and the role of science in the capitalist production process (1978a:
55). But Poulantzas developed this analysis in terms of the chang-
ing articulation between economic, political, and ideological rela-
tions within capitalist production (1975: 109-138) and in terms
of the changing forms of capitalist state and mental-manual divi-
sion and their role in reproducing the social relations of produc-
tion as a whole (1975: 165-68; and 1978a: 26-27, 55-57, 80-82,
166-94). Over all, his approach rests on the central claims that
"politico-ideological relations are already present in the actual
constitution of the relations of production" and that "the process
of production and exploitation involves reproduction of the rela-
tions of politico-ideological domination and subordination"
(1978a: 26, 27). Thus Poulantzas put the social relations of pro-
duction in this expanded, or integral, sense' at the heart of his analy-
sis of class struggle. And he examined the social reproduction of
these relations in terms of the reproduction of the interrelated eco-
nomic, political, and ideological conditions bearing on accumula-
tion within and beyond the circuits of capital (see especially 1975,
1978a).

New Methodological Considerations

Poulantzas set out a broad agenda in his last major work. His
concerns ranged from the nature of actually existing socialism
through change in contemporary capitalism and the rise of a new
form of capitalist state to questions of political strategy and radi-
cal democracy. Before he discussed these crucial issues, however, he
presented some basic theoretical guidelines and arguments. Most
of these can be found in his earlier work but some are presented for
the first time in SPS. In particular he developed his own relational
approach to the "institutional materiality" of the state and also
engaged in a partial and critical rapprochement with Foucault's
work. The key ideas are presented in the "Introduction" to SPS. As
always, Poulantzas rejected instrumentalist and voluntarist
approaches to state power, but he also presented his own approach
in a new light. In particular, he argued that political class domi-
nation is inscribed in the material organization and institutions of
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the state system; and that this "institutional materiality" is
grounded in its turn in the relations of production and the social
division of labor in capitalist societies (1978a: 14). He then elab-
orated some implications of this approach.

In discussing the relations of production and the social divi-
sion of labor, Poulantzas drew more heavily on his analyses in
Classes in Contemporary Capitalism than his earlier, more structural-
ist work, Political Power and Social Classes (1968/1973, hereafter
PPSC). For he focused on the interpenetration of the economic,
political, and ideological moments of the social division of labor
rather than the structural matrix constituted by the economic,
political, and ideological regions of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. He argued that the production process is based on the unity
of the labor process and relations of production organized under
the dominance of the latter. These relations are not purely eco-
nomic (let alone merely technical) but also involve specific politi-
cal and ideological moments. Thus power has precise bases in
economic exploitation, the place of different classes in the various
power apparatuses and mechanisms outside the state, and the state
system itself. This means that class power is firstly determined by
the contrasting positions occupied by different classes in the social
division of labor. But it is further determined by their different
modes of organization and their respective strategies in the differ-
ent fields of class struggle (1978a: 147; cf. 1973: 95, 105-7). For
the process of production and exploitation also embodies and
reproduces relations of politico-ideological domination and subor-
dination (1978a: 26-7). In other words, politics and ideology are
not limited to reproducing the general, external conditions in
which production occurs: they are also present in the heart of the
labor process as constitutive moments of the social relations of pro-
duction. Thus the relations of production are expressed in specific
class powers organically articulated to the more general political and
ideological relations that concretize and legitimize them (1978a:
26-7).

Clearly, in presenting his new, relational approach, Poulantzas
no longer employs Althusserian categories. 2 But he still castigates
the view that the economy and the state are immutable, trans-
historical fields of social relations with unchanging boundaries and
functions. For the economic and political regions "are from the very
beginning constituted by their mutual relation and articulation—a
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process that is effected in each mode of production through the
determining role of relations of production" (1978a: 17). This
rules out any general theory of economics or the state and indicates
the need for particular theoretical analyses of specific types of econ-
omy or state. Poulantzas also repeats that the relative institutional
separation of the state in the CMP entails a distinct object for
analysis. This is no longer the political as a distinct, relatively
autonomous region within the overall articulation of the capital-
ist mode of production (as it was in PPSC). Instead it is now rede-
fined as "nothing other than the capitalist form of the presence of
the political in the constitution and reproduction of the relations
of production" (1978a: 19). Accordingly this distinctive presence
is the new focus for Poulantzas's regional theory of the capitalist
state and its relation to social classes and class struggle (1978a: 14-
22, 25-7; cf. 1973: 13, 17-8, 22).

After these, and other, brief methodological remarks, Poulan-
tzas considered the general nature of the capitalist state. He
emphasized that it involves more than the exercise of repression
and/or ideological deception. It does more than negatively delimit
and protect the rules of the economic game and/or inculcate "false
consciousness" among subordinate classes. For it is actively
involved in constituting and maintaining the relations of produc-
tion and the social division of labor; in organizing hegemonic class
unity within the power bloc; and in managing the material bases
of consent among the popular masses. In short, the state's role in
reproducing class domination is a positive one and by no means
reducible to the simple couplet of repression-ideology.

Poulantzas emphasized that the cornerstone of power in class-
divided formations is class power. This is grounded in economic
power and the relations of production rather than the state. How-
ever, notwithstanding the ultimately determining role of the
relations of production, he also argued that political power is pri-
mordial. For changes in the character of state power condition
every other essential transformation in both class and non-class
relations. Thus Poulantzas continually stressed the state's positiv-
ity and ubiquity in constituting and reproducing the relations of
production. He regarded the state as "the factor which concen-
trates, condenses, materializes and incarnates politico-ideological
relations in a form specific to the given mode of production"
(1978a: 27). This means that the state is everywhere. Indeed,
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Poulantzas argued that "we cannot imagine any social phenome-
non (any knowledge, power, language or writing) as posed in a
state prior to the State: for all social reality must stand in relation
to the state and to class divisions" (1978a: 39). Thus, every social
reality must be conceived as maintaining constitutive relations to
the state. This involves class and non-class relations alike. For the
state intervenes in all relations of power and assigns them class per-
tinence and enmeshes them in the web of economic, political, and
ideological powers of the dominant class (1978a: 40, 43). Since
class relations are always and necessarily relations of struggle, how-
ever, they resist integration into apparatuses and tend to escape all
institutional control. In this sense, indeed, the mechanisms of
power are self-limiting. For these mechanisms always incorporate
and condense the struggles of the dominated classes without nec-
essarily fully integrating and absorbing them. The class struggle
always has primacy over the institutions-apparatuses of power
(1978a: 149-52). And, because both class and non-class struggles
escape state control, state power is always provisional, fragile, and
limited (1978a: 43-5).

The State and Political Class Struggle

Poulantzas argued that the nature of the state is closely related
to the social division of labor and that the nature of the capitalist
state is closely related to the specifically capitalist form of this divi-
sion (especially that between mental and manual labor; see below).
But he immediately added that a theory of the capitalist state
could not be developed merely through relating it to the social
division of labor and the class struggle in general. For this runs the
risk of reducing all its forms to an indifferent "dictatorship of the
bourgeoisie" (1978a: 158). Instead the capitalist state must be
considered as a sui generic political phenomenon and related to the
specificities of political class struggle in different conjunctures
(1978a: 123-6). Thus Poulantzas also discussed how political class
struggle is reproduced and transformed within the state apparatus
so that bourgeois political domination is secured.

In general terms, Poulantzas repeated the arguments first
extensively developed in PPSC. Thus he defined the principal
political roles of the capitalist state as organizing the power bloc
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and disorganizing the popular masses. But he went beyond his ini-
tial arguments in both respects, and also qualified his comments
on the role of the state personnel. In particular he gave greater
weight to class conflicts and contradictions and to the particular
strategies pursued by different classes, fractions, and categories in
the struggle over political class domination. In this sense, Poulan-
tzas emphasized that the state is neither a monolithic bloc nor sim-
ply a sovereign legal subject. Instead, its different apparatuses,
sections, and levels serve as power centers for different fractions or
fractional alliances within the power bloc and/or as centers of
resistance for different elements among the popular masses. It fol-
lows that the state must be understood as a strategic field formed
through intersecting power networks that constitutes a favorable
terrain for political maneuver by the hegemonic fraction (1978a:
136, 138). It is through constituting this terrain that the state
helps to organize the power bloc.

The state is also involved in disorganizing the masses. It pre-
vents them from forming a unified front against the state and links
them severally to the power bloc through its management of mate-
rial concessions. In particular it mobilizes the petty bourgeoisie
and the rural classes in support for the power bloc (either directly
or through their support for the state itself) so that they are not
available for alliances with the proletariat. It should be noted here
that different fractions in the power bloc adopt different strategies
toward the popular masses. This is reflected in their preference for
different state forms with different social bases and/or in attempts
to mobilize the popular masses behind their own fractional strug-
gles (1978a: 140-2). Moreover, even when the popular masses are
physically excluded from certain state apparatuses, these are still
affected by popular struggles. This occurs in two ways. Popular
struggles can be mediated through state personnel, who have dif-
ferent class affiliations at different levels of the state system. This
can be seen in the discontent within the police, judiciary, and state
administration in contemporary France. Popular struggles can also
be effective at a distance from the state. For they have clear polit-
ical implications for the strategic calculations of fractions within
the power bloc. This is well illustrated by the circumstances sur-
rounding the collapse of the military dictatorships in Greece,
Spain, and Portugal (1978a: 143-4).

Over all, this ensures that popular struggles traverse the state
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system from top to bottom. This does not mean that the popular
masses have their own power centers within the state in exactly the
same way as the different fractions of the power bloc. For this
would suggest that there was a permanent situation of "dual
power" within the capitalist state, such that it represented the
political class power of labor as well as capital. Instead, Poulantzas
claimed that the popular masses merely have centers of resistance
within the state. These can be used to oppose the real power of the
dominant class but not to advance their own long-term political
interests. Lastly, he noted that the popular masses can also pressure
the capitalist state through their activities in establishing move-
ments for rank-and-file democracy, self-management networks,
etc., which challenge normal liberal democratic forms of represen-
tation (1978a: 144-5).

Finally, Poulantzas also considered the distinctive role of the
state personnel themselves. He noted that the dominant ideology
could help to unify the functions of the state system. But he also
argued that it could not eliminate the internal quarrels and divi-
sions that occur within the state owing to the differential class
affiliation of the state personnel. Nonetheless, since the state per-
sonnel allegedly live their revolt through the dominant ideology,
they rarely question the social division of labor between rulers and
ruled or between mental and manual labor. Hence they are not
inclined to support rank-and-file initiatives and self-management.
Instead they would seek to maintain the continuity of the state
apparatus during any transition to democratic socialism—not
simply to defend their own "economic-corporate" interests but
also because of their more general, statolatrous views about the
national interest, etc. This means that the socialist movement
must deal "gently" with the state personnel during the transitional
period when it is necessary to radically reorganize the structures of
the state system (1978a: 154-58).

The reproduction of class struggles in internal divisions, frac-
tures, and contradictions among and within each and every branch
of the state system is reflected, according to Poulantzas, in the
prodigious incoherence and chaotic character of state policies
when seen from the viewpoint of what Foucault calls the "micro-
physics of power" (1978a: 132, 135-6, 229; cf. 1974: 329-30;
1976a: 49-50, 84). Yet Poulantzas also argued that the state's
organization as a strategic terrain ensures that a general line is
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imposed on these diversified micro-policies (1978a: 135, 136).
This general line emerges in a complex fashion from the institu-
tional matrix of the state and the clash of specific strategies and
tactics. It is not reducible solely to the effects of the state as an
institutional ensemble, since this is always crosscut by class con-
tradictions and conflicts. In this sense, in contrast to the term
"structural selectivity," which he borrowed from the structural
account of the state's selectivity proposed by Claus Offe (1972),
Poulantzas's approach might better be described as concerned with
the state's "strategic selectivity." Nor is the emergent general line
reducible to the more or less successful application of a coherent,
global3 strategy established at the apex of the entire state system
(1978a: 135-6). For it is only the interaction of the state's struc-
tural matrix and the specific strategies pursued by different forces
that accounts for the general line.

In short, Poulantzas emphasized that political domination is
inscribed in the state's institutional materiality, i.e., its institu-
tional matrix. He argued that only this approach could clarify the
conjoint impact on the state produced, "on the one hand, by
changes in the relations of production and social division of labor
and, on the other hand, by changes in class struggles, especially
political struggles" (1978a: 158). This relational perspective
would enable one to comprehend (a) how each national state sys-
tem develops in a distinctive way according to the material con-
densation of the specific political relations that have developed in
a given nation-state, and (b) how the state changes according to
each stage and phase of capitalism, according to normal and excep-
tional periods, and across diverse forms of regime (1978a: 158-60).

The Relational Approach and Strategic Selectivity

This part of my contribution develops the theoretical frame-
work underlying Poulantzas's claim that the state is a social rela-
tion. Poulantzas argued that the state is a social relation in exactly
the same way as capital is a social relation. 4 This approach excludes
any treatment of the state either as a simple instrument or as a sub-
ject. Thus, although Poulantzas obviously stressed the importance
of the changing balance of class forces in his approach to state
power, he equally emphatically rejected the idea that the state is
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somehow neutral as between classes. Instead, it should be seen as
the material condensation of the balance among class forces, for the
state actually helps to constitute that balance and does not simply
reflect it. At the same time, Poulantzas rejected the view that the
state can be seen as a subject. It should be seen as an institutional
ensemble rather than a unitary political subject. It is shot through
with contradictions and has no political power of its own. The
power of the state is the power of the class forces that act in and
through the state. Now the diacritical value of this argument is
clear. Less obvious is what its positive theoretical content might
be.

The simplest explication is Poulantzas's claim that the capi-
talist state should not be regarded as an intrinsic entity: "like 'cap-
ital,' it is rather a relationship of forces, or more precisely the material
condensation of such a relationship among classes and class fractions, such
as this is expressed within the State in a necessarily specific form" (1978a:
128-9, italics in original). By analogy with Marx's analysis of the
capital relation, it is suggested that this claim can be reformulated
as follows: state power (not the state apparatus as such) should be
seen as a form-determined condensation of the balance of forces in
political and politically relevant struggle. This reformulation
combines the themes of a necessarily specific form, material con-
densation, and balance of forces. Exploring this theme involves
two interrelated aspects of the state system. We need first to exam-
ine the state form as a complex institutional ensemble with a spe-
cific pattern of "strategic selectivity" that reflects and modifies the
balance of class forces; and, second, to consider the constitution of
these class forces and their strategies themselves, including their
capacity to reflect on and respond to the strategic selectivities
inscribed within the state apparatus as a whole.

In short, if we accept that the state is a social relation, we can
analyze its structure as strategic in its form, content, and opera-
tion; and analyze actions, in turn, as structured, more or less con-
text-sensitive, and structuring. This involves examining how a
given structure may privilege some actors, some identities, some
strategies, some spatial and temporal horizons, some actions over
others; and the ways, if any, in which actors (individual and/or col-
lective) take account of this differential privileging through
"strategic-context" analysis when choosing a course of action. 5 In
other words, one should study structures in terms of their struc-
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turally inscribed strategic selectivities and actions in terms of (dif-
ferentially reflexive) structurally oriented strategic calculation.
Some accounts of discourse adopt a similar approach to the ways
in which discursive paradigms privilege some interlocutors, some
discursive identities/positionings, some discursive strategies and
tactics, and some discursive statements over others (for example,
Hay 1996; Jenson 1995). Combining structural and discursive
concerns in a more inclusive strategic-relational analysis would
help develop a reflexive analysis (concerned with extra-discursive
and discursive structures, transformative and self-transformative
capacities, and individual and collective learning) well-suited to
the study of structurally inscribed selectivities in the state and
other fields of action.

The dialectical logic behind the strategic-relational approach
is represented by the various arrows in figure 1 (see next page). The
first row of the figure presents the inadmissible dichotomy
between (absolute) external constraint and (unconditional) free-
willed action—the two terms that serve as the initial thesis and
antithesis of the theoretical movement leading to a strategic-rela-
tional analysis of structured coherence (including that of the state).
The second row then presents the orthodox structure-agency dual-
ity, which sublates both thesis and antithesis by treating structure
as an emergent effect of action and agency as a structurally con-
strained mode of skilful action. But this retains a dualistic form,
owing to its resort to the bracketing at any given point in the
analysis of one or another aspect of the resulting duality. The core
themes of the strategic-relational approach occupy the next two
rows of the figure and disclose its radical "methodological rela-
tionalism." The concepts presented in the third row refer to the
strategic-relational aspects of particular conjunctures; the con-
cepts presented in the fourth row refer to the strategic-relational
aspects of successive conjunctures.

The concepts from the second row onward preserve the admis-
sible elements of the preceding row(s). Thus the scope for the
reflexive reorganization of structural configurations is subject to
structurally inscribed strategic selectivity (and thus has path-
dependent as well as path-shaping aspects); and the recursive selec-
tion of strategies and tactics depends on individual, collective, or
organizational learning capacities and on the "experiences" result-
ing from the pursuit of different strategies and tactics in different
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conjunctures. Insofar as reflexively reorganized structural configu-
rations and recursively selected strategies and tactics co-evolve
over time to produce a relatively stable order out of a potentially
unstructured complexity, we can talk of the structured coherence
of this co-evolving, self-organizing order. This involves a struc-
turally inscribed strategic selectivity that differentially rewards
actions that are compatible with the recursive reproduction of the
structure(s) in question. Nonetheless, from the viewpoint of the
strategic-relational approach, this coherence is always multiply
tendential. For, first, since the reproduction of structures is only
ever tendential, so too are their strategic selectivities; second, since
structures are strategically rather than structurally selective (see
above), there is always scope for actions to overflow or circumvent
structural constraints; and, third, since subjects are never unitary,
never fully aware of the conditions of strategic action, never fully
equipped to realize their preferred strategies, and always face
possible opposition from actors pursuing other strategies or tac-
tics, failure is an ever-present possibility (see, from a strategic-rela-
tional perspective, Jessop 1990; from an anglo-Foucauldian
perspective, Malpas and Wickham 1995; and, from a discourse-
analytical viewpoint, Scherrer 1995).

Viewed in these terms, the state is neither a neutral instrument
(equally accessible to all forces and useful for any purpose) nor a
rational calculating subject (with a pregiven unity and clear pur-
poses). Instead, as Poulantzas deduced, the exercise and effectivity
of state power are the contingently necessary material condensa-
tions of the changing balance of forces in political struggle. State
power results from a continuing interaction between the struc-
turally inscribed strategic selectivities of the state as an institu-
tional ensemble and the changing balance of forces operating
within, and at a distance from, the state and, perhaps, also trying
to transform it.

More specifically, in analyzing the strategic selectivities of the
state as a social relation, its bias as a strategic site of political action
must be connected to specific strategies pursued by specific forces
(or specific sets of such forces) with specific identities in order to
advance specific interests over specific spatial and temporal hori-
zons relative to specific other forces, each advancing their own
interests through their own strategies over their own spatial and
temporal horizons. Particular forms of state privilege the access of
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some forces over others, some strategies over others, some interests
over others, some spatial and temporal horizons of action over oth-
ers, and some coalition possibilities over others. This suggests in
turn that a change in the self-identity of political forces, the pur-
suit of different interests, the development of different strategies,
the adoption of different spatial and or temporal horizons of action,
or the building of different blocs, strategic alliances, or temporary
coalitions could well lead to different outcomes, making it easier
or harder to achieve specific objectives in and through a given type
of state, a given state form, or a given form of regime. It also sug-
gests that reorganizing the state—its modes of representation, its
internal articulation, its modes of intervention, its social bases, the
currently dominant state project or mode of political legitimation,
or, where relevant, the state's broader hegemonic project for the
wider society—will change its strategic selectivities.

Continuing interaction over time between the reflexive reor-
ganization of the state's strategic selectivities and the recursive
selection of specific strategies and tactics oriented to those selec-
tivities can result in a relatively durable degree of "structured
coherence" (or stability) in the operation of the state and its wider
political system (see figure 1). It is this emergent coherence that
justifies talking about specific structures of state power and their
dynamic (for example, liberal parliamentary states, authoritarian
interventionist states, military dictatorships, or dependent devel-
opmental states; or, to give another example, male breadwinner
and dual breadwinner welfare regimes). It also offers a basis for
identifying the weaknesses and strengths of a given type of state,
state form, or political regime, their crisis tendencies, as well as
their capacities to counteract these tendencies, and so on.

As an institutional ensemble, the state does not (and cannot)
exercise power: it is not a real subject. Indeed, rather than speak-
ing about the power of the state, one should speak about the vari-
ous potential structural powers (or state capacities), in the plural,
that are inscribed in the state as an institutional ensemble. The
state is an ensemble of power centers that offers unequal chances
to different forces within and outside the state to act for different
political purposes. How far and in what ways their powers (and any
associated liabilities or weak points) are actualized depends on the
action, reaction, and interaction of specific social forces located
both within and beyond this complex ensemble. In short, the state
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does not exercise power: its powers (always in the plural) are acti-
vated through the agency of definite political forces in specific con-
junctures. It is not the state that acts: it is always specific sets of
politicians and state officials located in specific parts and levels of
the state system. It is they who activate specific powers and state
capacities inscribed in particular institutions and agencies. More-
over, as in all social action, unacknowledged conditions influence
the success or failure of their actions and there are always unantic-
ipated consequences.

The strategic-relational approach insists that the state's struc-
tural powers or capacities and their realization cannot be under-
stood by focusing solely on the state as a juridico-political
apparatus—even assuming its institutional boundaries could be
precisely mapped and would also prove stable. Although the state
apparatus has its own distinctive resources and powers, which are
the basis of its relative autonomy, it also has distinctive liabilities
or vulnerabilities and depends on resources produced elsewhere.
This is why the state's powers are conditional and relational. The
nature and extent of their realization depends on structural rela-
tions between the state and its encompassing political system,
strategic ties among politicians and state officials and other polit-
ical forces, and the complex web of structural interdependencies
and strategic networks that link this state system to its broader
social environment. The state's effectiveness is always shaped by
capacities and forces that lie beyond it. Indeed, as Poulantzas
notes, class struggles have primacy over and stretch far beyond the
state; and, in addition, far from being exhausted by class relations,
power relations may also go beyond them (1978a: 43).

Re-Reading Poulantzas

I now reconsider some of Poulantzas's arguments in the light
of this reconstruction of their underlying theoretical framework. I
will first re-examine his views on the state's "structural selectivity"
(sic), and then re-examine his views on strategy and tactics. In
exploring his ideas on the institutional materiality of the state, I
will proceed from some of its more abstract determinations to
more specific determinations. Likewise, in exploring his ideas on
strategy, I begin with general comments on the constitution of the
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power bloc and hegemony and move to more specific, conjunctural
analyses.

Poulantzas related the distinctive form of the capitalist state
to its foundations in capitalist relations of production. These must
not be understood in the narrow sense of exchange relations, nor
in the more general sense of purely economic relations with their
own distinctive laws of motion or "capital logic" (1978a: 51-2).
Instead, the social division of labor must be grasped in all its com-
plexity. This means looking at the articulation of production, dis-
tribution, and exchange under the dominance of the social
relations of production. But it also means looking more generally
at the division between mental and manual labor—which extends
far beyond the economic region and penetrates the state and ideo-
logical region as well. In this context, Poulantzas argued that the
state is directly involved in constituting and reproducing the men-
tal-manual division. Indeed, he claims that the state itself is the
distinctive material embodiment of intellectual labor in its sepa-
ration from manual labor (1978a: 55-6). This can be seen in the
relation between knowledge and power within the capitalist state.
Thus the state establishes a distinctive national language and
forms of writing and is also involved in reproducing the mental-
manual division through such institutions as education. In general,
these links, which occur in the state's core (so-called repressive)
apparatus as well as its associated ideological state apparatuses
(whether inside or outside the socially constructed distinction
between the public and private spheres, or political society and
civil society) serve to exclude the popular masses from full and
effective participation in political power (1978a: 56). Particular
intellectual skills are required for participation and official dis-
course and bureaucratic secrecy obscure the realities of political
power. In addition, these links provide the institutional and ideo-
logical matrix within which state-enrolled intellectuals and func-
tionaries can unify the power bloc and secure its popular
hegemony (1978a: 57-62).

Within this framework, the structural selectivity of the state
consists in a complex set of institutional mechanisms and political
practices that serve to advance (or obstruct) particular fractional or
class interests. Included here are: selective filtering of information,
systematic lack of action on certain issues, definition of mutually
contradictory priorities and counter-priorities, the uneven imple-
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mentation of measures originating elsewhere in the state system,
and the pursuit of ad hoc and uncoordinated policies concerned
with specific conjunctural problems affecting particular branches
or sections of the state system (1978a: 132-4, cf. 1977: 75; 1976b:
40). Thus, the state system is characterized by complex, cross-
cutting, decentralized, non-hierarchical, and antagonistic rela-
tions among the different branches of the state system. Yet,
Poulantzas also insisted that "the state does not constitute a mere
assembly of detachable parts: it exhibits an apparatus unity which
is normally designated by the term centralization or centralism, and
which is related to the fissiparous unity of state power" (1978a: 136).
This clearly poses problems in explaining the institutional and
class unity of the state. We must ask how such micro-diversity cul-
minates in the macro-necessity of a unified system of bourgeois
domination.

Unity cannot be explained, as Poulantzas recognized, in terms
of constitutional and administrative law. Even if spheres of com-
petence were strictly delimited and a precise hierarchy of formal
authority were defined, this would not affect the real structures of
power (1978a: 134). Thus, Poulantzas turned instead to the latter
structures. He explained institutional unity in terms of the dom-
inance of the branch or apparatus that represents the interests of
the hegemonic fraction. This occurs in two ways. For the hege-
monic fraction can establish the dominance of the state apparatus,
which already crystallizes its interests; and any apparatus that is
already dominant can be transformed into a privileged center of its
interests (1978a: 137).

But this argument is supplemented by reference to strategic
practices. For Poulantzas also accounted for the class unity of the
state in terms of the political practices that are pursued by the
dominant apparatus. It is not due to any formal, juridical unity
that might be established through legal codes. It depends instead
on the capacity of the dominant apparatus to shift real power
around without due regard for constitutional formalities. Thus,
the dominant apparatus will duplicate subordinate branches,
establish its own "parallel power networks," penetrate the person-
nel of other apparatuses, short-circuit decision-making elsewhere
in the state system, reorganize the traditional hierarchies of power
when appropriate, and switch the relays and circuits of power to
suit the global interests of the hegemonic fraction (1978a: 137; cf.
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1976b: 41-2). This can be accomplished in various ways and the
dominant "mass" party (sic) plays a crucial role here in authoritar-
ian statism (1978a: 232-40). But these mechanisms must be
examined in relation to state strategies and tactics.

Sometimes the state does openly formulate and express (albeit
through an opaque and diversified official discourse) the strategies
and tactics required for political class domination. But the most
appropriate strategy more often emerges only ex post through col-
lision among mutually contradictory micro-policies and political
projects formulated in different parts of the state system. Thus,
although the general line of the state's policy is "certainly deci-
pherable in terms of strategic calculation," it is "often not known
in advance within (and by) the state itself' (1978a: 136, 33). It
should not be seen as "the rational formulation of a coherent and
global project" (1978a: 136; corrected translation) and, indeed, "it
is not always susceptible to rational formulation" (1978a: 33). In
this sense, Poulantzas resorted, not to a purely structural causality
a la Althusser, but to a strategic causality. The latter explains state
policy in terms of a process of strategic calculation without a cal-
culating subject.

Thus, Poulantzas argued that the unity of political class dom-
ination must be explained through the strategic codification of
power relations. The state is

a strategic field and process of intersecting power networks
. . . traversed by tactics which are often highly explicit at
the restricted level of their inscription in the state: they
intersect and conflict with one another, finding their tar-
gets in some apparatuses or being short-circuited by oth-
ers, and eventually map out that general line of force, the
state's policy, which traverses confrontations within the
state. (1978a: 136)

No power can be exercised on this field without a series of aims
and objectives. Yet no individual, group, or class subject can be
said to have chosen or decided the final outcome of conflicting
micro-power plays. Thus political class domination is both inten-
tional and nonsubjective.

This argument is developed on a number of different levels.
For Poulantzas did not develop a general theory of the capitalist
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type of state that could then be applied unmodified to any and all
of its various instantiations. Instead, he offered a series of method-
ological guidelines for state theory starting from the first princi-
ples of the Marxist critique of political economy (1978a: 18-20;
see also 1973: 123-156). This can be seen in the extensive range of
concepts that Poulantzas deployed in exploring the structural (or
strategic) selectivity of the state. Among the concepts that can be
mentioned here are: (a) the capitalist type of state; (b) the stages of
the capitalist type of state—transitional, liberal, interventionist,
authoritarian statist; (c) the normal and exceptional form of the
capitalist type of state—distinguished in terms of the presence-
absence of an institutionalized mechanism for national-popular
representation within a bourgeois democratic framework; (d) a
range of "normal" political regimes, differentiated in terms of the
relative dominance of different representative apparatuses—the
legislature, the executive, the authoritarian mass party—and a
range of "exceptional" political regimes, differentiated in terms of
the relative dominance of other state apparatuses—the military,
the bureaucracy, the political police, the fascist party, and so forth;
(e) a further differentiation of political regimes in terms of the spe-
cific mechanisms of political representation—parliamentary vs.
presidential, types of party system, relationship between different
tiers of government, and so on—and/or different forms of articu-
lation between parts of the state apparatus. All of these analyses are
intended to specify the strategic selectivities of the state's institu-
tional materiality in increasingly fine-grained accounts.

This argument can be illustrated with two middle-range
examples drawn from SPS: first, the state's role in organizing the
body-politic and atomizing individual citizens, and second, the
role of law as the "code of organized public violence." Thus,
Poulantzas argued that the state "atomizes" the "body-politic"
into individual juridico-political "citizens," whose unity it then
represents as a "national-popular" state. His argument here went
well beyond that in PPSC. 6 For Poulantzas accepted that Foucault
could add something to his own arguments about the "isolation
effect." Thus he no longer sees the latter exclusively as a product
of specific juridico-political institutions and ideologies, but also
argues that they derive from those institutional practices that Fou-
cault defined as "disciplines." These are specific mechanisms of
social control, which operate in multiple, dispersed micro-sites,
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involve specific forms of scientific knowledge, establish individual
and societal norms, survey and manage the deviations around these
norms, and elaborate flexible tactics for social control (Foucault,
1979: 135-230).

Regarding the law, Poulantzas's earlier work noted that law
sanctions capitalist relations of production and exploitation
through their juridical representation as rights attached to private
property, organizes the sphere of circulation through contract and
commercial law, and regulates the state's economic intervention
(1973: 53, 163, 214, 228; 1974: 320, 324). He also discussed the
role of law and juridico-political ideology in securing the institu-
tional unity of the state as well as in providing the matrix for the
"isolation effect" and its corresponding "unifying effect" in the
political class struggle (1973: 216, 226-7, 332, 247-50; 1975:
186; 1974: 320-30). And he noted that the dominant position of
juridico-political ideology (at least in liberal capitalism), legiti-
mated political domination in terms of legality and adherence to
the rule of law as well as in framing the struggle for ideological
hegemony (1973: 195, 211-15, 221-3, 310-2, 356-7; 1974: 76-
8, 143-7, 151, 240-3, 302, 306-9; 1975: 286-9).

Most of these arguments were also repeated in SPS, but greater
weight is now given to the role of constitutionalized violence.
Thus, Poulantzas wrote that "state-monopolized physical violence
permanently underlies the techniques of power and mechanisms of
consent: it is inscribed in the web of disciplinary and ideological
devices; and even when not directly exercised, it shapes the mate-
riality of the social body upon which domination is brought to
bear" (1978a: 81). Unsurprisingly in this context, he also argued
that the monopoly of violence modifies the forms of class struggle.
This no longer takes the form of a permanent civil war involving
periodic conflict between regularly armed forces; instead it moves
toward syndical, electoral, and other forms of organization against
which open violence is less effective. These new organizational
forms develop within the "isolation effect" and thereby serve to
reproduce bourgeois political domination. Yet, they presuppose
the right to contest and resist state power and so also serve to limit
bourgeois domination (1978a: 82). Thus, law should not be seen
as pure negativity and repression. It provides the dominated
classes with real rights and liberties through which to pursue their
economic-corporate interests. In this way, it helps to organize con-
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sent (1978a: 82-4). Moreover, in setting up abstract, general, for-
mal, and strictly regulated norms of private and public conduct, it
also stabilizes social relations, permits forecasting, regulates state
power, and dampens political crises (1978a: 90-1). 7

Such analyses of strategically inscribed strategic selectivity are
complemented by the periodization of the state in terms of con-
junctures in the class struggle. These ideas are most fully devel-
oped in Poulantzas's accounts of fascism in pre-war Italy and
Germany and of the evolving crisis of the military dictatorships in
Southern Europe during the 1970s. The key point in both cases is
that the significance of state structures changes along with the
class struggle. Thus Poulantzas rejected any blanket generaliza-
tions about the fascist role in the class struggle and insisted on a
careful periodization according to the successive steps of a complex
war of position and maneuver. There are two issues at stake here.
On the one hand, given that the state is a social relation (or, bet-
ter, that state power is a form-determined condensation of forces
in struggle), the significance of particular strategies pursued by
particular agents will vary with the nature of the state. Different
types of state and political regime selectively reward different
types of actors and strategies. On the other hand, given that the
state is a social relation (or, better, that state power is a form-deter-
mined condensation of forces in struggle), the state apparatus and
its capacity to act depend heavily on the capacities and aims of
forces represented within the state, struggling to transform it (or
prevent its transformation), and operating at a distance from it.
Social forces are not mere Trager (bearers) of preconstituted class
identities and interests, but active agents, reflecting on their iden-
tities and interests in specific conjunctures with all that this
implies for changing horizons of action. Thus different types of
state and political regime will be more or less vulnerable to dif-
ferent types of strategy pursued by different blocs or alliances, and
this vulnerability will change with the overall balance of forces in
a complex war of maneuver and tactics.

We can generalize this approach to periodization by distin-
guishing a strategic-relational analysis of changing conjunctures
from a simple chronology in the following terms. First, a chronol-
ogy is essentially one-dimensional in its time-scale, ordering
actions and events in unilinear time according to clock time (rang-
ing from nanoseconds through calendrical to glacial time and

62	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



beyond) or some other relevant marker (such as business cycles or
intervals between elections). Conversely, a periodization operates
with several time scales. It orders actions and events in terms of
multiple time horizons (e.g., the event, trends, the longue dude; the
time frame of economic calculation vs. the time frame of political
cycles; or past futures, present pasts, and the future present). Sec-
ond, its narrative classifies actions and events into successive stages
according to their occurrence in one or another time period. A
periodization focuses on conjunctures. It classifies actions and
events into stages according to their conjunctural implications (as
specific combinations of constraints and opportunities) for differ-
ent social forces over different time horizons and/or for different
sites of social action. And, third, the sort of historical explanation
given in a chronology is a simple narrative, i.e., the emphasis falls
on the simple temporal succession or coincidence of a single series
of actions and events. In contrast, a periodization presupposes an
explanatory framework oriented to the contingent necessities gen-
erated by more than one series of events. A concern with multiple
time horizons and conjunctures leads to consideration of how
diverse actions and events are generated as the result of multiple
determinations or overdeterminations (cf. 1974; 1976a; and
Jessop et al., 1988).

Two brief illustrations must suffice here, drawn from Pou-
lantzas's analysis of Italian fascism and his comments on the dem-
ocratic transition to democratic socialism, respectively. First,
during the step of working-class offensive, the fascist movement
primarily consisted in armed bands that were financed by big cap-
ital, large landowners, and rich peasants to wage their counter-
attack. During the phase of relative stabilization, the fascist bands
were abandoned by the power bloc and fascism attempted to trans-
form itself into a mass party. Starting with the launch of the bour-
geois offensive, the fascist movement increasingly assumed the
character of a mass party and was once more openly maintained by
big capitalist circles. Initially, the fascist party genuinely repre-
sented the short-term political interests of the petty bourgeoisie
and established organizational and ideological ties with this class
at all levels from voters to higher party cadres. Subsequently, fas-
cism gained the support of monopoly capital as a whole and
attempted to build organizational ties with other elements in the
dominant classes. Poulantzas identified this crucial step in the rise
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of fascism as the "point of no return," that is, the point in its growth
after which it is difficult to turn it back. This coincided with a con-
junctural coincidence of the interests of the power bloc and the
petty bourgeoisie, mediated through the fascist party, which jug-
gled concessions in securing compromises among their demands.
When fascism came to power, there was an initial period of insta-
bility as the fascist party pursued policies favorable to big capital
while seeking to consolidate popular support. Finally, there was a
period of fascist stabilization. This arrived when the fascist party
was subordinated to the state apparatus, the petty bourgeois mem-
bers of the state apparatus broke their representational ties with
their class of origin, and monopoly capital combined the position
of hegemonic fraction and ruling class (see 1974 passim).

Second, in analyzing the political conjuncture after the crisis
of the dictatorships in southern Europe, Poulantzas insisted that
the horizon of action was limited in that period to the problem of
democratization—and did not extend to an immediate transition
to socialism. It was therefore important strategically to intervene
in order to stabilize forces committed to bourgeois democracy
(understood in terms of the current authoritarian statist form of
state, not in terms of a nineteenth-century liberal parliamen-
tarism) rather than to adopt a more radical socialist program that
might polarize the balance of forces toward an antidemocratic,
conservative reaction (see 1976a and interviews given at the time).

The Spatio-Temporal Matrix of the State

In addition to these general remarks Poulantzas also com-
mented on the spatio-temporal selectivity of the state. His com-
ments in this regard were primarily concerned with the
nation-state, which he saw as the typical form of the capitalist type
of state. His work in this regard owes much to the arguments of
Henri Lefebrve, regarding the nature of abstract space and the state
in capitalist formations; and to that of Otto Bauer, regarding the
nation and national identity in these formations.

Poulantzas considers the state's role in constituting and repro-
ducing the capitalist forms of nationhood and nationalism.
Nationhood is a crucial element in the institutional matrix of the
capitalist state. Historically, the latter tends to encompass a sin-
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gle, constant nation; and modern nations have a corresponding
tendency to establish their own states (1978a: 95). The capitalist
type of state establishes a distinctive national language and forms
of writing; it also reproduces the mental-manual division of labor
through education and other institutions. Over all, these features
tend to exclude the popular masses from participation in political
power (1978a: 56). Thus, it is important to explore the national
modality of the bourgeois state, including its implications for the
relationship between knowledge and power.

In particular, this type of state establishes a specific spatio-
temporal matrix within which the territorial identity and socio-
cultural tradition of the nation are crystallized. Although
Poulantzas grounds modern notions of time and space in the
organization of capitalist production, he also argues that the mod-
ern state systematizes these conceptions and extends them to the
political field. Thus he discusses the state's role in demarcating
frontiers, integrating the national space within these boundaries,
unifying the internal market thus constituted, and homogenizing
the "people" living within the national territory. At the same time
Poulantzas notes that, once these frontiers, internal markets, and
nations are constituted, they become the nodal points for the
transnationalization of production, territorial wars of redivision,
and even genocide (1978a: 99-107, 117). Poulantzas also refers to
the state's role in constituting time and historicity. In particular,
he notes how it establishes temporal norms and standards of meas-
urement, tries to master the different temporalities and rhythms
of social development, represses the traditions of subordinate
nations, monopolizes the national tradition, charts the nation's
future, and so forth (1978a: 107-15, 119).

For both spatial and temporal organization, Poulantzas
stresses that the state always modifies the supposedly "natural"
pregiven elements of nationhood. Thus, it always integrates ele-
ments such as economic unity, territory, language, tradition, etc.,
into the basic spatio-temporal matrix of capitalism. Indeed,
Poulantzas is careful to contrast the spatial and temporal organi-
zation of capitalist societies with those in ancient and feudal sys-
tems and to trace its implications for the divisions between
nations, between civilized peoples and barbarians, and between
believers and infidels, respectively. In this respect, he emphasizes
that the modern nation is always a product of state intervention
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and should not be considered as pre-political or primordial (1978a:
94, 96-103, 108-110, 113; see also Lefebrve 1991).

Poulantzas also stresses that conceptions of time, space, and
nationhood are overdetermined by class struggle. There are bour-
geois and proletarian variants of the capitalist spatio-temporal
matrix and also contrasting class versions of the nation. Thus, the
modern nation is not the creation of the bourgeoisie alone but
actually reflects a relationship of forces between the "modern"
social classes. It is still preeminently marked, however, by the
development of the bourgeoisie. Indeed, even when capitalism is
undergoing transnationalization, bourgeois reproduction is still
focused on the nation-state. Thus the modern nation, the national
state, and the bourgeoisie are intimately connected and all are con-
stituted on the same terrain of capitalist relations. Poulantzas con-
cludes that "the modern nation is written into the state, and it is
this national state which organizes the bourgeoisie as the domi-
nant class" (1978a: 117).

Poulantzas's views on the spatio-temporal matrix of the state
are quite consistent with the strategic-relational approach. As Ed
Soja puts it in his commentary on SPS, "[slpatiality exists onto-
logically as a product of a transformation process, but always
remains open to further transformation in the contexts of material
life. It is never primordially given or permanently fixed. . . . spa-
tial fragmentation as well as the appearance of spatial coherence
and homogeneity are social products and often an integral part of
the instrumentality of political power" (Soja 1989: 122, 126).

But we can go further and argue that all the strategically selec-
tive aspects of the state have spatio-temporal moments. This is so
for at least two reasons. First, all structures have a definite spatio-
temporal extension. They emerge in specific places and at specific
times, operate on one or more particular scales and with specific
temporal horizons of action, have their own specific capacities to
stretch social relations and compress events in space and time,' and
have their own specific spatial and temporal rhythms. This
requires that we pay attention both to the genealogy of the produc-
tion of space (and time) and to the history of their appropriation
(1978a: 100). As Poulantzas puts it:

In reality, however, transformations of the spatio-temporal
matrices [sc. in the transition and development of capital-
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ism) refer to the materiality of the social division of labor,
of the structure of the State, and of the practices and tech-
niques of capitalist economic, political and ideological
power; they are the real substratum of mythical, religious,
philosophical or "experiential" representations of space-
time. Just as these changes are not reducible to the repre-
sentations which they occasion, so they cannot be
identified with the scientific concepts of space and time
which allow us to grasp them. (1978a: 98)

Second, qua institutional ensemble, the state privileges the
adoption of certain spatial and temporal horizons of action by
those trying to access the state, influence it from a distance, or
transform its structural selectivities. In these terms, we can say
that the spatio-temporal selectivity of the state refers to the diverse
ways in which spatial and temporal horizons of action in different
fields are produced, spatial and temporal rhythms are created, cer-
tain practices and strategies are privileged and others hindered
according to their "fit" with the temporal and spatial patterns
inscribed in the state's structures. This is reflected not only in the
generic forms of spatiality and historicity associated with the cap-
italist national state, which have their own distinctive implica-
tions for forms of economic, political, and ideological struggle as
compared to pre-capitalist formations (1978a: 99-106, 116), but
also in the specific forms of de- and re-territorialization, time-
space distantiation, and time-space compression that are associ-
ated with different stages of capitalism and different phases in the
class struggle (1978a: 116-120). Many of these ideas are developed
in Lefebrve's analysis of the strategic selectivity and power rela-
tions inscribed within the abstract space of capitalist societies
(Lefebrve 1991: 278-82 and passim). It is reflected above all in
Poulantzas's conclusion that "only a national transition to socialism
is possible . . . in the sense of a multiplicity of original roads to
socialism, whose general principles, drawn from the theory and
experience of the workers' movement, cannot be more than signs
on the road" (1978a: 118).

Moreover, once one allows for reflexivity on the part of indi-
vidual actors and social forces as well as the recursive selection and
retention (or evolutionary stabilization) of actions through struc-
tures over time, one can study the changing dialectic between
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reflexively reorganized spatio-temporal matrices (which are always
differentially distantiated and differentially compressed) and
recursively selected strategies and tactics (oriented to the most
appropriate spatio-temporal horizons, to changing the forms of
chronotopic—or time-space—governance, to the reflexive narra-
tion of past and present to change the future, etc.). This is reflected
in Poulantzas's argument that "the State is also the result of the
national process of class struggle—that is to say, both the struggle
of the bourgeoisie against the working class, and the struggle of
the working class against the bourgeoisie. Just like the national
culture, history or language, the State is a strategic field ploughed
from one end to the other by working-class and popular struggle
and resistance; these are inscribed in the State, albeit in a deformed
manner, and they always break through the wall of silence with
which the State hems in the workers' memory" (1978a: 119).

Nonetheless, for all his brilliance in developing these argu-
ments about the spatio-temporal selectivities of the state as a social
relation, there are still difficulties with Poulantzas' analysis. He
drew attention to some of these himself in his closing remarks on
the institutional materiality of the state (1978a: 119-120). But
they also go deeper than this insofar as Poulantzas remained wed-
ded to the primacy of national formations associated with earlier
stages of capitalism (up to and including Atlantic Fordism) and
failed to anticipate the relativization of scale that is associated with
the current stage of globalization-localization. New forms of time-
space distantiation, time-space compression, and the emergence of
cyberspace and nanosecond temporalities are transforming the
national matrices of capital accumulation so that it is no longer so
self-evident that the national state is the primary scale of eco-
nomic, political, and ideological struggles. This does not mean
that the national is redundant, that the national state is dead, or
that national struggles no longer matter (whether for the bour-
geoisie or other classes). Indeed, Poulantzas himself provided com-
pelling reasons in his analysis of internationalization and the
nation-state why the national mattered so much in these regards
(1975: 70-84). But the continuing development of the spatio-
temporal matrices of capitalism has altered their role in shaping
the forms of struggle, and this needs further analysis.
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The Gender Selectivity of the State

This section offers some brief comments on how the strategic-
relational approach can be applied to the state's gender selectivi-
ties. This is an issue merely hinted at in SPS but never fully
developed. Indeed, it is one illustration of the continuing class
reductionism of this text—something that Poulantzas began to
move away from decisively only in work and interviews that
appeared after its publication. The problem is well illustrated in
his comment that, although "relations of power do not exhaust class
relations and may go a certain way beyond them, they still have
class pertinency, continuing to be located, and to have a stake, in
the terrain of political domination" (1978a: 43). Thus, although
Poulantzas recognizes that such relations do not rest on the same
foundation as the social class division of labor—something which
is most evident in the case of relations between men and women—
he nonetheless argues that these relations are invested in class rela-
tions, and mediated and reproduced as class relations by the state
and the company or factory (1978a: 43). One could regard
Poulantzas's views here as incredibly class reductionist, patriar-
chal, and naive (especially from an equally essentialist feminist
standpoint) or as a sophisticated attempt to break with class reduc-
tionism while insisting on the continued primacy of the class
struggle (an interpretation that would be supported by recent
third wave marxist-feminist theorizing, which recognizes the
importance of the intersection of different identities and position-
alities and refuses the essentializing implications of treating men
or women as undifferentiated categories). But neither interpreta-
tion does justice to the full complexities of the gender selectivity
of the state. Thus, this part of my contribution briefly explores the
implications of a strategic-relational approach of the kind devel-
oped by Poulantzas for the analysis of gender as a social relation
and its relation to the state.

Adopting this perspective would lead one to examine the man-
ner in which the state transforms, maintains, and reproduces
modes of domination (or institutionally and discursively material-
ized, asymmetrically structured power relations) between men and
women. The strategic-relational approach is premised on the con-
tingent, relational nature of all identities, interests, strategies, and
spatio-temporal horizons; and it allows for, without taking for
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granted, their reflexive transformation. These core premises prob-
lematize the state's gender selectivities by highlighting the con-
tingency and the variety of gender identities and interests that
might serve as reference points for assessing these selectivities.
One cannot simply assume "the abiding existence of a homoge-
neous collectivity called `women' upon which measurable experi-
ences are visited" (Scott 1999: 78). These core premises also
indicate a broad range of possible explanatory factors. For an ade-
quate strategic-relational analysis of gender relations would refer
to the constitution of competing, inconsistent, and even openly
contradictory identities for both males and females, their ground-
ing in discourses and fantasies about masculinity and/or feminin-
ity, their explicit and/or implicit embedding in different
institutions and material practices, 9 and their physico-cultural
materialization in human bodies. It is particularly important for a
strategic-relational approach, of course, how specific constructions
of masculinity and femininity, their associated gender identities,
interests, roles, and bodily forms, come to be privileged in the
state's own discourses, institutions, and material practices.

This approach is very useful in contesting the recurrent ten-
dency to "naturalize" gender and gender relations rather than to
analyze them as social and/or discursive constructs. This tendency
is not confined to "malestream" analyses—it also occurs in much
feminist work—especially in first and second wave feminisms.
Several theoretical and political strategies have been suggested to
overcome this tendency. Two are worth noting here. First, accord-
ing to "queer theory," sexual and/or gender identities (and, by
analogy, all other identities) tend to be ambivalent and unstable
and sexual orientations and practices are "polymorphous." Second,
whether or not they share this rejection of "heteronormative"
analyses, a wide range of other approaches also emphasize the dif-
ferential articulation (or intersection) of gender with class, ethnic-
ity, "race," disability, and so on. A radical deconstruction of gender
and sexuality on these lines reveals the complex overdetermination
of the state's gender selectivities, their inherently relational—
including spatio-temporal—nature, and their variable impact on
political strategies and practice. Such an approach denies that the
state is a simple expression of patriarchal domination and even
casts doubt on the very utility of "patriarchy" as an analytical cat-
egory. It takes us beyond the recognition that there are multiple

The Strategic Selectivity of the State	 71



structures of patriarchy, that these are liable to transformation, and
that any changes within and across interlocking forms of patri-
archy are contingent and overdetermined. For it suggests that the
significance of such patriarchal structures and their articulation to
produce specific "gender regimes" can be adequately grasped only
through a further round of deconstruction inspired by third wave
feminism, "queer theory," and similar modes of analysis of other
sites and forms of domination.

A strategic-relational approach would enable one to analyze
and explain not only the gender selectivities of the state and the
overall political system but also the contradictions, dilemmas, and
paradoxes with which the selectivities are associated. It indicates
that there are various forms of gender regime and gender selectiv-
ity and that these can have markedly differential effects on differ-
ent social categories or social forces according to their identities,
interests, and strategic orientations toward maleness-femaleness,
masculinity-femininity, or sexual orientation. The specific config-
uration of selectivities associated with a specific gender regime in
particular conjunctures is a product of a complex set of path-
dependent interactions. Among the factors involved are the oper-
ational logics of modern functional systems, the legacies of
pre-modern patriarchy, current modes of domination in the life-
world and the struggles around them, attempts to colonize the
lifeworld by specific systems and resistance thereto, and the hege-
monic struggles to secure an overall balance between system inte-
gration and social cohesion. If one accepts this approach, then
there is no transhistorical inevitability about patriarchy. The
strategic-relational approach challenges accounts of patriarchy
that treat it as monolithic and/or inertial, and instead, it high-
lights the polymorphy and contingency of gender regimes. It also
suggests that any impression that patriarchy (whether seen as
monolithic or polymorphous) is necessarily inscribed into capital-
ism and/or the state probably results from the structural coupling
and contingent coevolution of the market economy and the liberal
democratic state with modes of domination rooted in the lifeworld
or civil society. Any such inscription is "contingently necessary"
(Jessop 1982: 212-19). This does not mean, of course, that gender
domination is less real because it is far from transhistorical. But
social forces might be better placed to challenge, modify, and elim-
inate gender domination if they recognize its contingency and
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search for its vulnerabilities as well as its strengths.
This approach can be illustrated on different levels. For exam-

ple, one might explore three key features of the formally rational
modern state, each of which has quite specific gender as well as
class biases. These are its constitutionalized monopoly of violence
vis-a-vis the economy and civil society and its territorialized sov-
ereignty vis-à-vis other states; its nature as a Rechtsstaat that is
based on a clear demarcation between public and private; and the
nature of statecraft, statistics, and other aspects of official discourse
as forms of power/knowledge. On a more concrete level, one could
also explore the gender bias in the relation between citizenship and
the national state. Relevant aspects here would include: (a) the
"isolation effect" and its implications for political struggles—an
issue raised more generally by Poulantzas; (b) the relationship
between the "sexual contract" and social contract; and (c) the role
of gender relations in reproducing the nation during the period of
national states and in a possible future post-national era—some-
thing neglected by Poulantzas in his own comments on the geneal-
ogy and struggles around the modern capitalist nation. Likewise,
at yet more concrete levels of analysis, one could explore the gen-
der- as well as class-specific biases inscribed in different forms of
representation (e.g., parliamentary or corporatist), different forms
of securing the apparatus unity of the state (e.g., the impact of
"femocracy"), different modes of intervention (e.g., the politics of
redistribution associated with the Keynesian welfare national state
or the politics of recognition associated with the politics of iden-
tity or multi-culturalism), and so forth.

Although Poulantzas did not discuss these issues, I am con-
vinced that his general approach to the state as a social relation has
much to offer in addressing them (for attempts to apply this
approach, see Sauer 1995; Jessop 1997, 2000). It would clearly be
wrong to suggest that Poulantzas himself would have developed
an analysis along these lines, let alone one that would prove con-
sistent with recent state-theoretical developments in third-gener-
ation feminism, queer theory, and masculinity studies. But it is
nonetheless significant how far these developments have proved
consistent with the strategic-relational insights into the nature of
the state that Poulantzas did elaborate. In this sense, just as with
my earlier comments on the spatio-temporal matrices of the state,
Poulantzas provided us with an original and important set of
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guidelines for developing a theoretically informed and practically
relevant analysis of the contemporary state.

Concluding Remarks

This paper has attempted to draw out the implications of
Poulantzas's claim that the state is a social relation. He had already
emphasized that power is relational in PPSC and continued to
argue throughout his work that class power depends on the bal-
ance of class forces. But this view acquired new significance in his
comments on the crisis of the dictatorships and on democratic
socialism (Poulantzas 1976a, 1978a). He argued that the state is
not a subject that acquires power for itself by depriving various
classes of power; nor is it an instrumental depository of the power
held by a dominant class subject located beyond it. Instead it is a
strategic site of organization of the dominant class in its relation-
ship to the dominated classes (1978a: 146-8). His last major work
is an attempt to explore the implications of this insight across a
wide range of aspects of the institutional materiality of the state
and to actualize his earlier studies of the contemporary form of the
capitalist state.

This relational approach leads to distinctive strategic conclu-
sions. Poulantzas disagrees with Foucault and Deleuze that resist-
ance is doomed to failure because it will always be re-absorbed as
soon as it elaborates a general strategy. He also rejects the radical
libertarian view that resistance will only be successful to the extent
that it remains external to the state and subverts it from outside.
For Poulantzas claims that it is impossible to locate oneself out-
side (state) power since popular struggles have an effect on the
state (and other power mechanisms) even when the masses are
physically excluded from (political) participation. He also claims
that an abstentionist strategy could well simply clear the path to
an enhanced statism. Instead, Poulantzas advocates participation
within the mechanisms of power to intensify their internal con-
tradictions and conflicts. This need not result in complete absorp-
tion and loss of autonomy. For whether or not the dominated
classes are integrated into these mechanisms depends on the spe-
cific strategies they pursue rather than on the mere fact of adopt-
ing a strategy of involvement. Provided that these strategies are
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designed to maintain the autonomy of the masses they will never
be fully integrated. But Poulantzas also adds that the masses
should also pursue struggles at a distance from the state. They
should develop direct, rank-and-file democracy and introduce self-
management networks. In this way, resistances can provide the
basis for a democratic transition to democratic socialism (1978a:
153). Whether or not one shares this particular strategic conclu-
sion, I would argue that it is only through a strategic-relational
analysis that one will be able to develop an alternative strategy
suited to the task of securing a democratic transition to democratic
socialism in the current conjuncture.

NOTES

'This phrase derives, of course, from Gramsci's analysis of the state: he
defined the state in its integral sense as "political society + civil society" (Gram-
sci 1971). Likewise, Poulantzas analyzed classes from the viewpoint of their
expanded reproduction (CCC, SPS). Indeed, with the exception of his overly
politicized and ideologistic view of the petty bourgeoisie in Fascism and Dicta-
torship (1974), he always defined classes in terms of the social relations of eco-
nomic exploitation, ownership, and control. At the same time, however, he
stressed that other institutional orders (notably the state) were deeply involved
in reproducing the social relations of production.

2This can be seen clearly in the contrast between the residual structuralism
of Poulantzas's comments on extended reproduction in CCC (14-35) and the
explicit relationalism of his analysis in SPS (e.g., 26-27, 60, 163, 166-70).

3It is worth noting that "global" in this context implies relatively compre-
hensive rather than world-wide: this reflects the French distinction between
"global" and "mondial."

4The principal reference is Capital volume 1, where Marx explicitly notes
that capital is a social relation in his commentary on colonialism (Marx 1971:
717).

'On strategic context analysis, see Stones (1991).
6Moreover, in contrast to Poulantzas's earlier views in PPSC as well as Fou-

cault's ideas about disciplinary normalization, Poulantzas now claims that indi-
vidualization is actually rooted in the relations of production.

'This does not mean that Poulantzas ignored the negative, repressive, and
extra-legal, or downright illegal, activities of the state.

8lmplied here is a distinction between space-time distantiation (the
stretching of social relations over time and space) and space-time compression
(the conquest of space by time through increased velocity of movement and the
social "production" of more events within a given time period). They provide
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different bases for the exercise of power (see Jessop 1999).
9In distinguishing between discourses, institutions, and material practices,

I am not trying to deny the materiality of discourses nor suggesting that insti-
tutions or material practices are non-discursive. I am simply noting that not all
discourses are translated into institutions and material practices with emergent
properties that are irreducible to the content of these discourses.
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The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's
Challenge to Postmodernism

by ANDREAS KALYVAS*
Columbia University

If we confine ourselves to waiting, we will not get the
"great day" at all, but rather the tanks in the small hours
of the morning.	

—Nicos Poulantzas'

Nicos Poulantzas's pathbreaking and seminal analysis of the
nature of the capitalist state was provoked by a very specific polit-
ical conjuncture and by a predominant intellectual current that
had obliterated the state as a valid object of theoretical investiga-
tion. Against liberal pluralistic-functionalist approaches as well as
orthodox, economistic versions of Marxism, which Poulantzas
regarded as the two main causes for the disappearance of the state
from academic studies, he sought to refocus the attention of main-
stream political science (and of the Left) on the capitalist state. 2

Twenty years after his untimely death in the fall of 1979, we are
surprisingly confronted with a situation that is not at all that dif-
ferent from that of Poulantzas. Although perhaps for other reasons,
there is no doubt that today, as thirty-five years ago, the state seems
once again to have retreated from the realm of social sciences.

*1 wish to thank Mehmet Tabak for his insightful comments, which I have
accepted only sometimes, but always appreciated.

ANDREAS KALYVAS is a graduate student in the Department of Political
Science, Columbia University. He is completing a doctoral dissertation
on the political thought of Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, Hannah Arendt,
and Cornelius Castoriadis.
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There are, I think, among others, two important causes that
have contributed to the current dissolution of the state. The first
is the over-emphasis on globalization, the crisis of national sover-
eignty, and the alleged failure of the nation-state to fulfil its con-
ventional role as an autonomous actor. 3 The vogue of globalization
in academic circles has greatly hampered the study of the state. 4

Secondly, the rise of postmodern and poststructuralist discourses
and the concomitant stress on the multiplicity of micro-technolo-
gies of power and their diffuse character have substantially under-
mined the image of the state as a pivotal and sovereign power
center and as the main location of political domination. Hence,
globalization and postmodernism together have relativized the
state, reducing it either to an impotent and irrelevant interna-
tional agent or to an inconsequential and derivative domestic
social institution. It has now become a commonplace to argue that
the state no longer enjoys the monopoly of power and of legitimate
physical force over a territory and that, consequently, it cannot be
considered a central terrain for the reproduction of capitalist-lib-
eral hegemony or a privileged site of class struggle. This means, at
least for the Left, that now the main subjects worthy of attention
are, on the one hand, expanding world-markets, the globalization
of capital, patterns of international labor mobility and, on the
other, local identities, multiple differences and particularities, eth-
nic minorities, new social movements, and their struggles for sym-
bolic recognition.

This shift in interest from a bounded political domination to
either the deterritorialization and transnational circulation of cap-
ital and labor or to the multiplicity of micro-centers of power rela-
tions that cannot be located in one particular instance of the social
domain, has one major implication: If the state is not important
for the reproduction of capitalism and the consolidation of class
divisions and inequalities, then neither is it significant as a polit-
ical target, and therefore it can rightly be neglected from the stra-
tegic priorities of the Left. The priorities are in the process of
shifting from a supposedly narrow and futile (nation) state-cen-
tered approach to a broader and more promising (international)
market-centered perspective.' Instead of concentrating on the
mechanisms, institutions, apparatuses, and relations that compose
and transverse the organizational materiality of the modern state
and the manifold ways they interact with the capitalist mode of
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production, the existing class structure, and the hegemony of the
power bloc, the contemporary Left prefers to devote its energies to
engaging in a detailed critical analysis and denunciation of inter-
national organizations or to promoting the global promulgation of
human rights.

I do not intend to discuss in this paper the problems that glob-
alization and its theoretical versions have posed for the Left. 6 I
leave this topic to the other contributors of this special issue. For
my part, I will focus on the unfinished critical dialogue between
Poulantzas and postmodernism regarding the contemporary state.
This dialogue has three parts, each of which correspond to the
three sections of this article. Part One provides a quick and for this
reason rather lacunary presentation of the two most representative
postmodern theories of the state. In Part Two I will argue that pre-
cisely because Poulantzas avoided the excesses of poststructuralism
—while integrating many of its contributions—his work provides
powerful tools for articulating a systematic critique and for over-
coming many of its limitations.? Finally, in Part Three I will
explore how Poulantzas's theory might provide a more convincing
analysis of the current political situation by relocating the study
of the state at the center of the ongoing discussions in radical polit-
ical theory. More particularly, I will argue that what Poulantzas so
perceptively called "Authoritarian Statism" has taken a new, more
alarming form, that of "Liberal Authoritarian Legalism," which
refers to the new face of the victorious capitalist-liberal state in this
post-welfare age. As I will argue, the contemporary state and its
juridical armor constitute a crucial organizational terrain for the
continuing cohesion of the ruling power bloc, the securing of lib-
eral-bourgeois hegemony, and the repression of different segments
of the working class (the new poor, the unemployed, the illegal
immigrants, the part-time workers, the unskilled and semi-skilled
workforce, etc.). I will conclude by suggesting ways of re-conceiv-
ing an egalitarian-democratic strategy of political transformation.

This paper is informed by the conviction that although
Poulantzas's work hardly appears in current discussions of the dif-
ferent versions of political postmodernism,8 it did considerably
influence it by anticipating many of its central themes and con-
cepts while avoiding many of its excesses. Poulantzas's work also
continues to live, in a hidden, subterranean form of existence, in
the various forms of poststructuralism and in the writings of
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authors who identify themselves as postmarxists. 9 With the
notable exception of Bob Jessop no one has really examined the
ways in which Poulantzas anticipated many of the best-known
themes of poststructuralism. 1 ° I will not directly tackle this issue
here, even though it is a subject that calls for serious examina-
tion." Suffice it to say, however, that I agree with Ellen Meiksins
Wood's characterization of Poulantzas as a "forerunner" of post-
marxism. Her argument that all major themes of postmarxism "are
present in embryo in the work of Nicos Poulantzas," although "he
certainly never went so far," informs the central argument of the
present discussion.' 2

I

Michel Foucault shook up the conceptual and theoretical foun-
dations of Marxism by arguing that the juridical and repressive
model of power related to the image of an omnipotent, centralized
state-sovereign was becoming an anachronism in the modern
world. It was a historical phenomenon confined to the classical age
and superseded by the emergence of new, more pervasive forms and
modalities of power, during the eighteenth century. One of Fou-
cault's main targets has been the classical liberal view, according
to which the state is the central repository of power. This liberal
view endowed the state with the sinister potentiality of submit-
ting the entire society to its control. Meanwhile, society, in the
form of civil society, was perceived by liberalism as a power-free
realm, where social (economic) interactions are self-regulated,
tending thus naturally toward balance and equilibrium. State-
power, as a neutral institution external to social relations, was
instituted, with all the necessary legal and constitutional precau-
tion, to intervene in those rather rare and exceptional cases of
crime, transgression, conflicts, and anomie, which could threaten
the "system of natural liberty." 13 The state, which emerged out of
the religious civil wars by acquiring the monopoly of legitimate
violence over a particular territory, speaking through the word of
the law, was the only instance of concentrated power capable of
restoring the social order, securing peace, and protecting the pub-
lic interest.

Unlike other political and economic theories of its time, lib-
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eralism contained a powerful normative dimension about the
emancipatory character of civil society as the only sphere where
individual liberties are realized and esteemed." Modern civil soci-
ety shatters traditional hierarchies, exclusions, privileges, and rela-
tions of personal dependency that had predominated in feudal
times. Rather than change and suppress human nature and human
rights to accord with an abstract moral code, a closed and inflexi-
ble system of social hierarchy, or a specific ethical worldview, civil
society accepts the propensities of humankind and is attentive and
respectful of their character. Thus, for classical liberals, civil soci-
ety and markets give full expression to individual (economic) lib-
erties.' 5

Foucault rejected this dualistic framework that divided the
social in two opposed and mutually exclusive spheres: the state
versus civil society, a power-ridden versus a power-free realm. He
also fiercely attacked the juridical model of power in its social con-
tract version, which was based on the presupposition that power is
an amount contractually regulated and transferable, which author-
izes the sovereign to exercise a repressive power but always
through and within a legally defined area of competence, so that
the ruler(s) can always remain accountable to citizens. This defini-
tion of power was intrinsically associated with the liberal belief
that power can be made visible, localized, restricted, contained,
and supervised within strictly defined legal norms whose bound-
aries are clearly delimited by the constitutional rights of a pre-
given subject, endowed with natural and inviolable entitlements.

Obviously Marxism did not ascribe to this liberal theory of
power. It is well known that it provided one of the first and most
powerful critiques of civil society, the liberal rule of law, and the
associated chimera that the state is the only repository of political
power, operating within the realms of a well-defined legality. 16

Nevertheless, Marxism shared with liberalism the idea that the
state was a system of organized and legalized coercion and there-
fore to speak of the state was as to speak of political power and
repression. Contrary to liberalism, however, Marxism understood
the state in terms of class and economic power. Thus, rather than
viewing the state as a neutral, extra-social institution of domina-
tion representing and maintaining the common good—the State
as Subject—Marxism conceptualized it in terms of class interest
and the private ownership of the means of production—the State
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as Object. The state, according to this interpretation, was the
instrument that the bourgeoisie used to dominate and repress its
class opponents and particularly the working class. As Marx and
Engels put it, the capitalist state is nothing else "but a committee
for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie" 17—the
"dictatorship of the bourgeoisie." Thus, although the state was
theorized in terms of the topographical metaphor of an epiphe-
nomenon, a reflection of the deeper and more real sphere of the
economy, it was recognized as a crucial instrument of class oppres-
sion. For this reason, within the history of Marxism, and especially
around the turn of the century, the state became a privileged polit-
ical target that could advance the objectives of the organized work-
ing class. Since it represented the central mechanism of political
power, once conquered it could easily be turned against the bour-
geoisie. The "dictatorship of the proletariat" signified the prole-
tarian appropriation of the political power of the state and its use
for the elimination of its class enemies. Therefore, the state had
first to be conquered and second, after a transitional period, to
wither away. For, much like liberalism, Marxism too believed in
the idea, projected in this case in a utopian, post-capitalist future,
of a stateless, power-free society composed of autonomous and
equal producers, a future in which political power and the state,
defined restrictively as "the organized power of one class for
oppressing the other" would be eradicated once and for all.' 8

Foucault was correct then in criticizing this limited concep-
tion of power as something negative and exclusively repressive
imposed on the social body from an external location. 19 Although
he acknowledged that Marxism advocated a more sophisticated
theory of power that did not confine it solely to the state but
located it also within the economic structures of the material
reproduction of society—the so-called "factor regime" 20—Fou-
cault nonetheless objected to the limiting of power to the circum-
scribed realm of the economy and its mere reflection in the
political and juridical sphere in the form of legal state power. 21

Ultimately, for Foucault, Marxism as well as liberalism gravely
misunderstood the new forms of power relations emerging in the
interstices of the seventeenth and eighteenth century out of the
remnants of the classical age and the demise of the absolutist,
monarchical state.

Against these dominant theoretical constructions, Foucault
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provocatively argued that disciplinary power, the power associated
with modernity, is not a quantity or a substance that someone—
usually the sovereign or the dominant class—can hold, use, or
exchange. 22 Nor is it located at one particular instance of the social
(i.e. the economic or the political) but rather it permeates the
entire social body and is immanent in any social relations. 23 Power
does not have a transcendental power-free "outside." It saturates
the entire social field. 24 Therefore, power relations should not be
perceived as coming from the top but instead as emanating from
the bottom.25 Finally, power is not only repressive and negative,
manifesting itself through a prohibiting Law and a centralized
Command. 26 It is mainly positive and productive, operating
through multiple, plural, and complex networks of disciplines,
techniques, discourses, and practices, which, rather than coercing
bodies from the outside, create new subjectivities, produce new
individualities, and give rise to normalizing effects. 27 According
to Foucault, what is distinctive about the modern disciplinary
regime is the way in which coercion by physical or symbolic (i.e.
internalized and veiled thus ideological) violence incarnated in the
state (repressive and ideological state apparatuses, in Althusser's
terms) has been largely replaced by the subtler force of the micro-
physics of power operating in peripheral and minor institutional
settings, such as prisons, schools, hospitals, armies, and mental
institutions. 28 Likewise, he stressed the way public, majestic, and
theatrical displays of the juridical model of power have been dis-
placed by the imperceptible, arcane, and hidden deployment of
new techniques based on a detailed and immanent knowledge of
their targets.

In this strategic paradigm where the social field is portrayed as
a fluid and unstable constellation consisting of a constant and end-
less war of all against all, an inexorable struggle, the state looses
all its past privileges and becomes one contingent site of power
among so many others. 29 In other words, it looses its specificity,
autonomy, and superiority. The state is dissolved into the social.
Modern power relations inundate and overflow the strict confines
of the state. 3° This transformation of power in the modern age had,
for Foucault, some major implications. One of them, as he pro-
grammatically put it, was that we should no longer direct our
research "towards the juridical edifice of sovereignty, the State
apparatus and the ideologies that accompany them, but towards
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forms of subjection and the inflections and utilisations of their
localised systems, and towards strategic apparatuses. We must
eschew the model of Leviathan in the study of power. We must
escape from the limited field of juridical sovereignty and State
institutions, and instead base our analysis of power on the study of
the techniques and tactics of domination."31

Foucault's recommendation that it is time to abandon the
study of the state and start looking at other various social networks
and institutional constellations of power was eagerly emulated.
Accepting the assessment that the state did not possess the total-
ity of power in modern capitalist societies and that the roots of the
modern disciplinary, "carceral" society lay somewhere outside the
state, intellectuals and militants of the Left became gradually dis-
illusioned with the traditional idea that radical political transfor-
mations should engage the state apparatus. Meanwhile, the
capitalist state saw itself absolved of all its crimes that the Left had
accused it of during the heated days of the sixties and early seven-
ties. All of the accusations of a fascist, authoritarian, semi-totali-
tarian capitalist-bourgeois state suddenly disappeared. 32 This
change of discourse and of political analysis offered the Western
state a unique historical opportunity to reinvent and rebuild its
liberal, classless, and neutral facade and to reemerge stronger from
its ashes.33

This postmodern assault on the state initiated by Foucault was
brought into its completion only recently. In a controversial and
influential article published eight years ago, Timothy Mitchell set
out to further develop Foucault's approach of the state. 34 Mitchell's
effort was significant since it represented the first attempt to artic-
ulate a conclusive and systematic theory of the state directly and
exclusively based on methodological premises borrowed from
poststructuralism and deconstructionism. Mitchell's theory of the
state is a provocative elaboration, extension, and in fact radicaliza-
tion of Foucault. Specifically, Mitchell appropriates from Foucault
his major insight of the productive and all-pervasive character of
power relations and disciplines. 35 But by introducing Martin Hei-
degger's notion of "enframing" he moves beyond Foucault, argu-
ing that the state not only is internal to a wider strategic field of
power relations, as Foucault had already asserted, but that it is also
their effect. Having been one site of power among others for Fou-
cault, the state is now reduced to a mere effect of power relations,
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to a metaphysical illusion, to a simple "metaphor." 36

Mitchell shifts the focus of attention from the individual to the
state. He appropriates what Foucault had described as the process
of individualization and normalization, according to which the
individual is constructed on a set of dichotomies, such as mad/
sane, sick/healthy, normal/abnormal. But whereas Foucault ana-
lyzed these dichotomies—which are not real, factual dichotomies,
but constructed, cultural ones—in relationship to the emergence
of new subjectivities and with regard to the creation of the image
of a bipolar individual identity, Mitchell analyzes them with
respect to the state. These modern practices, discourses, and
microphysics of power, according to this amended argument, do
not only produce new subjectivities; they also produce the effect
of the state as an autonomous entity, separated from society, with
clear and well-defined spheres of competence, an immanent ration-
ality, a specific reason of state, and a particular bureaucratic appa-
ratus. 37

These characteristics that make the state appear as a concrete
institutional entity in everyday political life are parts of an illu-
sionary effect. There is no such entity as "The State." There is sim-
ply a metaphor, an image produced by a multiplicity of dispersed
and fragmented networks of power relations and discourses. 38

What Foucault had claimed for the formation of the modern sub-
ject, Mitchell now claims for the state. Disciplinary power,
through the mediation of various tactics and techniques, trans-
forms a number of separated and diffuse sites of power relations
(prisons, police, hospitals, family, schools, armies) into a unitary,
coherent, single, and superior institutional subject: a supra-sub-
ject that looks like an independent supreme power center endowed
with a distinct rationality and with its own separate interests,
capable of coherent, collective action. 39 This representation and
personification of the state as a higher subjective agency gives the
wrong impression that there is a real, concrete entity, while in fact
there are only a number of scattered and unrelated sites of power
relations. For Mitchell, therefore, the state is not an actual, real
structure or a concrete institutional ensemble, but rather "a pow-
erful, metaphysical effect of practices that make such structures
appear to exist."4° The state is nothing but an "appearance of struc-
ture."4 ' From the decentering and "death" of the subject, Mitchell
moves on to announce the decentering and "death" of the state and
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to execute the final act in the postmodern "deconstruction" of the
state.

The strength of Mitchell's thesis does not lie in the argument
that the state is the outcome of previous and antecedent power
relations and disciplines. Foucault, after all, had argued that "the
state is superstructural in relation to a whole series of power net-
works . . True, these networks stand in a conditioning-condi-
tioned relationship to a kind of `meta-power' [i.e. the state) which
is structured essentially around a certain number of great prohibi-
tion functions; but this meta-power with its prohibitions can only
take hold and secure its footing where it is rooted in a whole series
of multiple and indefinite power relations that supply the neces-
sary basis for the great negative forms of power." 42 Nor does the
novelty lie in Mitchell's challenge to the idea of the state as a uni-
tary actor-subject, the locus of political power, and the site of sov-
ereignty. Such was Foucault's challenge. Rather, the intriguing
aspect of Mitchell's analysis is due to the definition of the state "as-
an-effect" of the "enframing" process, a metaphysical abstract con-
struction that appears to be separated from society, lying above
power relations. This analysis presupposes that diffused disciplines
not only produce and transverse the state, but that they also create
a powerful illusion: the deception of the state as a superior con-
crete, unitary, and material institution. This illusion is the result
of the "enframing" function of the disciplinary model of power,
which creates an imaginary structure or a subjective (collective or
individual) agency that it reifies and hyposticizes in the powerful
form-illusion of an actual real structure, standing apart and above
the factual multiplicity of power relations. The process of enfram-
ing does not create new material structures; it produces the
appearance of a structure, the misconception that there is an
essence and a substance ("The State," "The Cognito," etc.), the
deceptive perception that there is a structure though there is
none.43 As Mitchell puts it characteristically, "through the tech-
niques of enframing, power will now appear as something essen-
tially law-like. It will seem to be external to practice, as the fixed
law that prescribes a code against which changing practices are
then measured. This transformation occurs, moreover at precisely
the point when power in fact becomes most internal, most integral
and continuously at work within social and economic practices."'"

Mitchell is able to extend Foucault's argument by replacing

88	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



the ontological question of the previous, traditional approaches
that had focused on the question of "Who or what is the state?"
with the genealogical-historical question of "How and why does
the state appear as a free standing agent?" The intent of the ques-
tion is not to provide a new definition of what the state is (an onto-
logical question) but "to explain how it has been possible to
produce this practical ghost-like effect. What . . . has made possi-
ble the apparent autonomy of the state as a free-standing entity?"
(a genealogical question).45 Mitchell answers this question with
the concept of "enframing," which he defines as "a variety of mod-
ern practices that seem to resolve the world's shifting complexity
into two simple and distinct dimensions. Such practices . . . give
rise to the effect of a purely material world opposed to a given order
by what now appears as a free standing, non-material realm of
meaning."46 "Such techniques [i.e. disciplinary forms of power)"
Mitchell goes on to argue, "have given rise to the peculiar, appar-
ently binary world we inhabit, where reality seems to take the two-
dimensional form of individual versus apparatus, practice versus
institution, social life and its structure versus the state." 47

It should be noted at this point that there is an important dif-
ference between Foucault and Mitchell. Although Foucault rela-
tivized the state as being one site of power among others he never
questioned its actual material existence. As he made it clear, "I do
not want to say that the State isn't important; what I want to say
is that relations of power, and hence the analysis that must be made
of them, necessarily extend beyond the limits of the State .. .
because the State, for all the omnipotence of its apparatuses, is far
from being able to occupy the whole field of actual power rela-
tions."48 It would be mistaken, therefore, to go so far as to argue
that Foucault completely ignored the state, as Honneth suggests.
For Honneth, the state seems to play no role at all and to be vir-
tually absent from Foucault's writings. 49 Mitchell, on the other
hand, directly questions the material, institutional, and organiza-
tional existence of the state. He views the state as an effect of power
relations, a discursive construction that conceals the completely
fragmented and dispersed reality of modern disciplines behind the
powerful metaphysical illusion of a concrete, objective apparatus.

Thus, rather than searching for "The State" in the form of a
site, an object, or an agent, Mitchell advises us to look at the way
modern techniques and discursive processes have given rise to this
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seemingly omnipotent abstraction." By doing so, he takes the
postmodern dissolution of the state a step further to its logical cul-
mination. In this stronger version, the state is completely erased
from social and political reality; it becomes simply the outcome of
a discourse. Reading Mitchell, one has the impression that mod-
ern capitalist societies, though obviously stateless, live under an
enormous, mass illusion: the illusion of the state.

II

Poulantzas's theoretical and conceptual framework provides a
fertile resource and a promising starting point for examining the
limitations, contradictions, and alarming political implications of
postmodernism for the Left—especially with respect to political
domination, class hegemony, alternative strategies of radical-dem-
ocratic transformation, and real effective democracy. Equally
important, Poulantzas's selective confrontation with Foucault
anticipated many of the subsequent critiques of Foucault's work
during the eighties." Thus, Poulantzas's astute observations about
the underestimation of the state, the eradication of the economic,
the relinquishing of class categories, and the absolutization of
power became the main themes among Foucault's later critics.

To begin with, there is no doubt that Poulantzas was one of the
first commentators on Foucault to note the metaphysical elements
of his theory of power. 52 Foucault, by seeking to conceptualize
power independently of the material and social bases of modern
capitalist society and by severing the ties between the formation
and exercise of power from social classes, class interests, and class
struggles, "essentialized," "hyposticized," and "absolutized"
power relations. He turned them into a "mysterious and almost
metaphysical diagram," reminiscent of "the purest spiritualist tra-
dition." 53 At the core of Foucault's arguments, Poulantzas saw a
reification of the outcome of historical and social processes that
now were traced back to a foundational origin. Although it was
not conceptualized in terms of a conscious act of a creative subject,
this origin, nonetheless, implied the existence of a first cause, an
unmoved mover, and an ultimate foundation beyond which there
was nothing else. Thus, Foucault, as Poulantzas rightly observed,
essentialized power relations in the form of regimes, networks, dis-
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ciplines, and discourses, thus replacing abstract liberal individu-
alism with an equally abstract hyper-holism. Where liberalism
predicated the individual as the initial, elementary nucleus of the
social and the basis of collective power, Foucault presumed power
relations to be the real and ultimate basis of the social field and the
individual "one of the prime effects of power." 54 Thus, Foucault
executed an outstanding reversal of the methodological and epis-
temological premises of liberalism by turning upside down the
two poles of the equation (the individual monad versus power rela-
tions) without however superseding its two constitutive terms. 55

In addition to this critique, Poulantzas noticed that once the
question of the origins of these new disciplines and techniques was
raised, Foucault's framework appeared in a totally different light.
Obviously, for Foucault the modern concept of power could nei-
ther be imposed from above, by the state, nor conceived and car-
ried out by a social class or group. Rather, it must have developed
gradually, unintentionally, and spontaneously, in local piecemeal
fashion in what he called "disciplinary institutions." Within these
institutional niches, disciplinary power perfected a variety of func-
tions for the fabrication, subjugation, and normalization of indi-
viduals as epistemic objects and targets of power without
expressing an overarching design or representing the interest of
particular social groups. It was only later, according to Foucault,
in a subsequent historical stage, that these scattered techniques
were exported from the confines of their institutional environ-
ments and appropriated by the state, which integrated them
within its sphere of global political domination. 56

It is here that we can locate an additional aspect of Poulantzas's
critique. Once we put aside Foucault's radical statements about the
newness of the disciplinary model of power and we instead focus
on his more prosaic historical narrative, another, more conven-
tional image emerges, which has at its center the state, the bour-
geoisie, and capitalism. Indeed, as Poulantzas correctly saw, all of
Foucault's examples of the sites of new power relations were in fact
an integral part of the strategic field of the capitalist-liberal state:
prisons, national armies, public education, and public health.
They emerged during the historical process of national state-
formation and the centralization of political power in a bounded
institutional and territorial unity occupied by the bourgeoisie. 57

Actually Foucault acknowledged this historical development by
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conceding that the new disciplines were "co-extensive with the
state itself." 58 He even offered a detailed description of the close
association between state-formation and new forms of power rela-
tions. In a revealing passage, he asserted that the modern state used
politics "as a technique of internal peace and order . . . to imple-
ment the mechanism of the perfect army, of the disciplined mass,
of the docile useful troops, of the regiment in camp and in the field,
on manoeuvres and on exercises. In the great eighteenth-century
states, the army guaranteed civil peace no doubt because it was a
real force, an ever-threatening sword, but also because it was a tech-
nique and a body of knowledge that could project their schema over the
social body." 59 If we take this argument seriously, then it appears
that the new techniques of power did in effect come from one cen-
tral strategic terrain, the state, to spread all over the social field
during the creation of the modern bourgeois nation-state and the
first phases of capital accumulation.

What is more interesting, however, is that Foucault did not
restrict this historical account to the modern state and the crucial
role it played in the formation of new modalities of power. He sup-
plemented his narration with a similar argument concerning the
constitutive role of capitalism and the bourgeoisie. Concerning the
first, Foucault clearly recognized that "this new type of power,
which can no longer be formulated in terms of sovereignty, is, I
believe, one of the great inventions of bourgeois society. It has been a fun-
damental instrument in the constitution of industrial capitalism and of
the type of society that is its accompaniment." 60 This is not an iso-
lated statement. A more detailed account of the intrinsic relation-
ship among the state, capitalist accumulation, the ascending
bourgeoisie and the new forms of power relations can be found in
other major texts as well. There, we discover a precise and scrupu-
lous, almost Marxist, reconstruction of the process by which "new
forms of capital accumulation," "new relations of production,"
"the development of capitalist society," "the need for a constant
policing" exhibited by the bourgeoisie, and the shifting balance
of class power were the primary causes, the basis, of the new
techniques and microphysics of power.61 Note here the striking af-
finities between this account and Poulantzas's claim that it is
impossible for power to evade economic relations and class strug-
gles.62 Indeed, this Marxist approach seems entirely consistent
with Foucault's interpretation of the advent of new techniques of
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power. Take for example Foucault's discussion of prostitution as a
representative case for the emerging disciplinary power. Here the
processes of the normalization, control, categorization, medical-
ization, and the disciplining of prostitutes benefited the bour-
geoisie directly and were functional to "the illicit circuits of profit
and power of the dominant class."63 Exactly the same economistic
and class-centered explanation informs Foucault's depiction of
prisons, factories, and schools. Thus Poulantzas was on the right
track when he accused Foucault of espousing "a kind of neo-func-
tionalism," which "brings us back to nothing other than the old
structural homology of structuralism.""

This critique becomes even more pertinent when applied to
Foucault's famous historiography of sexuality. Here again, Fou-
cault, despite all appearances and professed claims, comes closer to
neo-Marxism than anywhere else before. In the case of sexuality
and the private sphere of intimacy Foucault provides us with a
classical economistic and class analysis. The deployment of new
forms of sexuality were, according to Foucault, the direct and
immediate result of a class conflict that unfolded on the private
sphere to be inscribed in the surface of the body. 65 Foucault will
even go as far as to speak of a "bourgeois sexuality" in his exami-
nation of the new techniques of power, which was nothing else
than "class effects" of the "bourgeois hegemony."" The new tech-
nologies of power operating on sexuality and the body, which took
the form of "bio-power," "was without question an indispensable ele-
ment in the development of capitalism: the latter would not have
been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the
machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of
populations to economic processes." 67 At this point, Foucault
brings back in the state, as an important factor in the process of
capital accumulation and the consolidation of bourgeois hege-
mony. The instruments of the state, characterized as "institutions
of power," were created for "the maintenance of production rela-
tions"; similarly, the exercise of bio-power was introduced for "the
expansion of productive forces," "the differential allocation of
profit," and for "the adjustment of the accumulation of men to that
of capital. "68

The capitalist state, for Foucault, as Jean Cohen and Andrew
Arato have correctly demonstrated, further developing Pou-
lantzas's critique, appears, implicitly, to play two important roles.
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First, "the newly differentiated, centralized administrative state
apparatuses also had an interest in abolishing the old, incalculable,
and expensive personal forms of power and substituting its new
techniques for them. The state, then, as a key actor in generaliz-
ing disciplinary power, does play a major role in Foucault's account
of the transition to modernity." Second, "the state's interests also
play a central role in the globalization of biopower . . . [and there-
fore] the state is the coordinating mechanism of disciplinary
power."69 Similarly, John Dewes, also reproducing Poulantzas's
point, has argued that Foucault's detailed concern for the multi-
plicity of disciplines and institutional settings of power relations
not only does not dispense with the state, but it also reserves for it
a privileged place in the social field, and all this despite Foucault's
claim to the contrary. In fact, from within Foucault's narrative,
bourgeois state intervention played a fundamental role in the coor-
dination, shaping, and channelling of the new disciplines and
techniques of power."

As a result, after closely reading Foucault's genealogical
approach, we are inclined to think that the new disciplinary model
of power did emerge from within the modern state, was functional
and necessary to capital accumulation, and was exercised mainly
by a socially, politically, and economically rising bourgeoisie. In
fact, Poulantzas was right in affirming that "we should not attach
too much importance to Foucault's second-order epistemological
discourse. Several of his analyses are not only compatible with
Marxism: they can be understood only if it is taken as their start-
ing-point." 7 ' Unfortunately, these last observations were not taken
seriously by future commentators on Foucault with the result
today of continuing to treat Foucault's work as an original theory
of power with anti-Marxist and anti-statist implication, while in
reality his theory illuminated, in an ambiguous and confusing way
it must be said, the elective affinity between capitalism, new forms
of power relations, bourgeois domination, and state authority. 72 By
analyzing the emergence of a disciplinary capitalist society, Fou-
cault was in fact reproducing a neo-Marxist argument and re-
affirming its analytical and critical significance.

These limitations and contradictions in Foucault's theory
reverberate in Mitchell's work as well, but in an exaggerated form.
Mitchell too remains trapped within the idealist and metaphysi-
cal mode of thought, which claims to criticize—and this thanks to
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his monistic and one-sided conception of power. By taking Fou-
cault's arguments to their ultimate logical conclusions, he comes
a step closer to an ontologized conception of power. If Foucault
claimed that the modern individual is merely one of the principal
effects of power, Mitchell goes on to argue that "like the modern
subject, the world seems to be constituted as something divided
from the beginning into neatly opposed realms." 73 From the
genealogy of the modern soul, we have moved to the genealogy of
modern reality. From a monistic analytical method, Mitchell shifts
to a monistic ontological framework, within which a Hegelian Geist
(as Power relations) penetrates every particle of the social body,
from the individual to the state.74 This framework lacks a histori-
cal and sociological grounding: it dispenses with actual social rela-
tions, economic imperatives, class conflict, forms of exploitation,
and political interests, and hence one is unable to distinguish
among different types of power relations.

Thus, several questions remain suspended in Mitchell's frame-
work: Is political power similar, equivalent, or comparable to other
forms of power? If not, what is the criterion for distinguishing
between them?75 Are all forms of political power the same? How
can we differentiate between a "totalitarian" and an "authoritar-
ian" regime, and these from Western liberal, capitalist democra-
cies? Are "normal" and "exceptional" states different and in what
respect? How can we differentiate, from Mitchell's perspective,
among different "states-as-an-effect"? Are all states similar in the
sense of being mere effects of the homologous modern discourses?
Do modern power relations operate in the same manner in all mod-
ern societies irrespective of their social-cultural, economic, and
political uniqueness? As Nancy Fraser has powerfully shown, the
generality of Foucault's concept of power, which informs
Mitchell's research, tends to explain everything and nothing. As
she puts it, this theory of power "calls too many different sorts of
things power and simply leaves it at that. Granted all cultural
practices involve constrains—but these constrains are of a variety
of different kinds and thus demand a variety of different norma-
tive responses . . . Phenomena that are capable of being distin-
guished through such concepts (authority, force, violence,
domination, and legitimation) are simply lumped together under
his catchall concept of power." 76 The result is not only that empir-
ical analysis is hampered by this conception of the state, but also
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that normative theory is undermined. For Mitchell, "distinctions
between just and unjust social arrangements, legitimate and
illegitimate uses of political power, strategic and cooperative
interpersonal relations, coercive and consensual measures—dis-
tinctions that have been at the heart of critical social analysis—
become marginal." 77

Moreover, Mitchell's theoretical framework does not help us to
account for the phenomena of political crisis, collective action, and
lucid and deliberative strategies of resistance and transformation.
If everything is power relations how can we account for cases of
revolution? How do changes in the balance of power occur? Are
we faced with a continuous state of war with contingent outcomes?
How do we move from one stable state of domination to another?
Or to put the question in a different context, if the ontological
conception of power is a model for strategic intersubjective condi-
tion of struggle, what is the antecedent cause of conflicts? 78

Mitchell does not address these crucial questions, and one wonders
whether he is able to address them at all, since his analysis oper-
ates at a very abstract and ahistorical level. Ultimately, de-differ-
entiation, homogenization, and levelling are the outcomes of
Mitchell's ontologized model of power. By focusing undifferenti-
atedly on society as the locus of power relations, Mitchell becomes
vulnerable to Poulantzas' charge of "mystification": the paradigm
of the social is perceived qua society as independent of its social
structural properties, material basis of existence, patterns of
exploitation, and class struggles. From an ontological perspective,
abstract unity takes the place of real diversity, the universal
replaces the particular, the ideal type is superimposed on the con-
crete, the objective category is substituted for the historical finite
and relative. What Mitchell criticizes as a bipolar conception of
reality, is what in reality he advocates. The actual relations of indi-
viduals and their struggles at the level of capitalist liberal societies
are levelled and concealed as the expression of an abstract form of
power relations. What is missing from this explanatory model is
exactly what one can find in Poulantzas' theory of power, that is,
"a correct conception of the 'economic' that grounds the institu-
tional specificity of modern power." 79

In a different context, however, Mitchell, like Foucault, opts
for an economistic argument regarding the formation of discipli-
nary power. His debate with James Scott on the notion of moral
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economy is extremely helpful for better grasping the ambiguities
surrounding the concept of "enframing." 8° Mitchell examines the
emergence of a dichotomized view of the world in a small rice-
growing village in northern Malaysia. In his response to Scott's
argument that popular revolts are based on preexisting ethical
principles and communal experiences threatened by the commer-
cialization of traditional societies, he proposes an alternative expla-
nation consisting of a three-stage periodization. 81 The first stage
refers to the emergence of market society and of "powerful land-
owning interests" related to "an external capitalist accounting. "82

In the second stage, "these new forces create an effect of fixity and
permanence. The earlier, less coordinated forms of domination
seemed always unstable. To maintain them required the innumer-
able techniques of euphemization, and the periodic acts of violence
. . . The new forms of domination, by contrast, appear fixed and
enduring."83 Finally, in the third stage, the new social practices
spread all over the social body: in school, mosques, party organi-
zations, feasts, etc." Ultimately, "these methods of programming
consist of nothing more than particular social practices; but they
are set up and regulated in such a way as to appear to stand out-
side ordinary practices. They correspond to the method of enfram-
ing . . . all of which contribute to this impression that life's
meanings constitute a program or text that exists apart from the
practical world"84

Like Foucault, Mitchell seems to argue that the sources of the
modern form of power and the illusionary bifurcation of reality are
the new economic relations of a newly emerging capitalist society.
Indeed, market relations shattered the older ones, establishing
gradually a new worldview and a novel ordering of the real, based
on a dualistic structure, in which techniques of power appear as
independent, extra-social institutions. Thus, the ultimate cause of
the modern bipolar world is not abstract power relations and new
elusive discourses, as Mitchell seems to claim, but rather the most
trivial "new economic practices [which) create an order that seems
to stand from landscape." 85 Moreover, like Foucault's depiction of
the rise of new techniques in prisons, factories, and armies of a
market society, Mitchell's story focuses on the crucial role of new
dominant social groups, acknowledging at the same time that they
were in fact parts of the broader structural changes brought about
by the commercialization and diffusion of capitalism in Malaysia.
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Indeed, despite his criticism of Marxism, the independent vari-
ables of class, state, and economy are crucially involved in the
emergence and the globalization of disciplinary practices. In his
dispute with Scott, Mitchell adopts an analysis that reluctantly
relates modern power relations to the capitalist market system, the
newborn bourgeoisie, ideology, and the capitalist state in a Third
World country during the process of its modernization.

III

As I have tried to argue, one of the major effects of political
postmodernism has been to extinguish the state—to "decon-
struct"it—not only from the academic field but also, and more
importantly, from the political geography of the Left. 86 Apart from
a few isolated exceptions, the state as a valid domain worthy of
investigation has fallen into oblivion. This absence of theoretical
work on the state conforms rather well with the absence of more
conjunctural and contextual political writings, firmly rooted in
the immediate political problems of actual politics, exploring
potential strategies of resistance, tactics of mobilization, and
struggles of radical transformation of the capitalist-instituted real-
ity, including its central site of domination, the state. In light of
this lack of theoretical work on the state, liberalism has had no
problem in the recent years imposing the image of a benign, neu-
tral, disinterested, and lawful state, based exclusively on the free
consent of equal and rational individuals. Indeed, one major
impact of the decline of the studies of the capitalist state was the
neglect of the mechanisms of organized and centralized force and
coercion, of the way they are linked with class struggles, and of
their role in securing class domination and social cohesion. The
repressive apparatuses of the state seem to have regressed to a min-
imum level of exercise, as if the state's monopoly of violence was
secondary and inconsequential for its survival and reproduction.

And yet, less than twenty years ago Left intellectuals criticized
the authoritarian potentialities of the capitalist state. Poulantzas
exemplified this trend of critical Marxism at its best when he
coined the term "Authoritarian Statism" to describe the new his-
torical form that the capitalist state had taken. 87 Although he
initially situated the emergence of authoritarian statism as a suc-
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cession to military dictatorship, he quickly developed it into a
broader theoretical category, designating the contemporary state
of monopoly capitalism. 88 Authoritarian statism, which repre-
sented a response to the intensification of class struggles, to the
hegemonic crisis of the power bloc, and to the dilemmas of the
interventionist, welfare state, was characterized by the subordina-
tion of the legislative branch to the executive (usually plebiscitar-
ian in character), the abolition of the separation of powers, the rise
of the administrative-bureaucratic state, the crisis of the rule of
law, where the general, abstract, and universal laws are replaced by
discretionary and arbitrary decrees, the decline of publicity, and
the formation of hidden centers of power—what Norberto Bobbio
has termed the "invisible powers" 89—the crisis of political repre-
sentation, the failure of the dominant mass parties to fulfil their
traditional roles, and the significant accentuation of state repres-
sion. These transformations, Poulantzas argued, were accompanied
by deeper political changes, such as the decline of democracy, the
increase of social control and of techniques of normalization, the
intensification of state intervention in economic and social spheres
of life, a profound crisis of political legitimacy, and the dangerous
curtailment of liberal "formal" liberties.

Of course, these observations were not new. 9° However,
Poulantzas's merit rests primarily in bringing all these analyses
into a selective but coherent and systematic Left interpretative and
political framework, which he injected into the center of the
heated debates about the immediate political and strategic prob-
lems of contemporary socialism. More particularly, he directly
linked the types of transformation of the contemporary state with
the search for an effective and efficient strategy of radical transfor-
mation and a successful transition to socialism. For Poulantzas,
therefore, it was extremely essential to reach the most accurate
conclusions. His theory of the authoritarian state was motivated
by strategic considerations, political objectives, and the need to
provide a sound theoretical base from which to confront the cen-
tral problem of Left politics: What is the best road to socialism?

If we ask now what is the present validity and actual perti-
nence of Poulantzas's notion of authoritarian statism we will have
to respond negatively. After twenty years or so, the capitalist state
seems to have transformed itself once again. 91 However, if
Poulantzas's descriptions of the state are obsolete and of little
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political and strategic use, his broader theoretical framework and
his conceptual tools provide a rich and fertile resource for starting
to rethink the contemporary state. They remain as relevant and
appropriate for a political investigation of the current forms of the
capitalist state as when they were first elaborated. The limits of the
present discussion do not afford me to develop this claim in details.
Here, I will restrict myself to a series of broadly sketched and thus
necessarily tentative propositions, which need careful elaboration
elsewhere. A systematic study, I believe, of the new form of state,
which can be identified as "Liberal Authoritarian Legalism,"
would need to theorize several recent political, economic, and
social changes. Its basic developmental tendencies might be briefly
summarized in the following preliminary positions.

First, liberal authoritarian legalism is characterized by the
gradual transfer of political power from the executive and the leg-
islative to the judiciary and the concentration of power within the
latter. Key aspects of important social issues are settled not by leg-
islative vote but by the decisions of the unelected judges of the
Supreme Court. This counter-majoritarian tendency, which has
become standard practice in the United States, is now exported
and duplicated in many Western European countries, most
notably in Germany, France, Spain, and most of the Central and
Eastern "new democracies." This trend points to a larger structural
shift toward the depoliticization and neutralization of democratic
legitimacy and the divestment of the popular sovereign of its
political responsibilities. Not surprisingly, the deliberations of the
Court have recently been elevated to the status of an ideal model
for the consensual politics of liberal societies. 92 Moreover, the
gradual appropriation by the judiciary of the power to make fun-
damental political decisions and the proliferation of powerful con-
stitutional courts, endowed with generous powers of judicial
review over legislation, have created a great confusion as to where
ultimate political authority lies. Contrary to the previous subor-
dination of the three powers under the executive, today they have
taken a rather ambiguous and elusive form that makes it nearly
impossible to locate and to fix them at one specific institutional
instance. This volatility of power has benefited the power bloc in
its effort to unify its different fractions and allies.

Second, in a historical departure, we are witnessing a surpris-
ing revival and reinvigoration of the rule of law and liberal-formal
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legality. Against Poulantzas's contention of an alleged "decline of
law"93—which needless to say belonged to a broader intellectual
current that insisted on the irrevocable "retreat from legality" 94—
liberal authoritarian legalism signals the sudden return of the
juridical. This unexpected restoration of formal legality, in the
form of procedural models of democracy, which have been adopted
by the main currents of contemporary political thought, clearly
threatens to empty, weaken, and neutralize the principle of popu-
lar sovereignty by reducing it to a mere "fact of plurality" and to
the institutionalized competition among dominant political
elites. This return is not completely unrelated to the neo-liberal
economic offensive of the last years and to the fact that bourgeois
hegemony seems more stable and secure than ever before in the
twentieth century.95 Indeed one might argue that the return of for-
mal jurisprudence is directly associated with the concrete relations
of forces among the social classes at this particular conjuncture.
Hence, today, in the context of the general tendency to regulate
everything by means of rules, procedures, and instituted norms,
politics becomes confined to the institutional limits imposed by
the dominant legality. The recent impeachment trial of the presi-
dent of the United States is an exemplary case of how the discourse
of the rule of law can be used to undermine a popularly elected
executive against the overwhelming will of the public. By strictly
following the prescribed legal procedures, the Republican Party
was able to transform private vices into public crimes in order to
subvert the principle of popular legitimacy. What is most inter-
esting and revealing in this case is that the entire process, which
could have very well reversed the results of a democratic election,
reminiscent of a constitutional, legal coup, was carried out with-
out any violation of the constitution or any break with the law. 96

On the contrary, its success was predicated on the precise and cor-
rect application of the established legal system, which demon-
strates that when used properly, vigorously, and consistently, the
rule of law can turn legality against democratic legitimacy, liberal
constitutionalism against popular sovereignty, the abstract norm
against concrete will, the law against its real and symbolic found-
ing source: the people. As the historian Eli Zaretsky has persua-
sively argued, the impeachment must be interpreted as part of a
broader historical context, including "a discrete attack, from the
thirties, on the presidency as the democratic moment of politics,"
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a presidency "that turned to be the center of democratic aspirations
in the United States."97

Third, this trend toward the juridification of politics becomes
more obvious when we shift our attention from the political realm
to civil society (penal, criminal law, etc.). 98 Here, the coercive
potentialities of liberal legality become more evident. The "return
of the law" corresponds to an intensification of state violence, to an
expansion of the repressive capabilities of the state, and to an ame-
lioration of its controlling apparatus—thanks also to new tech-
nologies. Poulantzas did pay attention to the increase of state
violence and was perceptive enough to relate it to authoritarian
statism.99 Whereas in the past state violence corresponded to an
arbitrary, discretionary, and in many cases extra-legal and hidden
use of the repressive instruments of the interventionist state,'"
today political domination in liberal authoritarian legalism is
exercised in a modified form that entails two important differences
with past practices.

On the one hand, the main function of the rule of law and
legality is not to conceal state violence as it used to be; it is rather
to provide the necessary semantic, normative, and institutional
framework for its full expression and exercise. In contemporary
liberal-capitalist societies, organized state oppression is not
located below, next to, or against the law. It does not hide itself
behind a veil of secrecy nor does it represent an exceptional, extra-
legal moment of bourgeois hegemony. It exists mainly through
and in the law. It is in full accord with the law so that it can be
mobilized and deployed in a completely visible and public way.
Precisely because it is a legal form of violence it manifests itself
proudly in the light of day. The violence of the rule of law repre-
sents the normal situation of the contemporary liberal-capitalist
state. This does not mean that it has a real global and universal
applicability or that illegal state violence has completely disap-
peared. It still remains the case that formal law is not applied
equally to the entire population. Nor does it affect all social classes
similarly. Its targets continue to reflect policy and class discrimi-
nations. However, there are some relatively minor and detached
developments that point to this more general phenomenon of the
authoritarian dimension of liberal legality: the much advertised
war against drugs and (and more recently against) crime, the new
repressive measures against illegal foreign workers, the tremen-
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dous increase of the carceral population, especially among the
black population in the United States, the trial of juvenile delin-
quents as adults, the increase of the public visibility of police
forces, preemptive policing, and the proliferation of forms of social
control through the extensive public use of closed circuit tele-
vision for the surveillance of civic spaces (and not only) in the inner
cities. All these phenomena establish a close link between liberal
formal law and new forms of violence and repression, which are
predominantly exercised against different sections of the working
class.

On the other hand, there is another crucial difference with the
past. No doubt, the idea of the juridification or colonization of the
lifeworld is not a new one.". In the past, however, the critique of
the juridification of social relations was intrinsically related to the
welfare state, the growth of bureaucratic administration, its
expansive economic and social role, and its detrimental impact on
the formal and abstract structure of liberal law. For example, in the
administrative state the production of law was not confined to gen-
eral, formal, and abstract norms that could guarantee predictabil-
ity and security and whose enactment was considered to represent
the general interest of society. Instead, legal norms were subject to
ever more elaborate specification by the administration that ruled
through particular decrees and orders. Today, on the other hand,
the crisis of the welfare state has diminished considerably the role,
amount, and impact of arbitrary, administrative decrees. What we
are witnessing today is a rather opposite phenomenon: the prolif-
eration of general norms, associated with a neo-liberal quasi-min-
imal state, and which despite the universality and abstractness
they still aspire to regulate and shape ever-greater domains of
social life. Liberal legal authoritarianism is linked to the liberal,
limited state rather than to the traditional bureaucratic regulatory
state. 102

While state action that rests on general, public, relatively
clear, and stable legal norms is indeed less prone to adopt
unwanted and arbitrary forms of discretion than an administrative
state is, this does not mean that it is less repressive. This can be
explained by the fact that discretion is not the sole face of organ-
ized violence. It is one of its conditions, but neither the only one
nor the most important. In liberal authoritarian legalism, formal
and abstract legal codes contain tremendous capacities for oppres-
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sion and social control as mechanisms of securing the domination
of the power bloc. For example, legal domination and its judicial
appendage can create new forms of criminality. They might also
institute new categories of legal subjects and establish new and
more thorough procedures of investigation and persecution. They
can, furthermore, invent new types of punishment as well as deter-
mine which legal transactions the law should regulate by means of
formal power-granting norms and which not. Additionally, for-
mal-abstract law can create new privileges in the forms of rights
and have absolute control over the procedures of their acquisition,
distribution, and transfer. One essential feature of the modern
juridical machine is that it can expand the scope of its operation
indefinitely by increasing the number of social relations that are to
be transformed into legal transactions, which means adding new
spheres of life under the direct control of legal coercion, state
supervision, and judicial adjudication. Last but not least, law in
liberal authoritarian legalism can function in such a way that the
coercive apparatus can be endowed with the appropriate normative
structure as to induce the emergence of certain social desirable
relations and modes of behavior (usually in matters related to the
economy, but not only). Poulantzas understood these aspects of the
law rather well. If we leave aside his arguments concerning the
relationship among law, discretion, and the interventionist state,
which became outmoded after the crisis of the material legal para-
digm, 103 his observations remain astonishingly pertinent. He real-
ized that "law involves an eminently positive aspect: for repression
is never identical with pure negativity. More than a conglomeration of
prohibitions and censorship, law since Greek and Roman times
also issued positive injunctions . . . [law) lays down things to be
done, dictates positive obligations, and prescribes certain forms of
discourse . . . Law does not merely impose silence or allow people
to speak, it often compels them to speak . . . law is a constitutive ele-
ment of the political-social field." 104 I think that today Poulantzas
would have said that law is the constitutive element of the organi-
zational terrain of the capitalist state.

Not surprisingly, this productive and normalizing aspect of
formal law is downplayed and relativized by liberal legal theorists
who insist on approaching law purely from the point of view of
negative and prohibitory injunctions. Thus, they conceal the fact
that these new forms of juridification do not presuppose an inde-
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terminate and open-ended legal system or a discretionary poten-
tiality or even a substantive content. They fit perfectly well with
the liberal model of formal law and its emphasis on general, pre-
dictable, determinate, and abstract legal norms. Hence, it seems
to me that they are inscribed in the very flesh of liberal legality and
formal jurisprudence, as essential parts of its functioning. In fact,
from a historical point of view, the periods that manifested greater
state coercion in Western liberal societies, late eighteenth century
and early nineteenth century England, France, and the United
States, were precisely those in which the rule of law reigned uncon-
strained.

Under this new constellation of power, what then might be the
most effective strategies of political transformation? I would like
to close this paper by briefly suggesting three possibilities with
regard to modern law. What all these strategies share is a similar
approach to the law as the main organizational terrain for the
reproduction of the domination of the power bloc as well as for the
unfolding of class struggle. More than ever, law has acquired today
a central, constitutive, and instituting character with direct polit-
ical implications. The juridical is the aspect of the state where class
domination is reproduced. Therefore, it is important to grasp the
mode in which class struggles are inscribed in the semantic and
formal structure of modern law and how the latter condenses and
shapes the existing relationship of forces into a system of abstract,
general, legal norms. Certainly, there is always the danger of
falling into the trap of legal fetishism, by essentializing law or by
thinking that it constitutes the only or the superior field of poli-
tics. Obviously, the law does not exhaust all of the strategic options
of the Left. However, under contemporary conditions, it seems to
me that the specificity of the modern state refers to the relative sep-
aration of the juridical from the economic and to the dominant role
the former plays in the organization and unification of the power
bloc.

The first strategy refers to the politics of semi-illegality. An
organized political movement of the Left that aims at conquering
the state in order to change it should be aware that once in power
the limits of legality should be questioned from within and that a
popular state should elaborate forms of breaking with liberal nor-
mative constraints and make use of exceptional and emergency
measures—even if these are not clearly included in the constitu-
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tional provisions (the case of Allende in Chile is a good example).
Against the liberal politics of legality, the Left should elaborate a
counter-politics of semi-illegality. I do not mean that it should
drop institutionalized politics altogether and adopt exclusively
illegal means. Nor am I suggesting that the popular state should
become an "exceptional" state. This would be an absurd claim.
What I am pointing to, to use Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato's ter-
minology, is the need to find the proper point of encounter
"between the boundaries of insurrection and institutionalized
political activity," 1 °5 or between instituted and instituting poli-
tics. Such a two-track strategy will be able to confront the legal
barriers imposed by the liberal law, which permeate the entire field
of the state, without, however, disrupting altogether the existing
legal and institutional framework and without representing a new,
sudden revolutionary change. While remaining in the relational
field of the liberal law, the Left must also seek ways of acting out-
side the established juridical system to circumscribe and supersede
the existing procedural mechanisms and legal limitations, partic-
ularly in those cases that these may favor and entrench the repro-
duction of the existing relationship of forces among classes and
impede the implementation of a socialistic program. This ability
to exploit the gray zone between legality and illegality, which
might be interpreted in terms of a "normal, albeit extrainstitu-
tional, dimension of political action," 1 °6 could permit popular
power to counteract the "imperialistic" tendencies of the liberal
juridical political system. Daniel Lazare has recently argued in an
intriguing article that "the Fifth Amendment's entrenchment of
bourgeois property rights renders socialism 'unrealistic' for anyone
who accepts the permanence of America's constitutional structure.
The enormous barriers that the constitutional system places in the
way of new political parties all but guarantee that socialism will
be effectively marginalized." 1 °7 If the Left does not break with the
current widespread cult of liberal legal norms and the mystifica-
tion of the juridical, the outcome will be a worsening of inequali-
ties, an increasing of brutality toward the working class and the
poor, a weakening of democracy, and a widening of class divisions.
Under these conditions, this form of illegal action points to the
possibility of preserving the "utopian horizon" of a democratic
society, which while presupposing the constitutional framework of
an institutionalized democracy, extends the range of legitimate,
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even if initially extralegal, state activity.
Secondly, next to rediscovering law as a potential terrain of

class struggle and as a strategic field, the Left also needs to formu-
late and impose its own constitutional model to fill in the gaps that
the politics of semi-illegality will create. This imposition entails
not only a politics of legal or constitutional reform, which under
particular circumstances might prove extremely useful; it also
involves a piecemeal politics of original law creation and law trans-
formation. The politics of the popular bloc should include a debate
over the creation of a new legal order and the implementation of
new legal relations governing both the private and the public
spheres of society. The Left, in other words, needs to develop a pos-
itive constitutional politics, aiming at the radical and profound
transformation of the existing constitutional order. 108 A first step
toward this aim could be the attempt to generate mass political
support for the convocation of a new constituent assembly that
will endow the hegemonic popular bloc with an instituting and
founding content. It is important to start reexamining and reeval-
uating the role of a Constituent Assembly as a potential form of
hegemonic politics and democratic founding. Such a strategy of
transformation might be composed of five basic procedural steps:

1. The dissolution of all previously constituted powers.
2. A popularly elected assembly with a plenitude of powers.
3. A provisional government rooted entirely in this assembly.
4. A constitution offered for a national, popular referendum.
5. The dissolution of the constituent assembly upon the rati-

fication of the constitution that establishes a duly consti-
tuted government.

If one attributes the historical failure of socialism to, among
other things, the absence of a systematic and constructive reflec-
tion on institutions, rules, and norms—an absence that permitted
liberalism to monopolize the field of modern legal and constitu-
tional theory—then the Left needs to start rethinking issues bear-
ing on the relationship among law, democracy, and socialism.

The absence of such reflection has created the impression that
while democratic socialism is exclusively related to the question of
how to change the material basis of society and how to equalize
unequal economic relations, it has totally ignored the equally crit-
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ical question of how to transform the political and juridical realm,
a question confronted predominantly by liberal thinkers. Indeed,
traditionally, socialism was conceived as a historically privileged
form of concrete and substantive ethical life that has superseded
the artificiality and subsidiary role of legal reality. The early social-
ists were confident that the sociable forms of life of freely associ-
ated workers would emerge spontaneously from properly
organized production processes. Socialism was related to the vision
of a homogeneous, totally pacified, monolithic society (with the
exception of a small group of surviving class enemies). This con-
ceptualization of the socialist society alluded to the overcoming of
the two "circumstances of justice" as well as to the final removal of
the fact of domination and economic exploitation. It was an
absolute leap from the realm of necessity to the realm of collective
freedom. In a self-ruled and self-reconciled society law would be
gradually absorbed by an increasingly expanding and democrati-
cally organized society and would ultimately wither away. Legal
domination would dissolve into a transparent and rational self-
administration. This fusion of an ethical system with the domi-
nant social norms and the collective appropriation of the means of
production would ultimately dispense with the need of a legal
order. The state as a juridical structure supported by a coercive
mechanism of law enforcement would progressively become
restricted to the coercion of a hostile minority. This vision of the
socialist society was of a society beyond law. Against the excesses
of pure liberal legality, socialism appeared to evoke an equally
extreme economist model, according to which the will of the peo-
ple will be a continuous, uninterrupted actuality, in a state of ever-
lasting presence. This notion of socialism came at times perilously
close to the self-deluding Marxian utopia of a society without
institutions and without a modern structure of rights and liberties
carving out autonomous spaces. Against this naïve utopianism of
classical socialism, the Left needs today to take law more seriously
and to investigate the different possibilities for the construction of
a new socialist legal and constitutional order. Such an order must
be capable of taking into consideration the complexity of highly
developed and functionally differentiated societies and of present-
ing a viable and effective alternative to liberal legality. With this
second strategy the Left will enter again, from a position of semi-
legality, into the domain of law, but in this case, it will be the law
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of a democratic, socialist society.
Although there are few theoretical works pointing in this

direction, it should be mentioned that toward the end of his life,
while still in prison, Antonio Gramsci contemplated the idea of a
Constituent Assembly as a solution to the problem of Fascism and
the transition to a socialist regime.'° 9 Taking into account his pre-
vious critique of liberal constitutionalism and constituent assem-
blies "as a vague and confused myth of the revolutionary period,
an intellectual myth," 110 of his description of the liberal constitu-
tion as "a codification of disorder and anti-human chaos," a "juridi-
cal fiction of the impartial and superior sovereignty of law . .
{that} was, in reality, the beginning of the dictatorship of the prop-
ertied classes, their 'legal' conquest of the supreme power of the
State," 1 " and his earlier insistence on the role of the Soviets and
the dictatorship of the proletariat, this shift, I believe, is a key to
understanding the instituting dimension of this strategy of con-
stitutional politics." 2 In fact, I would like to suggest that this
change, rather than expressing an occasional tactical response to
the specific conjunctural situation of Italian politics, reflects a
deeper political and philosophical transformation related to the
requirements of a hegemonic, thus democratic and popular, radi-
cal founding strategy." 3 Gramsci was inclined to define the con-
stituent power as the "moment of an intensively collective and
unitary national development of the Italian people." 14 He even
criticized Gioletti's party for "wanting a Constituent Assembly
without a Constituent Assembly that is without the popular-polit-
ical mobilization which leads to the convocation of a Constituent
Assembly. They want that a normal parliament functions as a Con-
stituent Assembly reduced to its minimal term and domesti-
cated."'" Here, Gramsci is alluding to the fact that only the
constituent subject or a constituent assembly shaped by a popular
alliance could create a new constitution. As he suggestively put it,
"the `Constituente' represents an organizational form with which are
expressed the most important demands of the working class" and
prepares the ground for the founding of a new democratic order." 6

It is unfortunate that we do not have more information about what
Gramsci might have thought about the relationship between the
hegemonic party and the constituent subject. It is legitimate to
speculate, however, that because in this same period he was delib-
erating about the need to recreate a new communist party no

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism	 109



longer tied to the proletariat but open to different and broader
social and intellectual forces, he might well have thought about
the popular alliance as the main vehicle for the incarnation of the
constituent power and as the central political force for the institu-
tion of a new Italian democratic republic based on the sovereign
will of the masses. 117

Finally, another strategy would be to strengthen and protect
the existing institutional apparatuses and norms that are directly
or indirectly related to democratic legitimacy and the popular
basis of the liberal-capitalist states. This implies a fortification of
the present constitutional and political venues for the expression
of popular sovereignty. This is a classical strategy that entailed in
the past the radicalization and extension of the positive aspects of
liberalism, such as individual rights and political liberties. Pou-
lantzas adopted this strategy by defending the liberal representa-
tive system of parliamentarism. In a similar way, the Left should
today consider the democratic potential of other established con-
stitutional and political procedures and devices that are either
malfunctioning or cast aside by the power bloc because they are
detrimental to its hegemonic reproduction (referendums, plebi-
scites, popular initiatives, local decentralization, etc.).

In one of his last writings, Poulantzas understood the impor-
tance of law as a central target the Left needs to take seriously into
consideration. Not only does the rule of law represent a main polit-
ical terrain for the condensation of class struggle, it also constitutes
one of the main fields of investigation. As he explicitly put it,

The same can be said of the study of the legal systems and
of the law in general; although we have cast off traditional
dogmas as to the merely "formal" nature of democratic
freedoms, we still do not have a real theory of justice. As a
result we are unable to formulate a positive concept of
human rights and freedoms clearly distinct from neoliber-
alism. 118

110	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



NOTES

Nicos Poulantzas, The Crisis of the Dictatorships: Portugal, Greece, Spain
[1975), London: New Left Books, 1976, p. 133.

2Nicos Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes [1968], Verso, 1978,
pp. 263-274.

3The recent events in the Balkans, to give just one example, came to enforce
this view and to further minimize the significance of the state. See for example,
Alain Bihr, "Le crepuscule des Etats-Nations" and "La souverainete en ques-
tion." Maniere de voir-Le MONDE diplomatique: La nouvelle guerre des Balkans,
Mai-juin 1999, pp. 22-24, 84-86.

4For a Left critique of globalization, see Saskia Sassen, Losing Control? Sov-
ereignty in an Age of Globalization, New York: Columbia University Press, 1996;
Paul Hirst and Graham Thompson, Globalization in Question, Cambridge: Polity
Press, 1996; Linda Weiss, "Globalization and the Myth of the Powerless State,"
New Left Review, 225 (September/October 1997); and Socialist Register 1999:
Global Capitalism Versus Democracy, edited by Leo Panitch and Colin Leys, New
York: Monthly Review, 1999.

'This is for example the approach adopted by Samir Amin, Capitalism in
the Age of Globalization. The Management of Contemporary Society, London and New
Jersey: Zed Books, 1997.

6For a discussion of globalization and Poulantzas, see Constantine Tsou-
calas, "Globalization and the Executive Committee: The Contemporary Capi-
talist State," Socialist Register 1999: Global Capitalism Versus Democracy, edited by
Leo Panitch and Colin Leys, New York: Monthly Review, 1999, pp. 56-75.

'This reconstruction of a critique of postmodernism from Poulantzas's
writings acquires a unique meaning today, especially when the Left is desper-
ately striving to transform its growing dissatisfaction with poststructuralism
into a coherent and cogent theoretical and political response. For such dissatis-
faction, see Perry Anderson, In the Tracks of Historical Materialism, London:
Verso, 1983, pp. 40-55; Alex Callinicos, Against Postmodernism, New York: St.
Martin Press, 1990; David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, Blackwell,
1990; Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,
Durham: Duke University Press, 1991; and Terry Eagleton, The Illusions of Post-
modernism, Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996; and
Samir Amin, Spectres of Capitalism. A Critique of Current Intellectual Fashions,
translated by Shane Henry Mage, New York: Monthly Review Press, 1998, 93-
122.

8For a fine and informative survey of the relation between political theory
and postmodernism, see Agnes Heller and Ferenc Feller, The Postmodern Politi-
cal Condition, Polity Press, 1988; Stephen K. White's Political Theory and Post-
modernism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1991; William E. Connolly,
Identity Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1991 and Political Theory and Modernity, Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1993.

9Here I have in my mind the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe
and more particularly, their polemical essay, "Post-Marxism without Apolo-

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism	 111



gies," in Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time, London:
Verso, 1990, pp. 97-132. For a general preface to postmarxism, see Michel
Vadee's Marx, penseur du possible, Paris: L'Harmattan, 1998 and Terrell Carvers
The Postmodern Marx, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania University Press, 1998.

"Bob Jessop, Nicos Poulantzas: Marxist Theory and Political Strategy, New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1985, pp. 318-320 and "Poulantzas and Foucault on
Power and Strategy," State Theories. Putting Capitalist State in their Places, Penn-
sylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1990, pp. 229-247.

"For a completely distorted, inaccurate, and misleading discussion of the
relationship between Poulantzas and Foucault, see Barry Smart, Foucault, Marx-
ism, and Critique, London: Routledge, 1983, pp. 96-107.

' 2Ellen Meiksins Wood, The Retreat from Class. A New "True" Socialism,
Verso, 1998, p. 25.

"Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations
[1776], Indianapolis: Liberty Press, 1981, p. 687.

"See for example, John Locke, Two Treatises of Government 0679-16801,
edited by Peter Laslett, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, pp.
324-354.

"Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures" [1976], Power/Knowledge. Selected Inter-
views and Other Writings: 1972-1977, edited by Colin Gordon, New York: Pan-
theon Books, 1980, pp. 88, 93, 95 and The History of Sexuality. Vol. I [1976),
translated by Robert Hurley, New York: Vintage Books, 1990, pp. 83-86.

"See for example the very informative and representative collection of
essays, Soviet Legal Philosophy, edited by Hugh W. Babb, Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1951 and Hugh Collins, Marxism and Law, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1982. For a liberal response, see the still unsurpass-
able study of Hans Kelsen, The Communist Theory of Law, London: Stevens & Sons
Limited, 1955.

171Carl Marx and Frederick Engels, "The Communist Manifesto" [1848],
The Marx-Engels Reader, edited by Robert C. Tucker, W.W. Norton & Company,
1978, p. 475.

"Marx and Engels, "The Communist Manifesto," p. 490.
"Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures," p. 88-89.
20For Marx the modern factory created a new and pervasive form of domi-

nation and stratification, based on the division of labor and the despotic struc-
ture of the workplace. However, contrary to Foucault's critiques, Marx
recognized that this new form of power relations was not exclusively confined
to the factory. It spread to the whole social body and permeated other institu-
tions and structures of civil society, as for example, the family. See Karl Marx,
Capital, Vol. I, Penguin Books, 1990, p. 719 and also pp. 449-450, 549, 672.

21 For a general discussion of Marxism, see Michel Foucault, Remarks on
Marx. Conversations with Duccio Trombadori, translated by R. James Goldstein
and James Cascaito, Semiotext(e), 1991.

22Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pp. 26-27, 102 and The History of
Sexuality, p. 94

23The best and most concise definition of power is given by Foucault in his
afterword to Hubert L. Dreyfus's and Paul Rabinow's, Michel Foucault: Beyond
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Chicago University Press, 1982. Foucault argues

112	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



that "the exercise of power is not simply a relationship between partners, indi-
vidual or collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others." "The
exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in
order the possible outcome. Basically power is less a confrontation between two
adversaries and the linking of one to the other than a question of government

.. Government did not refer only to political structure or to the management
of states; rather it designated the way in which the conduct of individuals or of
groups might be directed . . . To govern, in this sense, is to structure the possi-
ble field of action of others. The relationship proper to power would not there-
fore be sought on the side of violence or of struggle, nor on that of voluntary
linking (all of which can, at best, only be the instruments of power), but rather
in the area of the singular mode of action, neither warlike nor juridical, which
is government." See, Michel Foucault, "The Subject and Power," pp. 219, 221.

24Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 215 and The History of Sexuality, pp.
92-93, 96.

25Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 94 and Power/Knowledge, p. 99.
28Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 223; Power/Knowledge, pp. 96, 106,

140-142; and The History of Sexuality, pp. 83-84, 88.
27Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pp. 29, 170, 182-183, 185, 193 and

Power/Knowledge, p. 97.
28Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 302-302 and PowerlKnowledge, pp.

118-119.
29Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 102 and Power/Knowledge, pp. 90-91,

114-115, 123. For an excellent critical discussion of Foucault's paradigm of
strategic struggle, see Axel Honneth, The Critique of Power. Reflective Stages in a
Critical Social Theory, translated by Kenneth Baynes, Cambridge, Mass.: The
MIT Press, 1991, chs. 5-6.

30Foucault, Power/Knowledge, pp. 188-189.
31Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures," p. 102.
32With respect to the first half of the twentieth century, one needs only to

look at the work of Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse,
Joachim Hirsch, and Ulrich Preuss among others.

33Thus, for future historians of ideas, the much-praised return of political
philosophy in the form of political liberalism and the rise of poststructuralism
might be regarded as the two-sided consequence of one and the same historical
event: that the class war against organized labor was won by the Right.

34Timothy Mitchell, "The Limits of the State: Beyond State Theories and
their Critics," American Political Science Review, 85:1, 1991, pp. 77-95.

35Much like Foucault, he widens the field of investigation from the state to
society as the final locus of modern power relations, independent and distinct
from the sovereign state. Indeed, the state rather than being the center of mod-
ern forms of domination, physical violence, and subordination, is reduced to a
fraction of a broader process of new and pervasive forms of technologies/disci-
plines of power.

"Timothy Mitchell, "The Everyday Metaphors of Power," in Theory and
Society, 19:5 (1990), p. 571 and Colonizing Egypt, Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1988, pp. 34-63.

37Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 546.

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism	 113



38Mitchell's critique that Poulantzas's theory of the state remains helplessly
trapped in the tradition of structuralism should be seen at best as a rhetorical
move against an approach that threatens its own validity and at worst as a com-
plete misinterpretation of Poulantzas's writings that reveals a misconception
about the evolution of Poulantzas's thought. There is total agreement among
his interpreters that from the early 1970s Poulantzas moved away from struc-
turalism and disassociated himself from Althusser's legacy. As Bob Jessop has
keenly observed, "in eliminating the Althusserian influences in his work
Poulantzas gradually abandoned the commitment to a structuralist interpreta-
tion of structural effects. He no longer treated the structural determination of
hegemony or the class unity of the state as reflecting the functional imperatives
of the self-production of the social whole. • . . From the notion of structural
causality as formulated by Althusser he moved to the idea of structural selec-
tivity formulated by Offe's early works ... Ever restless, Poulantzas then moved
on from the idea of structural selectivity . . . to take up Foucault's ideas on power
and strategy." See, Mitchell, "The Limits of the State," p. 94 and Bob Jessop,
Nicos Poulantzas: Marxist Theory and Political Strategy, p. 134.

39Mitchell, "The Limits of the State," p. 93.
"Mitchell, "The Limits of the State," p. 94.
41Mitchell, "The Limits of the State," p. 91.
42Foucault, "Truth and Power," p. 122.
43The notion of "appearance" is borrowed from Jacques Derrida and the

concept of "enframing" from Martin Heidegger. See Jacques Derrida, "The
Double Session," in Dissemination, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981,
pp. 173-285 and Martin Heidegger, "The Age of the World Picture," in The
Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, New York: Harper and Row,
1977, pp. 115-154.

44Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 571.
45Mitchell, "The Limits of the State," p. 91.
"Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 566.
47Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 94.
"Foucault, "Truth and Power," p. 122.
49Honneth, The Critique of Power, pp. 159, 160.
"See Mitchell's response to his critics, "Response," American Political Asso-

ciation Review, 86:4, pp. 1017-1021.
"To realize the importance of Poulantzas's critique of Foucault one has to

be aware that it was the first serious and systematic critique articulated from a
Left position. With the exception of a few isolated and scattered articles, Left-
oriented intellectuals started to engage critically with Foucault only in the early
eighties. For example, see Dominique Lecourt, Marxism and Epistemology:
Bachelard, Canguilhem, and Foucault, London: New Left Books, 1975.

"More broadly, Poulantzas characterized postmodernism as the return of
the irrational. Although he had particularly in mind Deleuze and Guattari, this
characterization can also be applied to some ideas of Foucault. See Nikos
Poulantzas, "Is There a Crisis in Marxism?"Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora, vol.
6:3 (Fall 1979), pp. 7-8.

"Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, pp. 150, 69, and 149.
54Foucault, "Two Lectures," p. 98.

114	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



"The critique that Foucault absolutized and essentialized power has been
repeated infinite times since Poulantzas. For example, see Thomas McCarthy,
"The Critique of Impure Reason: Foucault and the Frankfurt School," Ideas and
Illusions: On the Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory,
Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1991, pp. 43-75. Bernard Flynn has also
made the strong and provocative argument that Foucault, despite his inten-
tions, has remained within the realm of "high-altitude thinking." According to
Flynn, Foucault retreats to a quasi-metaphysical realm of power "as a sort of
thing-in-itself which subtends the history of political forms, as if each political
formation were only a mask for the operations of power which are conceived as
a sort of noumenal reality." See Bernard Flynn, "Foucault and the Body Politic,"
in Man and the World, vol. 20 (1987), pp. 80, 72.

"Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pp. 213, 215.
"Poulantzas, "The Nation," in State, Power, Socialism, pp. 93-120.
58Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 215.
59Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 168 (emphasis added).
60Foucault, "Two Lectures," p. 105 (emphasis added).
°Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pp.86-87.
62Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, p. 36.
°Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pp. 280, 279-280.
64Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, p. 68.
65Foucault, The History of Sexuality, pp. 126-127 and pp. 124-125.
°Foucault, The History of Sexuality, pp. 126-127.
°Foucault, The History of Sexuality, pp. 140-141 (emphasis added).
68Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 141.
°Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato, Civil Society and Political Theory, Cam-

bridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1992, pp. 283, 286.
70Peter Dewes, The Logic of Disintegration, Verso, 1984, pp. 145-146.
71 Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, p. 68 and "Is There a Crisis in Marx-

ism?" pp. 14-15.
72The work of the urban geographer David Harvey combines Foucault's

innovative propositions and Poulantzas's theoretical framework. Harvey's main
claim is that the modern capitalist city not only is the product of capitalist accu-
mulation, it is also made in such a way as to facilitate the dissemination
throughout the social body of power relations which were articulated within the
realm of production. The circulation of capital through the use of land explains
the historical geography of the capitalist cities. "Factories and fields, schools,
churches, shopping centres and parks, roads and railways litter a landscape that
has been indelibly and irreversibly carved out according to the dictates of cap-
italism." For Harvey, capitalist production is not only the formative element in
the making and remaking of cities, necessary to the overcoming of the problems
of overproduction, but it also plays a key role in the shaping of class identity
and the fragmentation of class solidarity. The process of urbanization has freed
the micro-techniques of power and has provided capitalism with a powerful tool
in disseminating the practices of control and discipline, in a hidden, pervasive
and all-encompassing way. Harvey defines his project as the unmasking of the
power relations which became dispersed through the creation of the modern,
"disciplinary" city by the process of capital reproduction. Where Foucault and

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism 	 115



Mitchell see "disembodied" power relations, Harvey detects their material and
historical roots. The emergence of asylums, workhouses, penitentiaries, hospi-
tals, and schools is directly related to "the manner in which industrialists in
general, and the community of builders in particular, defined the quality of life
for their workers and used to build the environment as part of a general strat-
egy for inculcating bourgeois values and a 'responsible' work discipline . . . A
persistent theme in the history of the advanced capitalist countries has been to
look for those improvements in the living place that will enhance the happi-
ness, docility, and efficiency of labor." See David Harvey, The Limits to Capital,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982, p. 373 and "Consciousness and the
Urban Experience," Studies in the History of and Theory of Capitalist Organization,
vol. 2, Johns Hopkins: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985, p. 50-51.

73Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 546.
740f course, a major difference with Hegel is that power relations, contrary

to Geist, have no hidden meaning, no final end, and no telos in the forms of self-
realization.

"In his later writings Foucault distinguished between domination and
power. This distinction refers to the difference between "relationships of power
as strategic games between liberties," where "some people try to determine the
conduct of others" and "the states of domination . . . we ordinary call power."
For Foucault, "power is always present: I mean the relationships in which one
wants to direct the behavior of another . . . These relations of power are change-
able, reversible, and understandable ... Now there are effectively states of dom-
ination. In many cases, the relations of power are fixed in such a way that they
are perpetually asymmetrical and the margin of liberty is extremely limited."
See Michel Foucault, "The Ethics of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,"
The Final Foucault, edited by James Bernauer and David Rasmussen, Cam-
bridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1991, pp. 11-12, 19. This definition, however,
does not seem to advance and to clarify the distinction between political power
from other forms of power relations. First, it is based on a quantitative and
empirical criterion, that of stability. What are the criteria for drawing the lines
between a stable and an unstable power relation? Are we not in this case shift-
ing the level of analysis to that of institutional structures? Second, what does
"effectively states of domination" mean? We might have stable but ineffective
states of domination. How are we to classify them? Third, this definition does
not overcome the confusion between different types of domination. In other
words, what are the differences between two stable and effective forms of dom-
ination, as for example, the domination of the state and the domination within
the family? Finally, although Foucault wanted to provide a descriptive, neutral
and value-free concept of power, he nonetheless introduced a crypto-normative
element, as for example, in the argument that "power is not an evil. Power is
strategic games . . . To exercise power over another in a sort of open strategic
game, where things could be reversed, that is not an evil . . . The problem is
rather to know how to avoid . . . the effects of domination" (ibid., p. 18). But
why power games are better than states of domination? Just because, as he said,
they are "more attractive and fascinating" (ibid., p. 20)? In order to avoid the
normative issues of legitimation and consent, Foucault equates questions of jus-
tice with aesthetic preferences. He fails to explain why something that is attrac-

116	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



tive is also the best choice. A way out of this impasse is to introduce a norma-
tive criterion that will justify why something that is fascinating for us is also
worthwhile struggling for; and similarly why something that is repulsive or
boring must be reversed and overthrown. Such a strategy of justification would
not be far away from a classical utilitarian argument, which still operates within
a normative, value-oriented framework.

76Nancy Fraser, "Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical Insights and Nor-
mative Confusions," in Unruly Practices. Power, Discourse and Gender in Contempo-
rary Social Theory, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, p. 32.

77McCarthy, "The Critique of Impure Reason: Foucault and the Frankfurt
School," pp. 54-55.

78Honneth, The Critique of Power, p. 157.
79Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, p. 68.
80James Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in

Southeast Asia, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976 and Weapons of the Weak:
Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985.

"Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 547.
82Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 567.
83Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 567.
"Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 573.
"Mitchell, "Everyday Metaphors of Power," p. 571.
"For the strategic dimension of Poulantzas's theoretical work, see Ellen

Meiksins Wood, The Retreat from Class, pp. 27-28.
87Nicos Poulantzas, "Les transformations actuelles de l'Etat, la crise poli-

tique et la crise de L'Etat," La crise de l'Etat, edited by Nicos Poulantzas, Paris:
PUF, 1976, pp. 19-58; Power, State, Socialism, pp. 203-247; and "Research Note
on the State and Society," International Social ScienceJournal, vol. 32:4 (1980), pp.
600-608.

88Poulantzas, The Crisis of the Dictatorships, pp. 30, 38, 48-50, 90-93, 106,
124.

89Noberto Bobbio, "Democracy and Invisible Power," The Future of Democ-
racy: A Defense of the Rules of the Game, translated by Roger Griffin, Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987, pp. 79-97 and Democracy and
Dictatorship: The Nature and Limits of State Power, translated by Peter Kennealy,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, pp. 17, 18-21.

90They can be found in the writings of Carl Schmitt, Johannes Agnoli,
James O'Connor, Jurgen Habermas, and Claus Offe among others. For example,
see Carl Schmitt, The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (1923), translated by
Ellen Kennedy, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1985; Legaliat und Legitim-
Wit [1932], Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1993; Johannes Agnoli, Die Trans-
formation der demokratie and andere Schriften zur Kritik der Politik (1967), Freiburg:
Ca ira, 1990; James O'Connor, The Fiscal Crisis of the State, New York: St. Mar-
tin's Press, 1973; Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society [1962], translated by Thomas
Burger, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1993; Legitimation Crisis, translated
by Thomas McCarthy, Boston: Beacon Press, 1975; Claus Offe, Contradictions of
the Welfare State, edited by John Keane, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press,
1983.

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism	 117



91 For a critique of the notion of authoritarian statism, see Bob Jessop,
"Recent Theories of Law, the State and Juridico-political Ideology,"- State The-
ory: Putting Capitalist States in their Place, pp. 70-71.

92John Rawls, "The Supreme Court as Exemplar of Public Reason," Politi-
cal Liberalism, New York: Columbia University Press, 1993, pp. 231-240.

93Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, p. 219.
94The major work in this tradition is Roberto Mangabeira Unger's path-

breaking study, Law in Modern Society: Toward a Criticism of Social Theory, New
York: The Free Press, 1976, pp. 166-242.

95It should be remembered that the main theoretical exponent of the rule
of law was also the most fervent defender of free-market capitalism: Friedrich
A. Hayek. See F.A. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty, Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1978 and Law, Legislation and Liberty: A New Statement of the
Liberal Principles of Justice and Political Economy, 3 vols., London: Routledge,
1982.

96For the concept of constitutional coup, see Andrew Arato, "Impeachment
or Revision of the Constitution," Constellations, vol. 6:2 (June 1999), p. 155.

97E1i Zaretsky, "Cultural Wars and the Assault on the Presidency: The Twin
Stakes of the Impeachment Crisis," Constellations, vol. 6:2 (June 1999), pp. 133,
134. Also, see Andrew Arato and Jean Cohen, "Politics by Other Means?
Democracy and the Clinton Crisis," Dissent, Summer 199.8, pp. 61-66.

98For a useful introduction on this topic, see Crime and Capitalism: Readings
in Marxist Criminology, edited by David F. Greenberg, Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1993.

99Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, pp. 29-30, 80-82, 186 and "Research
Note on the State and Society," pp. 606-607.

'°°Joachim Hirsch, "Remarques theoretiques sur l'Etat bourgeois et sa
crise," La crise de Ittat and "The State Apparatus and Social Reproduction,"
State and Capital, edited by John Holloway and Sol Picciotto, London: Arnold,
1978; Ulrich Preuss, Legalitat and Pluralismus. Beitrage zum Verfassungslehre der
Bundesrepublic Deutschland, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 1973.

'°'For a classical statement of the juridification thesis, see Jurgen Haber-
mas, The Theory of Communicative Action, vol. 2, Lifeworld and System: A Critique
of Functionalist Reason, translated by Thomas McCarthy, Boston: Beacon Press,
1987, pp. 301-403.

'°2Poulantzas, "Is There a Crisis in Marxism?" p. 8.
w3Dilemmas of Law in the Welfare Stare, edited by Gunther Teubner, Walter

de Gruyter: European University Institute, 1988 and Jurgen Habermas, "Para-
digms of Law," Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law
and Democracy, translated by William Rehg, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press,
1996, pp. 388-446.

“81Poulantzas, Power, State, Socialism, p. 83.
'°Cohen and Arato, Civil Society and Political Theory, p. 566.
'°6Cohen and Arato, Civil Society and Political Theory, p. 566.
'"Daniel La.zare, "America the Undemocratic," New Left Review, 232

(November-December 1998), p. 32.
m8Sanford Levinson, "A Constitutional Convention. Does the Left Fear

Popular Sovereignty?" Dissent, Winter 1996.

118	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA



"9According to the famous Lisa Athos Report, Gramsci, in his private dis-
cussions with his prison mates, referred to the need for a Constituent Assembly.
See Lisa Athos, Memorie: In carcere con Gramsci, Milano: Feltrinelli Editore, 1973,
pp. 81-103. Other prisoners have also mentioned these discussions See Mimma
Paulesu Quercioli, Gramsci Vivo. Nelle testimoniaze dei suoi contemporanei, Milano,
Feltrinelli Editore, 1977, pp. 193-240.

"°Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Political Writings: 1910-1920, edited by
Quitin Hoare, London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1977, pp. 34-35.

"Antonio Gramsci, Pre-Prison Writings, translated by Virginia Cox and
edited by Richard Bellamy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994, p.
88.

1 l2See John Cammet, Antonio Gramsci and the Origins of Italian Communism,
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1967, pp. 182-186 and Paolo Spriano,
Antonio Gramsci and the Party: The Prison Years, translated by John Fraser, Lon-
don: Lawrence and Wishart, 1979, pp. 68-69, 119-128.

u 3Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Gramsci and the State, London: Lawrence &
Wishart, 1978, pp. 238-239.

114Antonio Gramsci, Quaderni del Carcere, edited by Valentino Gerratana,
Torino: Giulio Einaudi, 1975, p. 2004.

115Antonio Gramsci, QC, vol. 2, p. 989 and also p. 1167.
HGLisa Athos, Memorie: In carcere con Gramsci, p. 88.
117This paper was written during the dramatic events in Venezuela, where

a new Constituent Assembly has been convoked after the elections of July 25.
The stated purpose of this Assembly, led by the president, has been all along to
draft a new constitution. The first act of the Constituent Assembly was to
declare itself the "original source of the popular will and expression of the peo-
ple's sovereignty." This means that the rest of the powers (especially, the judi-
cial and legislative branch) are subordinated to the decisions adopted by the
Assembly. According to this decision, the Assembly can intervene and reform
any of the existing political powers. Since its inauguration in early August, the
Assembly has focused on ways in which it can subordinate both the Supreme
Court and Congress. The Assembly has spent the first month arguing over the
creation of emergency commissions in charge of evaluating the performance of
the judicial and legislative branch and determining the best form to control
them. This has resulted in the resignation of the president of the Supreme
Court, Cecilia Sosa, and the confrontation (physical and verbal) of the Congress
with the Constituent Assembly. Despite many vacillations, most of the consti-
tutional proposals that have been presented to the Assembly, particularly those
introduced by President Hugo Chavez, are aimed at deepening the process of
democratization and at establishing social justice. The result is to be seen. I wish
to thank Michael Penfold-Becerra for discussing with me the recent events in
Venezuela.

H 8Poulantzas, "Is There a Crisis in Marxism?" p. 15.

The Stateless Theory: Poulantzas's Challenge to Postmodernism 	 119



Bringing Poulantzas Back In
by PAUL THOMAS

In my 1994 Alien Politics: Marxist State Theory Retrieved' I
advanced the view—one I stand by to this very day—that Nicos
Poulantzas's theory developed over the all-too-brief span of his
career in such a way that we can almost read in his successive writ-
ings the history of twentieth-century Marxist state theory in
miniature, or in petto. Initially, Poulantzas advanced an explicitly
Leninist strategy according to which the working-class movement
was to be mobilized in a counter-state organization external to the
capitalist state. The movement was of course to be subject to the
leadership of a revolutionary vanguard political party. The capi-
talist state itself was at first regarded by Poulantzas every bit as
much as by Lenin as the unambiguous and unequivocal institu-
tional expression of bourgeois political domination. What follows
from these characterizations of revolutionary organization and of
the capitalist state is the categorical impossibility of working-class
utilization of the capitalist state even—or especially—in its lib-
eral, parliamentary, or "representative" form. The state must rather
be summarily "smashed" as a—or the—precondition of the exer-
cise of proletarian political power.

Poulantzas's thinking at the stage of development represented
by Political Power and Social Classes , 2 to put the same point another
way, was explicitly hostile to Gramsci, among other "Western
Marxist" thinkers. Poulantzas in 1968 believed that the working
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class cannot attain hegemony before it has seized power and trans-
formed the structure of the state—a position which of course had
been the official, orthodox Communist Party line against Gramsci
all along. What is significant here is the way in'which Poulantzas
quickly, adroitly, and in principle moved beyond this hidebound
point d'appui. He experienced what I tried in Alien Politics to char-
acterize as his very own Brumaire, the Greek colonels' coup d'itat of
1967, followed in short order by his own epiphany, la jolie fete de
mai of Paris in 1968. As a result of these experiences, Poulantzas
began seriously to consider not so much "states" per se but regimes—
which Marxism at large, with its obsession(s) with "the" state, had
for far too long overlooked. The Greek dictatorship was mischar-
acterized by others as fascist, whereas to Poulantzas the practical,
programmatic question at the time of the Greek coup was how
best to prevent it from consolidating its mass base in the manner
of real fascist regimes. In this way the study of Greece and Portugal
in the late 1960s and beyond led Poulantzas back to the study of
Italy, Germany, and Spain in the 1930s, along with the fateful and
invidious strategy of the Comintern toward such regimes. In criti-
cizing the tragic errors of the Comintern, Poulantzas concluded
that a successful revolution, or even the successful defense of work-
ing class gains within capitalist society as currently constituted,
required the primacy of political class struggle over economic class
struggle, the consistent pursuit of a mass line, and an ongoing
commitment to proletarian internationalism. At first glance these
broadly Leninist positions do not seem so very different from the
then official positions of the PCF: even the other elements of
Poulantzas's agenda—the development of workers' councils as the
site of mass struggle, the development of a united front of the
working class at the rank-and-file level, and the development of a
popular front with the poorer peasantry and the petite- bourgeoisie—
are scarcely without pedigree and may even have had an already
shopworn air about them.

Yet Poulantzas—altogether to his credit—was careful to
inflect or weight these elements in a way very different from, and
finally irreducible to, the regnant Party orthodoxy; and he con-
cluded from this very inflection or weighting that the errors of
Comintern leadership during the 1930s were still in evidence (in
a kind of sedimentary form) in the 1960s. Orthodox theories of
state monopoly capitalism (Stamocap) and the antimonopoly
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alliance can certainly stand as examples of this unwanted residual
staying power. More to the point, what further reinforced
Poulantzas's status as a maverick within or outside Communist
orthodoxy was his principled denial of the continuing validity of
the Leninist "dual power" strategy of building up a counter-state
outside the capitalist state, a denial advanced on the grounds that
the "dual power" strategy, finally, had done nobody any good in
Greece or Portugal, and that, in any case, the capitalist state had
by the late 1960s or early 1970s undergone significant, and pre-
sumably irreversible, changes since Lenin's time. Lenin's legacy
had—not to mince words—outlived whatever usefulness it may
once have had, closer to the turn of the twentieth century.

The modern state, this is to say, is according to Poulantzas in
no way what Gramsci had termed a veilleur de nuit, a "night-watch-
man" state. Nor indeed can it be considered a mere organ of open,
unveiled political repression. Like it or not, the state since the hey-
day of classical "political economy" has expanded in scope and
scale in such a way that it now permeates and penetrates—or can
in principle permeate and penetrate—every crevice of social life,
every nook and cranny of "civil society." On top of this engorge-
ment, what is more, there is within the state apparatus a specific
condensation of class contradictions, a condensation of the kind
that makes possible class struggle within the official state appara-
tus as well as—not instead of, but as well as—class struggle at a
distance from this same apparatus. The military dictatorships
Poulantzas examined in the 1970s collapsed in the course of time
because of internal contradictions within their respective "power
blocs," contradictions that in the event were intensified through
popular struggles at some distance from the core of the state; the
failure of revolutionary mass parties to co-ordinate and centralize
such popular struggles under working-class hegemony was the
main reason why the dictatorships, when they did finally collapse,
were replaced not by democratic socialist regimes—or non-demo-
cratic ones, as seemed likely for a heady period in the case of Por-
tugal—but by bourgeois democratic ones. (This very scenario, it
bears mentioning in passing, also seems broadly to fit the later
transitions from military dictatorships to civilian regimes in Brazil,
Argentina, and other Latin American countries: for this and other
reasons, one is given to suspect that its usefulness is not yet at an
end.) The important theoretical point here is that no "power bloc,"
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being based on a "social formation" that in turn is irreducible to
the more encrusted, traditional Marxist notion of a "mode of pro-
duction," is going to be unitary or monolithic by definition or fia t,
but is, to the contrary, by its very nature going to be a "contradic-
tory unity" that is likely to be a much more open and flexible polit-
ical site of contestation than Lenin's understanding of the state
ever proved, in practice, to have become.

What this means, inter alia, is that the state is not a mere
instrument to be captured by the working class or its shock troops
in a heroic, frontal assault, or through the quintessentially Lenin-
ist (or Maoist) tactics of encirclement or infiltration. The hard fact
of the matter is that different states have different institutional
forms, which circumscribe changes in the balance of forces and
enable the bourgeoisie to recuperate state power—should the
working class fail to establish the institutional preconditions for
the exercise of its own class power. This way of putting the matter
can be made to sound— and of course was made to sound—Lenin-
ist. But in reality the Leninist wheel had at this point turned full
circle, for Poulantzas's thinking at the time he wrote State, Power,
Socialism 3 is much more Gramscian than orthodox-Leninist. In this
book, which sadly stands as his testament, Poulantzas tells us that
class struggle should aim not at capturing the state apparatus from
without, but rather at transforming it from within. In insisting on
this point, Poulantzas, I like to think, is taking literally (and
unusually seriously) Marx's principled insistence that "the work-
ing class cannot simply take hold of the existing (capitalist) state
machinery and wield it for its own purposes," 4 and is reading this
insistence in what is a distinctively non-Leninist (or, at the very
least, post-Leninist) manner. More specifically, a successful demo-
cratic transition to socialism according to Poulantzas would have
to be more flexible than the axiomatic and legendary Leninist coup
d'etat; it would have to be three-pronged—and not single-minded
or concentrated (decontracte, one might say) in the Leninist sense.
It would instead have to involve at one and the same time coordi-
nation of action within the state, action to transform the state, and
action at a distance from the state.

State, Power, Socialism was above all, to my mind, an over-
whelmingly prescient volume. It was no mere settling-of-accounts
with a misguided, if well-intentioned past (some of it Poulantzas's
own past). In its pages, to begin with, Poulantzas indicates his
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growing concern with the problems of what was then called "actu-
ally existing socialism" in Central and Eastern Europe, problems
he thought a left-Eurocommunist standpoint might have been
able to alleviate. (I am by no means convinced he was wrong about
this, but could not at this remove prove his conclusion was any-
thing other than wishful thinking. This is a question the answer
to which we shall never know, sadly enough, for the left-Euro-
communist perspective was in the event eclipsed by other, to my
mind less salutary, viewpoints, and never came to prevail or even
to find significant voice. We may all of us be the poorer for this, in
the end.) More projectively (as matters turned out), Poulantzas
also indicated in State, Power, Socialism his concern with the erosion
of democratic sentiment and spirit within the emergent "authori-
tarian statist" system of bourgeois political domination. And this
concern, I would want to insist, was to the contrary prescient
indeed, expressed as it was in advance of the era of Reagan and
Thatcher, who surely between them intensified the authoritarian
tendencies that were (and still are) at issue.

Poulantzas, again, was no less prescient in pinpointing—in
advance, one is tempted to say—the problems posed by the trou-
bled relationship between class struggle and non-class movements
on the Left. Both these presentiments pointed in the same, pre-
monitory direction: that of the need to preserve and extend the
institutions and values of representative democracy alongside—
though not at the expense of—direct rank-and-file democracy in
the transition to socialism. To do away with parliamentary democ-
racy because its institutions and values were, at the end of the day,
"bourgeois" institutions and values would be to throw out the
baby with the bathwater. Without a parliamentary, representative
forum within which issues could be raised, ventilated, discussed,
and decided upon, there would and could be no guarantee that the
emergent organs of direct, rank-and-file democracy would not be
crushed by a self-appointed vanguard party. (The historical prece-
dents for such crushings are, in our post-Tianenmen era, all too
hideously obvious.) It follows that the liberties of a plural party
system are not, and should not be, regarded as being nothing but
a Lenin-defined smoke-screen concealing the maneuverings of a
predatory bourgeoisie seen as the personification of capital (even if
in practice they can become little more than this). Liberties are, to
the contrary, in principle the measure, or at least the hint, of some-
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thing real and valuable. To take them as ends in themselves, or as
forces capable of developing their own momentum would be a seri-
ous, first-order mistake. But to dismiss them out of hand, on the
spurious grounds that they are purely "bourgeois," purely "for-
mal," thus meaningless and a distraction, snare, or delusion, would
be no less mistaken and myopic. Very much in the spirit of Marx's
original formulation of "political" as opposed to "human" emanci-
pation (in "On The Jewish Question" [18431 5), Poulantzas is con-
cerned not to excoriate or dismiss parliamentarism out of hand, nor
to take at face value the claims advanced unashamedly on its behalf
by parliamentarians, but to treat it as what it is—as unfinished
business, as the mark or hint of a fuller, more substantiated democ-
racy that awaits its realization and as something that may well
have preconditions that, taken in and of themselves, are far from
ideal.

Just as Marx had needed the experience of Bonapartism and its
antithesis, the Paris Commune, to sharpen his understanding of
"the political form, at last discovered, beneath which to work out
the economic emancipation of labor," and just as Gramsci, in his
turn, had to undergo the rigors of theoretical work in a Fascist
gaol, so Poulantzas too was stimulated in his turn to complete his
trajectory from Leninist vanguardism to a distinctively Left-Euro-
communist position under the impulse and impetus provided by
his very own analyses of contemporary authoritarian regimes.
These regimes, Poulantzas came to believe, demonstrate the brit-
tleness, frailness, and fragility of what are, to all appearances,
strong states; they also led him to understand—as we should all
understand—that state power is not to be understood as a deriva-
tive epiphenomenon of something categorically different and
(somehow) more fundamental in civil society. State power is to be
best understood rather as the condensation of, or form taken by,
class struggles, which are themselves going to vary from time to
time and from place to place. The state can be a, or even the, fac-
tor of cohesion and equilibrium of a social formation; it can equally
as easily be the nodal point of that social formation's contradic-
tions. It all depends on what kind of social formation we are talk-
ing about. The Left's failure to adequately oppose
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authoritarianism, to extend Poulantzas's argument, goes along,
and is inherently connected with, its failure to understand what a
democratic alternative to authoritarianism might finally comport.
It is too often overlooked in the available literature that for Marx,
Gramsci, and Poulantzas, authoritarian forms of government were
often much more present as a threat and much more immediate as
a stimulus than were non-authoritarian ones. And who in the end
is to say that they won't be a similar kind of threat and a stimulus
as the millennium runs its course?

It is of course not terribly surprising that I saw fit to praise
Poulantzas as fulsomely as I did in my 1994 Alien Politics, a book
in which I did my level best to settle my own accounts with an
instrumentalist ruling class theory of the state—the very theory of
the state Poulantzas himself had had in his sights at a much ear-
lier date. Indeed, it came as no small relief to me to discover at first
hand that the center of gravity at the conference I was invited to
attend in the spring of 1997, ostensibly on the Miliband-
Poulantzas debate after twenty years (and held at the then Gradu-
ate Center of the City University, New York, Miliband's home base
toward the end of his career), visibly shifted away from the
Miliband-Poulantzas debate of yore, in the direction of a serious,
critical engagement with Poulantzas's legacy per se. It may be that
Miliband's impassioned and principled, but in my view ultimately
unsuccessful, defense of an instrumentalist, ruling-class theory of
the state was its very swan-song, though this cannot be my con-
cern here.

What can and should be my concern six years after the appear-
ance of Alien Politics is the provision of a more detailed, more
nuanced, more prospective evaluation of Poulantzas's legacy as it
has come down to us and, if I am not mistaken, as it points ahead,
even (or especially) today. The proceedings of the 1997 conference
had the effect, in truth, of making me humbly aware of how strate-
gically, how summarily, I had treated Poulantzas in Alien Politics.
Rethinking his contribution in the light of these proceedings, I
find myself struck all over again by the originality and prescience
of the state theory he left us.

To characterize this originality and prescience at all ade-
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quately, I must briefly recapitulate the main lineaments of his
arguments about the modern state. He sought to explain why
national-popular, representative, democratic government is the
normal form of political domination in capitalist societies. In par-
ticular, he sought to explain how the state functions as a means of
political class domination even though class as such is specifically
absent from its institutional and ideological organization; and to
explain what this paradox in turn implies for political struggles in
capitalist societies. (Poulantzas was always concerned with prob-
lems of revolutionary strategy; his big point against Foucault is
that power and knowledge coincide and intersect primarily at the
level of the state, and that it is their very coincidence at this level
that makes possible political resistance.) Poulantzas insists on
what State, Power, Socialism calls the "institutional materiality" of
the state, a materiality in which political class domination is
embedded. What this means is that the state is actively involved
in constituting and maintaining the capitalist division of labor
and capitalist relations of production, as well as in organizing
hegemonic unity within the power bloc and managing the mate-
rial bases of consent. (His big point against Althusser is accord-
ingly that the state is on no account to be reduced to its Ideological
and Repressive State Apparatuses.)

More specifically, the state, according to Poulantzas, consti-
tutes "the factor of cohesion between the different levels of a social
formation"6; "the political field of the state . . . has always, in dif-
ferent forms, been present in the configuration and reproduction
of the relations of production." 7 This means, in part, that the state
draws up and enforces the rules that govern exchange (property
law, contract law, etc.), and that it functions to discipline the labor
force via its ideological apparatuses (especially the educational sys-
tem).

Because "the maintenance of political order in political class
conflict"8 is a province of state action and state power, and because
state power itself consists in considerable measure in the capacity
of a dominant social class to realize its objective, political interests
through the state's apparatuses, there is an ensemble of class prac-
tices that occur "at the strictly political level." 9 What this means
is that in examining the protocols of the capitalist state we must
adopt a dual optic, the economic alongside (though not at the
expense of) the political. On the one hand, the level at which the
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effects of state policies are realized are threefold: the directly eco-
nomic (the state's enabling contribution to the accumulation
process); the political (the state's superintendance and management
at the level of class struggle); and the ideological (or the cultural-
educational level). Regardless of which level a given capitalist state
may be operating at in a given instance, the state's function within
this optic is always geared "with particular reference to the pro-
ductivity of labor,"° and through this to the accumulation of cap-
ital—which is to say that the capitalist state is a capitalist state.

On the other hand, the state as such has subsystems that are
all its own: the juridical (which regulates market exchanges and
individuates workers or citizens, if need be, as plaintiffs and defen-
dants); the ideological (especially the superintendance of educa-
tional institutions); and the political (maintenance of order,
electoral law, superintendance of the party system, the police, the
armed forces, the prison system). Each of these, whatever else it
may be, is also ultimately political, because each is geared to the
maintenance and dominance of the capitalist class." Which is to
say that the capitalist state is a capitalist state.

The fundamental role of the capitalist state so defined is to
ensure the reproduction and the political cohesion of capitalist
societies. With regard to the latter function, as Bob Jessop points
out elsewhere, while the state is but one among several institu-
tionally separated ensembles within the social formation, it alone
is uniquely charged with overall responsibility for maintaining the
cohesion of the class-divided social formation of which it is never-
theless a constituent part. Everything points to the same conclu-
sion (though this "conclusion" is for Poulantzas a hypothesis on
which to build further): that the state should not be regarded either
as an instrument or object, or as a subject endowed with an
autonomous will all of its own. Instead, the state should be
regarded as a site enjoying a relationship of relative autonomy
from society. But "relative autonomy" itself is going to have dif-
ferent levels, different meanings and modalities at different stages
of capitalist development. For one thing, the capitalist state by its
very nature is going to intervene in the workings of civil society-
Poulantzas is adamant, and rightly so, that all capitalist states have
done this, and still do—but its intervention, though constant, is
not for this or any other reason invariant or uniform from instance
to instance. The meaning, bearing, and scope of the state's inter-
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vention(s) will vary from social formation to social formation, as
for that matter will the structural limits on the state's very capac-
ity to intervene.

The state, that is to say, is (to reiterate) not a thing, a material
object, nor yet an "instrument" or a "subject." It is a structure
called upon to fulfill a fundamental role within capitalist society,
that of helping reproduce capitalist relations of production and
domination. At the same time, the capitalist state is the major
means for maintaining the cohesion of the social formation on all
levels, including the national or territorial level. Both functions
require and necessitate constant state intervention: the state is in
other words constantly called upon to facilitate and undergird the
process of accumulation, and to separate and individuate the citi-
zenry within a legally structured, institutionalized, and ideologi-
cally homogeneous society (this is the "isolation effect," which
Poulantzas, for all I know, might have derived from Jean-Paul
Sartre's far from unrelated concept of "seriality," as well as from his
own background as a law student). In all these ways, the state is
the "condensation" of the various levels and types of class contra-
dictions in a given society. This means not that the state is easy to
classify and characterize, but, to the contrary, that there is a den-
sity to the state and to what the state does, an opacity that can
make it difficult to "place" and define. Yet the basic point remains:
"relative autonomy is inscribed in the very structure of the capi-
talist state by the relative 'separation' of the political and the eco-
nomic that is specific to capitalism; it is in no way a function of
the state or 'political instance' as such, but rather derives from the
separation and dispossession of the direct producers from owner-
ship of the means of production that characterizes capitalism. In
this respect, this relative autonomy is simply the necessary condi-
tion for the role of the capitalist state in class representation and
in the political organization of hegemony. "12

All this needs to be assessed with some care. If "relative auton-
omy" so understood is in some sense a given, "structural" charac-
teristic of the capitalist state, this in and of itself tells us very little,
save at the level of preliminary definition (or, if you will, of "con-
cept formation"). Relative autonomy takes different forms, and
these forms themselves are subject to modification or transforma-
tion according to the imperatives of capitalist accumulation,
which themselves are anything but regular or invariant. If the form
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of relative autonomy changes, as is likely, there will be a corre-
sponding shift not just in the character but also in the functions of
the state.

This is to say that the institutional and ideological transfor-
mations to which the state—any state—is subject must be inter-
preted historically, not just definitionally. And to do this one must
perforce be able to take the long view, much as Poulantzas himself
(almost uncannily) proved able to do, particularly in his last book,
State, Power, Socialism—a book so startlingly ahead of its time that
those among us who read it hot on the heels of its appearance were
unprepared for it and (I dare say) hard put to it to understand its
full import and directionality.

To take but one example of Poulantzas's extraordinary pre-
science, he was able in this, his last book, to itemize and charac-
terize authoritarian statism as a project implicit in then-current
bourgeois (and non-bourgeois) state forms in advance of what the
rest of us had to live through and endure, the rigors of the Reagan-
Thatcher years. Similarly, Poulantzas was able to speak the lan-
guage of "globalization" even before the term "globalization"
enjoyed much currency. He could tell us where we were (and still
are) tending, by virtue of the original vocabulary of concepts he
was able to bring to bear on a series of developments he was right
to select as pointing the way forward (if not exactly the way ahead):
the modification of Fordism as a type of production; the abandon-
ment of Keynesian macroeconomic techniques for "fine-tuning"
the economy; the decline of Social Democracy—twenty years
before Blair's New Labour!—and the welfare state; the increased
global reach of capitalism and information technology; the rise,
then dominance, of the neoconservative ideologies of the radical
right. While others were to notice these unwelcome developments
(how could they not have recognized their unwanted arrival?), their
recognition was apt to be haphazard and disconnected. Poulantzas
alone, we can see in retrospect, could join the dots. He had elabo-
rated the theoretical apparatus that made such a synthesis possi-
ble, as well as desirable.

The upshot? The increasing mobility and fluidity of capital,
the increasing reach and spread of information technologies, must
entail that accumulation and exploitation, the very linch-pins of
capitalism, will themselves become increasingly supple and pli-
able. Accumulation and exploitation these days—as Poulantzas
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foresaw—are no longer wedded to particular territories; they are
eminently exportable. And yet, writing as I am in the state of Cal-
ifornia, what could be more obvious than the fact that, in the wake
of what Guillermo Gomez Pe -ria. calls "Naftastroika," while pro-
ductive capacity and finance capital are free to move across national
boundaries, people are being rendered much less free to cross la
frontera in their wake! This signals a mismatch between the eco-
nomic and the political, a mismatch that is the product of capital-
ist states, much as Poulantzas might have predicted. As he insisted
in 1975, "every process of internationalization is effected under the
dominance of the capital of a definite country." 13

In order to get some purchase on what Bob Jessop calls "Glob-
aloney," or on Poulantzas's insistence that the process of globaliza-
tion will not, in the end, diminish so much as reconfigure the role
of the capitalist state, I can only, in conclusion, indicate in a rough-
and-ready way some themes, in the belief that, while Poulantzas
may not have provided us with a key to unlock every door, he was
nevertheless the most far-sighted and (dare I say?) prophetic Marx-
ist state theorist of the second half of the twentieth century.
Poulantzas bequeathed us the wherewithal with which to think
ahead, which is now our task. Ahead to what? The barest bare-
bones summary will, provisionally, have to suffice. To begin with,
globalization implies limits on the accumulative autonomy of
dominant fractions of capital within national boundaries. Since
domestic capital is permeated from without, it will reproduce
within national boundaries what are external interimperialist con-
tradictions. This will call forth neither the "national" nor the
"comprador" fractions of the bourgeoisie of yore, who in the nature
of things are going to get marginalized, but the "interior bour-
geoisie" who are bound up with globalization; "import substitu-
tion" is no longer a viable option, but a dead letter. National
capital can no longer be protected; indeed, there is no longer any
purely domestic structure that must be protected. Domestic
deregulation in this sense follows from international deregulation.
Conversely—and here is a Poulantzian point of real dialectical
magnitude—contradictions among fractions of capital within
national boundaries will themselves get increasingly "internation-
alized." This in turn imposes new limits on the autonomy of state
structures and on the power blocs they represent, at a time when
the power of the national state in the face of internationalization
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depends, crucially, on the unity and cohesion of the power bloc
undergirding and represented by the state. Disinvestment and
"capital flow" are no longer even threats that need to be levelled
for overtly political reasons. Chronic structural unemployment is
at the same time no longer solvable by Keynesian means, means
that are no longer on any conceivable political agenda. Social costs
are no longer negotiable, and a withered, denatured trade union
movement is usually not even available (now that it has been
denied access and made to count for very little) to make the case
for negotiation anyway. So much for the once-vaunted "corpo-
ratism," which today is strictly a non-starter. Any redistribution
will now be at the behest of the supposed "imperatives" of the
(internationalized but no less supposed) "free market" itself. Does
this leave states with nothing to do? Under Poulantzas's influence,
I hardly think so. It is the state—who else?—that has to superin-
tend and regulate "deregulation," and this can be hard work, hard
work that nobody else is going to want to do. If the Reagan-
Thatcher years taught us anything, they taught us that states can
be very dirigiste, very regulatory indeed as they seek to deregulate.
The state will be called upon to pick up the pieces, whether or not
it proves able to do so; the working class and underclass will, after
all, remain territorially tied and bounded, for how could it be oth-
erwise? Any way you cut it, the accumulation of international cap-
ital bids fair to be just as dependent on state intervention as any
earlier form of accumulation. This may not be an optimistic prog-
nosis. But don't say that Poulantzas—of all people—didn't warn
you.
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A Poulantzasian Approach to
the State and Globalization'

by MEHMET TABAK

Class struggle is an integral part of Poulantzas's state theory,
but not always a popular one in contemporary scholarship of the
state. Non-Marxists simply treat class struggle as a taboo, and
Marxists often appear to disassociate themselves from it. "Real"
social science, it is presumed, cannot take classes and their strug-
gles as a serious subject of study. To the contrary, I will argue that
analyzing state autonomy from a Poulantzasian perspective pro-
vides an important insight to understanding state behavior and
structure, especially during the current phase of globalization. 2

Even though Poulantzas's name is widely known, his theory of
the state is not. He is often labeled "structuralist" or "class-strug-
gle reductionist," two opposite expressions that fail to capture his
complex theory of the state. For this reason, a great portion of the
present paper is a textual analysis of Poulantzas's state theory,
something that his critics often avoid. The rest of the paper con-
sists mostly of theoretical reflections on how Poulantzas's theory
might be applied to globalization. More conclusive work on the
latter requires case studies, which falls beyond the scope of the
present work.

The current globalization literature mostly adopts the liberal
view of the state in analyzing its status vis-a-vis globalization. This
view treats the state essentially as a territorial institution with cen-
tralized control over its territory and subjects. In this literature,
the state appears as a separate entity, charged with power that is
unique to itself. Thus, when capital or multi-national corporations

MEHMET TABAK is a Ph.D. candidate in the Political Science Department
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exit its territory, the state power gets discharged out of its institu-
tional/territorial confinement. Others, with the same view of the
state, argue that not enough capital has escaped the territorial
state's domain to make it powerless, or obsolete. These approaches
jump to conclusions about the state's fate without first identifying
the sources of the state and its autonomy.

I will challenge this view of the state with a Poulantzasian per-
spective. According to this perspective, state power is not confined
in a more or less rational actor/institution, which engages in a zero-
sum power struggle with external forces in a given territory.
Rather, the state is a power relation among classes, and its territo-
riality is not essential to its nature. The institutionality of the state
is a materialized reflection of contradictory social relations, from
which the state draws its power. Thus, the state power, like the
shadow of a moving object, follows contradictory relations every-
where they go. The state, then, is an institutionalized power rela-
tionship that can transcend the territorial nation and the national
territory, neither of which are essential to its existence.

Our view claims that globalization is driven by changing
social relations and itself further contributes to changes in these
relations. Far from eliminating contradictory social relations,
globalization requires the existence of the state. What globaliza-
tion does not necessarily require is the territorial "nation-state."
For this reason, we expect the state to change its institutional/ter-
ritorial form based on the changing social relations due to global-
ization. Furthermore, the course of globalization will depend on
how the class struggles—not only between the working classes
and the capitalists, but also within each of these two classes—will
get played out.

This paper, in short, a) explores the sources of state autonomy
in capitalist states, as it is articulated by Poulantzas; b) discusses
the dimensions of state autonomy, as it appears in the contempo-
rary liberal/statist literature; and c) suggests a Poulantzasian
approach to explaining the state-globalization interaction, chal-
lenging liberal/statist views. This is essentially a theoretical paper
on the capitalist state and its autonomy, and how these aspects of
the state are affected by globalization. For this reason, I will take
globalization as an at least partially established fact, and not
explore the globalization debates in detail.
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Poulantzas's State Theory

We begin with some general remarks on Poulantzas' state the-
ory as a whole. As Bob Jessop writes, "Poulantzas is less concerned
to disprove liberal democratic theory than to criticize the tradi-
tional Communist orthodoxy of 'state monopoly capitalism.'
Thus, in opposition to the argument that the modern state is no
more than a pliant tool of monopoly capital, he rejects all forms of
instrumentalism and insists that the state is a complex social rela-
tion." 3 It is true that Poulantzas was mainly concerned with chal-
lenging the Communist "instrumentalism," but it is also true that
his theoretical apparatus provides both implicit and explicit crit-
icism of the liberal state theory. It is the latter that will mainly
concern us in the present paper.

Poulantzas thinks of the capitalist state "as a relation, or more
precisely as the condensate of a relation of power between strug-
gling classes." He develops this formula in order to "escape the
false dilemma entailed by the present discussion on the State,
between the State comprehended as a Thing/instrument and the
state comprehended as Subject." The former treats the state sim-
ply as a tool, to be captured and manipulated by the dominant
class or social force. The latter, which corresponds to the contem-
porary liberal state theory, on the other hand, reduces the state to
its own "specific power," and treats it as "absolute." In this sense,
the state appears "incarnated," or embodied, in the bureaucratic
and coercive organs that come to form it, and as the power repre-
sentation of the group that runs the state apparatus (bureaucracy,
elites, etc.).

Poulantzas rejects both approaches on the following grounds:

In either case (the State as Thing or as Subject), the rela-
tion between State/social classes is comprehended as a rela-
tion of externality: either the social classes subdue the
State (Thing) to themselves through the interplay of
"influences" and "pressure groups," or else the State (Sub-
ject) subdues or controls the classes. In this relation of
externality, the State and the dominant classes are thus
seen as two entities confronting each other, with the one
possessing the power the other does not have, according to
the traditional conception of "zero-sum power."
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It is my contention that Poulantzas's state theory consists of
three dialectical moments, which are specific and autonomous, and
yet co-determinant of each other: the state as relation, as function,
and as institution (organization).

By state as institution, I mean the materiality, or embodiment
of the state in its personnel and apparatuses. The state, writes
Poulantzas,

is, in fact, specialized and centralized apparatus of a pecu-
liar nature, comprising of assemblage of impersonal,
anonymous functions whose form is distinct from that of
economic power; their ordering rests on an axiomatic force
of laws-rules distributing the spheres of activity or com-
petence, and on a legitimacy derived from the people-
nation. In the modern state, all these elements are
incorporated in the organization of its apparatuses.'

The individual members of the institution-state "constitute a
specific social category," which means that "although the members
of the State apparatus belong, by their class origin—to different
classes, they function according to a specific internal unity . . ."
which "derives from its actualization of the objective role of the
state." The logic of the state and its consequent internal unity
comes from the same logic that produces class relations. The logic
of the institutional state corresponds to "mode of production" in
Poulantzas, which, following Marx, he defines as "not what is gen-
erally marked out as the economic (i.e. relations of production in
the strict sense), but a specific combination of various structures
and practices (economic, political, ideological) which, in combi-
nation, appears as so many instances or levels . . . of this mode." 6

In the second moment, the state in Poulantzas's theory is a
function. In general, the functionality of the state assumes three
general categories: economic, political, and ideological, which,
combined, perform "an objective function . . . in maintaining
social cohesion so that capital accumulation can proceed unhin-
dered."' This function of cohesion has many facets: On the one
hand, the state serves a function in creating what Poulantzas calls
a "people-nation." 8 The state also "plays a constitutive role in the
existence and reproduction of class powers, and more generally in
the class struggle itself—a fact which refers us back to its presence
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in the relations of production" 9; the state "represents the long-
term interests of a power bloc . . ." 1° and organizes the power bloc
while disorganizing "the dominated classes."'

The functionality of the state makes its institutionality possi-
ble. The state's institutionality is causally embedded in, and cir-
cumscribed by, its functionality. The simultaneous coexistence of
the institution/function-state is constantly reproduced by social
relations, which constitute the third moment of the state. Rela-
tionality is the moment in the concrete of the state that concerns
Poulantzas the most, or the one that has primacy over the func-
tion-institution aspects of the state.

The capitalist state as a relation means that it is "structurally
shot through and constituted with and by class contradictions...."
This makes the state "the condensate of class relations," in which,
by virtue of being a relation, "this or that fraction of the power
bloc, this or that specific and competing interest" finds expression,
or is crystallized in, "various organs and branches of the State." 2

Elsewhere, Poulantzas repeats the same theme: ". . . class struggle,
and especially political struggle and domination, are inscribed in
the institutional structure of the state."' 3 This, for a state that tries
to reproduce social relations, involves the materialization not only
of the relationship of the forces within the power bloc, but also "the
relationship between that bloc and the dominated classes." The state as a
relation can contain the dominated forces within it, too, insofar as
they can exert themselves vis-a-vis the power bloc.'

Thus, when we discuss globalization below, we will seek to
understand the functionality and the institutionality of the con-
temporary state through the changing class relations and struggles
affected by the current phase of globalization.

Autonomy of the State

The three moments of the state define its nature and relative
autonomy, and are themselves dialectically linked to two
processes: The first of the two, writes Poulantzas, "lay in the pre-
cise type of 'separation' between the economic and the political,
between the relations of production-consumption-circulation and
the State which, according to Marx, define the capitalist mode of
production." The second, "lay in the specificity of the constitution
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of classes and of the class struggle in the capitalist mode of pro-
duction and social formations."' 5

For instance, the mode of surplus extraction in capitalism
requires an institutionally and functionally autonomous state.
This results from the fact that commodity production and its val-
orization in the market are two separate processes. As production
remains by and large under the direct control of the capitalist at a
particular site, its circulation in the national/global market, where
it is converted into surplus value, is beyond the individual capi-
talist's control. This requires an overarching force like the state,
which follows the overall logic of surplus creation, and hence the
interests of capital in general, in order to ensure the surplus cre-
ation and extraction.

The temporal and spatial separateness of production and val-
orization have led to the "relative separation of the State and the
economic sphere . . . a separation which underlies the characteris-
tic institutional framework of the capitalist State, since it maps out
the new spaces and the respective fields of the State and the econ-
omy."

This separateness, Poulantzas warns, cannot be

inscribed in a topological image of exteriority, according
to which the State, as an instance always external to the
economy, now intervenes in the relations of production
themselves thereby penetrating economic space, and now
remains outside that space acting only on its periphery.
The position of the State vis-à-vis the economy is never
anything but the modality of the State's presence in the
constitution and reproduction of the relations of produc-
tion. 16

As the above conditions prevail under the current phase of the
globalization process, so will the need for the autonomous state.
For the sake of brevity, I will not recount this explanation when
we examine the state-globalization relationship below. Suffice it to
say from now, my approach to globalization will build upon the
above reasoning of Poulantzas.
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Class Struggle and State Autonomy

The separation of the economic and the political establishes
the "general framework," but the concrete form of state autonomy
depends "upon the precise conjuncture of the class struggle at any
one time." 7 This issue, like many others, proves to be more com-
plex than it appears under the label of "class struggle."

As Paul Thomas notes, we find a tendency in Poulantzas "to
produce 'class struggle' like a rabbit from a hat, as a way of clinch-
ing the argument . . . (which), by being played too often, may end
up explaining exactly nothing." Such omnipresence of class strug-
gle cannot explain the state autonomy in "the absence of class
struggle." 18 Thomas's rendition however takes "class struggle" to
be what it exactly sounds like: as an active, open, organized fight.
This is not what Poulantzas always had in mind when he used the
expression "class struggle." His work often tries to account for "the
division and isolation (individualization) of the popular masses," 19

and hence the lack of struggle. In other words, the underpinning
concept is broader than "struggle," and could be better expressed
with the word relation, which can contain a range of possibilities
extending from active struggle to complete passivity. It seems that
the expression "social relations" better captures the overall mean-
ing intended in the usage of "class struggle" by Poulantzas.

Poulantzas makes much the same point when he refers to class
struggle as "the specific configuration of the power bloc, the degree
of hegemony within this bloc, the relations between the bour-
geoisie and its different fractions on the one hand and the working
class and supporting classes on the other, etc." 2° The important
point here is that classes and their struggles are not fixed, nor is
their reflection upon the relative autonomy of the state. We need
to "grasp the mode in which the class struggle, and especially
political struggle and domination are inscribed in the institutional
structure of the state." 21 This results in different forms of state
institutionality and varying degrees of autonomy, depending on
the specific configuration and interaction of classes.

How are we to explain the mechanism and processes of this
inscription? What is it about capitalist social relations that makes
state autonomy possible? If it were the case that classes under cap-
italism were materially and ideologically unified, the autonomy of
political power—of the state—would not be possible, for such a
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situation would establish the absolute domination of one class over
the other, making the existence of a separate and autonomous
institution of power unnecessary. Or, the state would simply be the
Object (Thing) state of the instrumentalists. The fact is that what
we call "classes" are amorphous, fluid, heterogeneous entities. Cap-
italism has not produced the unified, "ideal type" classes. Instead,
we have very complex sets of class relations, which create a wide
spectrum of possibilities for the relative autonomy of the state, a
spectrum that lies in between the Subject state and the Object
state.

It is my own contention that the divisions within the ruling
bloc, or the relations therein, is the most important factor in deter-
mining the relative autonomy of the state. Capitalism, perhaps
more than any other mode of production, creates a ruling class that
necessarily exists at the crossroads of being unified and actively
divided at the same time. The logic of capital accumulation, on the
one hand, pushes the capitalists toward lowering the cost of labor,
raw material, and production in general, which can produce a uni-
fying effect. But capital accumulation also drives capitalists to
compete for markets and resources against each other, which can
become threatening to certain sectors of capital. Besides this com-
petition, the constant revolutionizing of the economy favors cer-
tain factions of capital more than others, creating constant shifts
within the power bloc, and constant attempts of these factions to
conquer space within the state apparatus. It is the disorganized
capitalists and the factions of the power bloc, who are constantly
at odds with one another, that mostly necessitate the relative
autonomy of the state. Otherwise, divided as they are, the indi-
vidual factions within the power bloc cannot wield enough polit-
ical power on their own to perpetuate a socio-economic system
that favors them on the whole. Or, as Poulantzas sums up:

I am thinking here of . . . the specificity of classes in capi-
talism, on the power bloc and the different fractions of the
bourgeoisie, on the hegemony within the power bloc, on
supporting classes, on the forms of struggle adopted by the
working class, etc. All these being reasons that attribute
to the capitalist state a precise role as political organizer
and unifier, and as a factor for the establishment of the
"unstable equilibrium of compromises," which role is con-
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stitutively connected with its relative autonomy.22

From the opposite angle the state is only able to "play this role
in organizing and unifying the bourgeoisie and the power bloc
insofar as it enjoys relative autonomy of given fractions and compo-
nents, and of various particular interests." 23 Here we see that the
organizing and unifying function of the state requires its relatively
autonomous institutionality, which altogether stem from the
social relations characterized by "unstable equilibrium." The
above formulations of Poulantzas is a useful way of understanding
the state's future during the present process of so-called globaliza-
tion. But let us first look at the currently vogue notion of the state,
and how this notion is employed in analyzing state-globalization
interaction.

Liberal Statism

The debates on state's future are often based on a rigid formu-
lation of the state found in a rather hasty passage in Weber, where
he defines it as "a human community that (successfully) claims the
monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in a given territory."
What is important here, besides being the "sole source of the
`right' to use violence," is that "territory" is one of the character-
istics of the state. As Weber went on to analyze the way the state
as a bureaucratic institution operated and established its "legiti-
macy," his statement that the state "is a relation of men dominat-
ing men" has been lost upon his followers. What has remained of
Weber's state primarily is the Subject state, defined by its bureau-
cratic institutionality and territoriality.

Theda Skocpol juxtaposes her "Weberian" approach to that of
the "so-called structuralist Marxists," who advance a state theory
that "might be labeled a class-struggle reductionism." Included
among the accused is Nicos Poulantzas. Accusations of "reduc-
tionism" are often fruitless attempts to avoid discussion and expla-
nation. The surprising element in Skocpol's words is the illogical
accusation, an oxymoron indeed, of the Marxist "structuralists"
who are at the same time "class-struggle reductionists." How can
one be a structuralist and class-struggle reductionist at the same
time, when being the reductionist of one necessarily implies the
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absence of the other?
Skocpol advocates an "organizational and 'realist' perspective

of the state, insisting that states are actual organizations control-
ling (or attempting to control) territories and people." 25 Here,
dropping the relationality of the state completely, Skocpol defines
the state as a territorial organization that controls its subjects. This
statement signaled the advent of Bringing the State Back In, which
sought to "grant the true autonomy of the state." 26 In this work,
Skocpol, agreeing with Alfred Stepan, defines the state as "contin-
uous administrative, legal, bureaucratic, and coercive systems that
attempt not only to structure relationships between civil society and
public authority in a polity but also to structure many crucial rela-
tionships within society as well." 27 The state thus appears as what
Poulantzas calls the Subject state, which relates to society only
externally and in a top-down manner.

Since late 1970s, then, as Timothy Mitchell points out, "new
work on the state" mostly takes the state to be "not just distin-
guishable from society, but partially or wholly autonomous from
it,"28 though there are some exceptions. 29 Mitchell articulates well
the problems of the liberal Subject state literature in ways that
closely resemble Poulantzas's work.

Mitchell points out the "elusiveness" of the boundary between
the state and society. It is "the detailed political processes" that
produce the "uncertain yet forceful distinction between state and
society." 3° Then, the line that separates state and society is an
"effect" of "internal arrangements" found in society, and not "the
border of an actual object" as the statist literature assumes. 31

Mitchell's suggestion that the boundary between state and society
is an elusive line, effected by social arrangements, is an improve-
ment upon the Subject-state theories.

However, we must identify what these "internal arrange-
ments" are; or specify what sorts of "internal arrangements" are
primarily responsible for the "elusive" state-society boundary. For
Poulantzas, class relations, broadly and properly understood, play
this role. Mitchell, on the other hand, as Bertell Oilman notes,
relies on Foucauldian "micro-practices of 'organization and artic-
ulation,' " which are "disembodied, depoliticized, declassed, and

. ahistorical. Emptied of all social content, they can tell us noth-
ing about why the state acts as it does." 32 If we restrict "internal
arrangements" to a society confined within the territory of the
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nation state, without even identifying the "social content" of these
arrangements, we would face difficulties in understanding the
state's role during the contemporary phase of globalization, as we
are about to further explore.

State and Globalization

Debates on globalization often revolve around the fate of the
state. One argument claims that the process of globalization will
either undermine the state's ability to rule, or will make it irrele-
vant. The globalization of production and exchange has produced
what Robert Reich calls "global webs" that operate beyond the
national, territorial state's reach. 33 A second set of arguments
advances various views on why the state is here to stay. For Robert
Wade, for instance, national economies are still significant, hence
the state is not about to disappear. 34

Despite their differences, both approaches have a similar
understanding of the state, resembling the above discussed Sub-
ject state, espoused by the liberal statists. The state, as an isolated
institution is either out-maneuvered by the economic agents who
no longer need it (Reich) (or never needed it to begin with), or is
needed by capital because the economy is still mainly national.
Both sides agree on two things that are important for our discus-
sion: a) state power and actions are closely linked to the economy;
and b) the link between the two can only be national. Since the
state by definition is conceived as territorially bound Subject state,
it can only interfere with, or regulate, the economy externally; and
it does so insofar as and to the extent the economy remains
national-territorial. Thus, the more the capital takes its actions
and material beyond a state's territory, the more it escapes the Sub-
ject state's power and the more it inflates the state's stateness. The
problem is, both sides predict the state's future with misguided
conceptions of the state, or without even bothering to question the
sources and reasons of the state and its autonomy.

As Peter Evans claims, "while globalization makes it harder for
states to exercise economic initiative, it also increases both the
potential returns from effective state action and the costs of incom-
petence."35 The state is far from being a burden on the economy,
as the neoclassical theories assume. On the contrary, it has a posi-
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tive role to play in globalization, and for that reason, the state is
not about to be eclipsed by economic agents.

Evans too, however, treats the state as the Subject state, though
one that can become "embedded" in society. This "embeddedness"
is only an advisable contract between two separate entities, and
not the natural way the state and society relate to each other as it
is for Poulantzas. 36 There is an implicit yet strong suggestion in
Evans' argument that economic success depends almost entirely on
the right decision by the right economic elite to ally themselves
with the state bureaucrats, as it was the case in South Korea. This
argument, on the one hand, is tautological: It tells us that the right
combination of embeddedness is the one that has already suc-
ceeded. This cannot explain why the same Korean state, with
the same embeddedness, found itself in the recent economic tur-
moil. On the other hand, decision or contract-based embeddedness
cannot explain why so many other states fail to enter into such
embedded relations in order to achieve economic success, or why
they continue promoting the interests of certain classes despite
disastrous economic consequences. Besides, arguments like that
of Evans, as Panitch notes, use the "example of East Asian states
which have allegedly proven that efficient markets require active
state involvement in economy." By making this involvement
a contract between the state and capital, "the class-ridden nature
of those systems, let alone the 'crony capitalism,' that character-
izes their state-market interference, usually got swept under the
carpet." 37

Another view that sees a positive role for the state during glob-
alization comes from Robert Boyer and Daniel Drache. According
to them, "the idea that global markets will totally erode the legit-
imacy, indeed, necessity of the nation-state does not stand up to
scrutiny. Even if the effectiveness of the post-Second World War
state is in question, the new state is not automatically doomed to
fail. On the contrary, a market is only viable in the context of the
larger social and political order." 38 This approach resembles Karl
Polanyi's explanation that the unruly market requires a socio-
political response. Like Polanyi's, this approach, too, does not
question the nature of the state, and its response to the market.

Does the state respond to the unruly market on everyone's
behalf equally? For us, the answer is "no." States interfere in the
markets in ways that reflect the power relationships among social
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forces. I argue that defining the state as an "effect" or "condensate"
of class relations, as Poulantzas did, better captures why different
forms of "social and political order" are required in order to make
markets more viable.

Poulantzas's State Theory and Globalization

The Poulantzasian approach takes class relations to be the
most important determining factor of the state's nature and activ-
ities, as we have seen above. This is not to say that capital accu-
mulation and economic expansion are irrelevant. These processes
are a part of the general framework in which the state is confined
to act. They also play a significant role in reformulating class rela-
tions not only between the working class and the power bloc but
also within the power bloc. But taking class struggle as the point
of departure proves to be more useful, since it locates agencies who
direct and pursue capital expansion and accumulation. As there is
no single, united force called "capitalist," following a universal
method of capital accumulation, it would be erroneous to link a
single-agency national economy to one nation-state. Looked at
from the perspective of class relations, there are multiple capitals,
whose accumulation and expansion can create contradictions
among capitalists. A similar argument can be made for the work-
ing class, whose relationship to globalization has not at all been a
single, unified trend, due to the contradictory interests among dif-
ferent sectors within the working class. 39 Because of these reasons,
and others, class relations must be taken seriously when predict-
ing state response to globalization.

Perhaps the single most important development that made the
current phase of globalization possible has been the gradual weak-
ening and then the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union. As
William Tabb aptly notes, "whatever else the Soviet communism
was or was not, it supported national liberation struggles and
could protect Marxist governments from the full force of Ameri-
can imperialism."40 Marxist governments certainly posed pockets
of challenge to capital expansion, as did many labor and popular
forces throughout the world. The collapse of the Soviet Union
brought unprecedented physical and moral challenge to these
anti-imperialist forces.
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The collapse of the Soviet Union, of course, was only one, albeit
major, reason. The mistakes of the leftist forces, and of European
social democracy on the one hand, and the relentless ideological
and coercive struggles of the ruling blocs on the other, helped cre-
ate an immense imbalance between capital and labor, favoring the
former. Technological changes have also contributed to this imbal-
ance. The main point is that a complex web of changes altered the
class relations between capital and labor globally, and it is in these
changes that research must seek to capture globalization of capital
and the involvement of the state in the process of globalization.

To the extent that globalization exists, it generates the inter-
nationalization of some sectors and the crystallization of others
into local sectors within the power bloc. In order for capitalism to
function more efficiently, these divisions and contradictions
within class relations—the "unstable equilibrium"—require the
unifying and organizing autonomous state, as Poulantzas well
articulated. The question is, "in what form?"

As Robert Boyer explains, "the mesh between political and
social interests and economic strategies . . . makes the capital-labor
relations, and by extension most other institutional forms, very
dependent on localized interactions." 4 ' So, class relations and the
corresponding institutions are causally linked: From the "local-
ized" interaction of various interests and forces arises the necessity
of the nation-state.

Boyer's explanation is compatible with Poulantzas's theory.
However, Boyer, like many other globalization theorists, bases his
explanation too much on what still remains national/local, and
does not theorize on the contradictions and struggles in the space
between what remains local and what tries to supersede this local-
ity. In other words, Boyer stops where he should start. The crucial
issue that needs to be addressed is what happens to the state when
"the mesh between political and social interests and economic
strategies" acquires the duality of being local and international
simultaneously. Only by looking at this space of contradiction can
we explain the present struggles of states, not only with other
states but also within themselves, to have a dual character of being
local and international.

These considerations ask us to reconsider how we define the
state. Clearly, the definition of the state as a "truly autonomous"
entity that exercises "legitimate" use of force in a given territory,
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over a nation, fails to give clear answers about the current state of
the state. The "tensions and contradictions, and the class struggles
that attend them," writes Leo Panitch, "may be displaced from one
terrain of the state, only to reappear in another, where they
reemerge in new forms." 42 The state must reflect these "new
forms" of class struggles.

The formation of the European Union, for instance, suggests
that the institutional response to capital expansion and accumula-
tion need not model itself after the nation-state. What we see
emerging instead "today is a polity of a new kind—an interna-
tional order, controlled by inter-governmental relations between
nation-states, that serves as a domestic order for a transnational
economy, with a unique political economy . . ." 43 From a Pou-
lantzasian perspective, because the state is essentially a power rela-
tion between social forces, the present mixed up nature of relations
represents the new state in Western Europe.

Conclusion

The fate of the state is not best determined by the questions,
"How will globalization affect the state?" or "How will the state
resist/shape globalization?" Both of these questions assume that
the economy, with a unified logic and force, and the state, another
distinctly unified logic and force, stand apart from each other at a
distance and make plans to out-maneuver or conquer each other.
For us, the most useful point of departure is to ask: "What social
force(s) benefits from globalization, what social force(s) gets
harmed, and, how will their struggle with each other affect both global-
ization and the state's participation in the globalization?" This question
not only better captures the complexity of globalization, but also
places identifiable agents behind economic and political transi-
tions.

The current process of globalization has generated a vibrant
debate on the role and fate of the state. Most of the theorizing in
this field of the study adopts the liberal/statist view of the state, as
discussed above. The liberal/statist predictions about the state's
ability to preserve itself and its autonomy rest on a conception that
the state by definition is autonomous and territorial.The sources
and causes of the state and its autonomy should be identified before
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making any predictions about their fate, and not be derived from
the definition of the state.

I argue, from a Poulantzasian viewpoint, that the state is essen-
tially materialized social relations, and that its very existence and
autonomy result from contradictions therein. This means that
globalization produces no essentially threatening consequences
upon the nature and autonomy of the state, insofar as it leaves
social contradictions intact.

The currently prevailing conditions require the existence of a
relatively autonomous state. These conditions, as Poulantzas has
shown, are a) the separation of the economic and political; and b)
the "unstable equilibrium" within class relations and formations.
Globalization is only giving these two conditions a new territo-
rial/institutional dimension, which is neither essential to the exis-
tence of the state nor to its autonomy. The former nation-states are
being shaped by international interests. What we are seeing today
is the formation of state institutions that are not always based
solely in capital cities, or confined to national territories, but ones
that are connected to international webs of power relations. In this
sense, the traditionally unquestioned definition of the state
through its sovereignty over a national territory is being ques-
tioned by the globalizing social relations. Thus, purely geograph-
ical maps appear to be increasingly irrelevant. Mapping out the
new states requires relational boundaries, ones that encapsulate the
power fields of the ruling blocs over the ruled. Conceptualizing
such maps forcefully calls our attention to the work of Nicos
Poulantzas, even twenty years after his death.
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Nicos Poulantzas and the Ontological
Status of the State in Marxist Theory

by PETER BRATSIS

The philosophers have only interpreted the world in vari-
ous ways; the point is to change it.

—Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach

After Marx first penned these famous words we find that he did
not stop "interpreting" the world or cease in his theoretical pur-
suits. Rather, he followed a very specific theoretical project that
does not simply "interpret" but attempts to transform reality
through a critical and demystifying understanding of it.' A "phi-
losophy of praxis" (Gramsci) or "class struggle in theory"
(Althusser) is the intended character of such a theoretical project;
Marxist political theory takes as its goal the transformation of soci-
ety through the production of a critical and subversive under-
standing of it. 2

Does state theory succeed in advancing this goal of Marxist
theory? Has state theory produced sufficiently critical and demys-
tifying knowledge? For sure, the production of critical knowledge
has been an explicit goal for state theory. Ralph Miliband framed
The State in Capitalist Society as a critical response to the pluralist
hegemony inside and outside the academy (cf. Miliband 1969, 1-
7). Nicos Poulantzas intended Political Power and Social Classes to
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be for the political moment of the capitalist mode of production
what Marx's Capital was for its economic moment, a rigorous and
demystifying understanding of its specificity and dynamics (cf.
Poulantzas 1973, 16-23; Jessop 1985, 59-60). Even behind the
presumed obscurity and theoreticism of their debate, we see that
Poulantzas stressed the critical function rather than simply the
methodological or epistemological content of Miliband's argu-
ments. While Poulantzas praised Miliband's critique of pluralist
theory, he found the way Miliband does this counterproductive
since Miliband ends up sharing most of the epistemological and
methodological assumptions as the theories he attempted to refute
(cf. Poulantzas 1969). This sharing of assumptions is counter-
productive because it limits the questions Miliband can pose (his
problematic) and in this way presents a limit to the critical con-
tent of Miliband's arguments (since he is unable to question vari-
ous essential assumptions of pluralist theory). The essence of
Poulantzas' critique of Miliband is that he fails to sufficiently
demystify the state.

Unfortunately, almost all of Marxist state theory fails in this
regard. This follows from the tendency of all Marxist theories to
take the state as a given. While state theory has placed great
emphasis on explaining why the state does what it does (and in this
area can be said to have succeeded in its production of critical
knowledge), it has not taken the state itself as something to be
explained. State theory has yet to explain the state by examining
the processes which may serve as its causes and conditions of exis-
tence. As Bob Jessop has noted:

Much Marxist theorizing has focused on the state's func-
tions for capital; the better sort has examined its form and
shown how this problematizes these functions; none has
put the very existence of the state in question. (Jessop
1990, xi)

The strategic defect contained in this lack of interrogation is the
tendency to reify and legitimize the state. This tendency in polit-
ical theory was noted by Marx himself in his "Contribution to the
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right." For Marx, Hegel's mis-
recognition of the state as universal and as possessing a privileged
ontological status in relation to "civil society" functioned to legit-
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imize the state. As Jean Hyppolite has noted:

When, in turn, Marx criticizes Hegel for having opposed
bourgeois or civil society to the State, for having arrived
by deduction at the constitutional monarchy and Prussian
democracy, giving them an aspect of the eternal, he is sim-
ply revealing an essential tendency of Hegelian thought,
which is to legitimate existing reality by conceiving it
philosophically. (Hyppolite 1969, 108)

The truly concrete subject, the bearer of predicates, is man
as social being, who belongs to what Hegel called bour-
geois society, and the State, which Hegel mistakenly took
for the Subject, as idea, is in fact a predicate of man's social
nature. The Idea—in reality, the product of man's social
activity—appears in Hegel as the authentic which results
in "a mystery which degenerates into mystification," as
Marx puts it. (Hyppolite 1969, 112)

Of course, no Marxist state theorist says that the state is an a
priori, that its existence is not a product of social relations or prac-
tices, that it does not have a cause. None the less, state theory acts
"as if" this were the case. Precisely because state theory does not
explain the existence of the state, because state theory takes the
state as its point of departure and fails to demystify its existence
through explanation, all state theory proceeds "as if" the state was
indeed an universal a priori predicate to our social existence rather
than a product of our social existence. This "as if" act by state the-
ory is a fetishizing act (and thus reifies the state) because it endows
the state with ontological qualities not its own and abstracts its
existence from the realm of social relations. 3

The State as Subject and as Object

This reification is present in both dominant conceptualizations
of the state within Marxist state theory: the state-as-subject and
the state-as-object. State-as-subject conceptualizations understand
the state to be a social actor distinguished by a common subjec-
tivity among the people who occupy state positions. In its Lenin-
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ist form, this conceptualization considers the state to be an
appendage of the bourgeoisie by virtue of the bourgeois class con-
sciousness of those who "control" the state. Most commentators
have focused on the Leninist claim that the state is an instrument
of class domination to categorize Lenin's conception of the state as
being one of state-as-object. For the state to be an instrument of
class domination, however, a certain class consciousness must be
presupposed on the part of those who control state power. This is
to say, in all state theories that conceive of state power as a thing
(instrumentalist theories of power), the state institutions must be
unified by a given subjectivity for state power itself to gain coher-
ence and unity.

The most coherent example of this concept of the state can be
found in Miliband's The State in Capitalist Society. Miliband con-
currently emphasizes the institutional fragmentation of state
power and the importance of the "state elite" in giving direction
and coherence to this potentially fragmented power:

There is one preliminary problem about the state which is
very seldom considered, yet which requires attention if the
discussion of its nature and role is to be properly focused.
This is the fact that "the state" is not a thing, that it does
not, as such, exist. What "the state" stands for is a number
of particular institutions which, together, constitute its
reality, and which interact as part of what may be called
the state system. (Miliband 1969, 49)

These are the institutions—the government, the adminis-
tration, the military and the police, the judicial branch,
sub-central government and parliamentary assemblies—
which make up "the state," and whose interrelationship
shapes the form of the state system. It is these institutions
in which "state power" lies, and it is through them that
this power is wielded in its different manifestations by the
people who occupy the leading positions of each institu-
tion . . . (Miliband 1969, 54)

Having established the fragmented nature of the state and state
power, emphasis must be placed upon the agency of this state elite
in uniting these institutions and for "wielding" state power in a
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coherent way. The consciousness of this state elite is what must be
examined for Miliband if we are to be able to characterize the state
as a coherent actor. To these ends, he examines the class origins,
social networks, and educational attributes that characterize all
state elites. It is upon this basis that he is able to conclude that the
state is a bourgeois actor.

The reason for attaching considerable importance to the
social composition of the state elite in advanced capitalist
countries lies in the strong presumption which this creates
as to its general outlook, ideological disposition and polit-
ical bias. (Miliband 1969, 68)

What the evidence conclusively suggests is that in terms
of social origin, education and class situation, the men who
have manned all command positions in the state system
have largely, and in many cases overwhelmingly, been
drawn from the world of business and property, or from the
professional middle classes. (Miliband 1969, 66)

Thus, a central concept for Miliband is what he calls "bourgeoisi-
fication" which he uses to argue that even those members of the
state elite who do not come from the bourgeois class itself undergo
a process of education and socialization through which they learn
to think like those who are members of the bourgeoisie.

In its Weberian form, this conceptualization considers the
state to be a distinct actor by virtue of the bureaucratic rationality
that unites its members and which provides a socially autonomous
set of interests such members act to maximize (cf. Block 1987;
Skocpol 1979 and 1985; and Levi 1988). Unlike its Leninist coun-
terpart, such theories posit the autonomy of the state from society
since the subjectivity that unites its members is state specific and
does not originate within society; state managers have a subjectiv-
ity all their own.

Notable contemporary versions of such arguments can be
found in the work of Theda Skocpol and Fred Block. Block rejects
more orthodox Marxist theories of the state since they assume a
class consciousness among the bourgeoisie, which he claims is
reductionist and remains unexplained (Block 1987, 52-58). As a
corrective, Block puts forth an argument that does not rely on such
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assumptions and which, he claims, does a better job of explaining
what objective processes determine why the state does what it
does. In doing this, Block privileges three groups—capitalists,
workers, and the managers of the state—as being the principle
agents behind state policy. Capitalists and workers are assumed
not to have a class consciousness, they are guided by their indi-
vidual economic interests. State managers are assumed to share a
set of interests (namely, the preservation and expansion of the
state), given their position within the institutions of the state, and
are expected to act in ways that further these interests. This is to
say that it is assumed that the individual interests of state man-
agers can be reduced to their institutional interests (bureaucratic
rationality). Similarly, Skocpol argues that the state is best under-
stood as having interests of its own, which make its rationality
autonomous from the rationality of social actors (Skocpol 1979,
24-83).

The fetish in the above neo-Weberian approaches is an insti-
tutionalist one. State managers, it is argued, share a bureaucratic
rationality, which explains the given subjectivity of this state-as-
actor. This rationality (or subjectivity) is a function of the institu-
tional position of these individuals. If you or I occupied one of
these positions, it would be expected that we too would then
"think" and "act" in accordance with this bureaucratic rationality.
Thus, we could say, that the state as an autonomous social agent
exists when those individuals who occupy the positions of state
managers share a bureaucratic rationality and act accordingly.
However, this relation between the position of an individual
within the institutions of the state and their "bureaucratic" con-
sciousness remains unexplained. It is assumed that the state exists
since it is assumed that any person who occupies an institutional
position within the state acquires this bureaucratic rationality. At
no point does Block or Skocpol explain how this actually happens
and what conditions are necessary for this process to be successful.4

Institutions become substituted as state managers. Such neo-
Weberian theories talk about institutions acting "as if" these insti-
tutions were thinking, calculating agents even though the
Weberian assumptions they share place the methodological
emphasis on individuals qua state managers and not institutions
as such. In this way, neo-Weberian theories of the state-as-subject
are guilty of presupposing and reifying the state.
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Leninist theories are also guilty of this presupposition and
reification since they presume that these individuals share a class
consciousness without explaining how this may happen and what
conditions are necessary for this process to be successful. A direct
correspondence between class origins and consciousness is assumed
but never explained or understood. The state-as-subject is pre-
sumed by such theorists and the state gains the appearance of a
entity that exists beyond the society itself, since its existence is not
grounded upon any particular set of social practices or conditions.

State-as-object definitions reduce the state to a set of institu-
tions that constitute the site of political struggle and antagonism
between various social actors. The state does not act but is rather
a material site acted upon. Such definitions are common to struc-
turalist theories of the state (or theories that share a relational and
not instrumentalist theory of power). The early work of Nicos
Poulantzas and that of Louis Althusser are prime examples of this
concept.

In such formulations, the state and its functions are deter-
mined by the reproductive requisites of the given social whole.
The state exists as a region of any given social formation and func-
tions according to the needs of the social formation to reproduce
its constitutive relations (structure) (cf. Althusser 1969, ch. 3). In
Althusser's formulation, this is accomplished by the combination
of the ideological and repressive state apparatuses, which function
to secure and reproduce the necessary ideological dispositions and
coerce the dominated classes (Althusser 1971). In Poulantzas' ver-
sion, this is accomplished through a relatively autonomous state,
which functions to unify capitalists into a coherent class and to
separate the working class into individuals (Poulantzas 1973). In
both cases this is a product of class power being mediated through
state institutions and forms.

These theories reify the state since they take it to be a logical
necessity, which functions according to some omnipotent knowl-
edge of the reproductive needs of capitalism. The state exists as one
of the assumed three regions of all social formations (the economic,
the cultural/ideological, and the political) whose functions are
overdetermined by its relations to the social whole (structural
causality). As such, these theories not only fail to question the his-
torical, and thus contingent, material conditions that the existence
of the state is grounded upon but, in formalist fashion, present
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arbitrary and purely analytical distinctions (political, cultural,
economic) as corresponding to real and ontologically privileged
relatively autonomous spheres of society.'

A Note on Philip Abrams and Ontology

This tendency for state theory to reify the state had been noted
by Philip Abrams (1988) in an article, originally written in 1977,
that has, unfortunately, engendered little attention from state the-
ory. He argued that political sociology and particularly Marxist
state theory has reified the state by presenting it as something that
exists in the strong sense of the term. For Abrams, the true mode
of existence of the state is not material but ideological; the state
does not exist, what exists is the belief that the state exists. The
obvious reason for this misrecognition, Abrams argues, is its legit-
imating function of concealing the true, class, basis and functions
of political power.

The state is, then, in every sense of the term a triumph of
concealment. It conceals the real history and relations of
subjection behind an a-historical mask of legitimating
illusion; contrives to deny the existence of connections and
conflicts which would if recognized be incompatible with
the claimed autonomy and integration of the state .

(Abrams 1988, 77)

Abrams' critique is at once a great advancement and regres-
sion. His critique was the first to take contemporary political
inquiry to task for its failure to question the existence of the state,
and his assertion that the belief in the existence of the state is a
fundamental and neglected issue is an important political and the-
oretical challenge. Nonetheless, the methodological tone and
implications of his argument are in many ways a regression within
social inquiry. By asserting that the state does not exist, by assum-
ing that the belief in the state's existence is simply an illusion,
Abrams fails to recognize the state as a social fact, as something
with social existence. The important question in regards to the
state's existence is not a yes or no ontological one; to borrow a
phrase from Antonio Negri, "Existence is not a problem. The
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immediacy of being reveals itself in non-problematic terms to the
pure intellect" (Negri 1991, 45). The important question, as indi-
rectly indicated in the introduction, is not whether or not the state
exists per se, but whether it exists as a social or a natural fact. The
critical task of state theory is to explain and demystify the
processes and practices that produce the social existence of the
state and thus to negate the state's claim to universality and natu-
ralness.

On this issue, Abrams would have greatly benefitted from
going back to Marx and Weber, or forward to Deleuze and Guat-
tari. Rather than separate the material existence of a given object
from the "belief in its existence" or the abstract categories that
refer to it, as Abrams does, all of the foregoing theorists emphasize
the function of such categories toward the social existence of an
object. Marx's analysis of economic categories illustrates this point
quite well (Marx 1970, 205-214). Marx asserted that conceptual
categories are not simply neutral references to some already
(non)existing object but are an integral part of the object itself (cf.
Oilman 1971, ch. 2).

Just as in general when examining any historical or social
science, so also in the case of the development of economic
categories is it always necessary to remember that the sub-
ject, in this context contemporary bourgeois society, is pre-
supposed both in reality and in the mind, and that
therefore categories express forms of existence and condi-
tions of existence—and sometimes merely separate
aspects—of this particular society, the subject . . . (Marx
1970, 212)

Weber's famous definition of the state reveals this point if we read
it carefully. What is particular to the state is not violence or its ter-
ritorialization, but the legitimacy of such violence and dominat-
ing command-obey relationships. If violence must be legitimate
in order for the state to exist, then the cognitive and affectual
processes that create this legitimacy must be of primary interest.
On this issue Weber, as had Marx, stresses the necessity to under-
stand the objectifying function of categories in the production of
what we take to be reality:
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It is necessary for us to forego here a detailed discussion of
the case which is by far the most complicated and most
interesting, namely, the problem of the logical structure of
the concept of the state. The following however should be
noted: when we inquire as to what corresponds to the idea
of the "state" in empirical reality, we find an infinity of dif-
fuse and discrete human actions, both active and passive,
factually and legally regulated relationships, partly unique
and partly recurrent in character, all bound together by an
idea, namely, the belief in the actual or normative validity
of rules and of the authority-relationships of some human
beings towards others. (Weber 1949, 99)

So called "objectivity"—and Weber never speaks of objec-
tivity except as "so called" and in quotation marks—"rests
exclusively on the fact that the given reality is ordered in
categories, which are subjective in the specific sense that
they constitute the precondition of our knowledge and are
contingent upon the presupposition of the value of that
particular truth which only empirical knowledge can give
us. (Lowith 1993, 53-54)

From this, we could deduce that the existence of the state is con-
tingent upon the meaning creating function of such objectifying
categories, and that these objectifying processes are what must be
understood if. we are to understand the material basis of the state.
Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari, from a radically different episte-
mological position, have come to exactly the same conclusion.

There is thus an image of thought covering all of thought;
it is the special object of "noology" and is like the State-
form developed in thought. . . . It is easy to see what
thought gains from this: a gravity it would never have on
its own, a center that makes everything, including the
State, appear to exist by its own efficacy or on its own sanc-
tion. But the State gains just as much. Indeed, by devel-
oping in thought in this way the State-form gains
something essential: a whole consensus. Only thought is
capable of inventing the fiction of a State that is universal
by right, of elevating the State to de jure universality.
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(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 374-375)

Of course, these qualifications do not take us very far from
Abrams' argument on the importance of explaining the state-idea
and noting its delusional effects. The whole set of these concerns
become recast, however, because the state-idea is no longer a mask,
"irrational" belief or a false consciousness on the part of those
(other than the bourgeoisie, for whom this belief is of great bene-
fit) who believe in it. The state-idea is concurrent with the real qua
social existence of the state. For example, a great deal of Abrams'
claim that the state does not exist derives from his assertion that
there is no unity of "state"-institutions that would constitute them
as a state:

We may reasonably infer that the state as a special object
of social analysis does not exist as a real entity. . . . Politi-
cal institutions, especially in the enlarged sense of Mili-
band's state-system, conspicuously fail to display a unity
of practice—just as they constantly discover their inabil-
ity to function as a more general factor of cohesion. Mani-
festly they are divided against one another, volatile and
confused. (Abrams 1988, 79)

The assertion that there is no unity of practice between state insti-
tutions, by no means a "reasonable inference," presupposes that
such a unity could only be the outcome of something inside each
institution, some kind of state essence, that unites them in a sub-
stantive way. At the least, it assumes, for Abrams, in a surprisingly
unhistorical way, that state institutions inherently cannot function
coherently. This conclusion, however, conflicts with the assumed
dominance of the state-idea. The conclusion that there is or is not
a unity of practice is contingent on our subjective determination
of what constitutes a unity of practice. The state-idea may create a
unity of practice and solidify the role of the state as a factor of cohe-
sion by creating points of view and cognitive categories among cit-
izens and state managers that does function as a factor of cohesion
and does result in there being a unity of practice. If we believe in
the state-idea, the state has achieved its function as a factor of cohe-
sion and its practices will be judged to be united given the appro-
priate categorization of them. Even things as apparently unrelated
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as wine and sociology may be united by the placing both under the
category "French."

A related shortcoming is Abrams' lack of explanation regard-
ing the propensity of people to believe in the state-idea. We are
left with the image of members of the dominated classes foolishly
believing in a fiction put forth by bourgeois propagandists. That
even Marxist theorists should have engaged in this reification and
misrecognition is in need of explanation and is obviously a crucial
part of any attempt to explain the state-idea. When Abrams does
attempt to explain the propensity of theorists to reify the state he
makes the argument that the belief in the state-idea results from
some methodological mania and strategic irrationality.

.. it is worth considering why marxism generally should
have proved so susceptible to this sort of ambiguity. I
think it results from an unresolved tension between marx-
ist theory and marxist practice. Marxist theory needs the
state as an abstract-formal object in order to explain the
integration of class societies. [Marxist theorists) are hyp-
notised by the brilliant effect of standing Hegel the right
way up, of discovering the state as the political concentra-
tion of class relationships. . . . At the same time marxist
practice needs the state as a real-concrete object, the
immediate object of political struggle. Marxist political
practice is above all a generation of political class struggle
over and above economic struggle. . . . In effect to opt for
political struggle thus becomes a matter of participating
in the ideological construction of the state as a real entity.
(Abrams 1988, 70)

As with the assertion that the state-idea is a mask foolishly
believed in by the masses, to assert that Marxist theorists tend
toward irrationality, that they are "hypnotized," fails to identify
any rational causes that may explain these tendencies. A more
appropriate explanation for the belief in the state-idea is
attempted further below.

It is important to note that some of the problems identified so
far have been at least partly addressed by Nicos Poulantzas in his
latter work and subsequently by Bob Jessop. It is with Jessop and
Poulantzas that state theory begins to explain the existence of the
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state by looking to practices and strategies that may serve as its
causes. This not only represents the beginning of a theory that does
not fetishize the state but also addresses related shortcomings
regarding the unity/disunity of institutions. With Abrams as with
state-as-subject theorists (Miliband, Block, Skocpol, etc.) the
unity/disunity of the state was assumed. As can be noted from the
discussion below, Poulantzas and Jessop understood the substan-
tive unity of state institutions to be historically contingent and
thus an empirical question that cannot be assumed away. This
advancement coincides with Poulantzas' movement away from the
more formalistic elements of structuralism and his subsequent def-
inition of the state as a social relation.

The State as a Social Relation

There is no question that Poulantzas' most famous concept,
"the relative autonomy of the capitalist state," tends to be the least
understood. In part this stems from comparing the concept of rel-
ative autonomy to neo-Weberian claims that the state has com-
plete autonomy from society—the resulting assumption being
that relative autonomy must imply a limited version of that argu-
ment, some but not complete autonomy from society. Poulantzas
never implied any autonomy of the state from society (he even
rejects the state-society dichotomy); relative autonomy always
referred to autonomy from particular class interests, not society as
a whole. For this reason, political power is always class power, there
is no "state" power in the sense of a power separate or autonomous
from social classes. 6 The conceptual problem was to understand
how the state can act against some narrow or short term interests
of capitalists in order to act in their general or class interests. In
Political Power and Social Classes, Poulantzas explains relative
autonomy as an outcome of structural causality. The multiple rela-
tions of the political to the social whole overdetermine its func-
tions, and it will have a relative autonomy vis-à-vis the economic
and cultural moments of the social whole, since they all affect each
other, and thus will also have a relative autonomy from particular
class interests, since only in this way can the social whole be repro-
duced. This explanation was quickly abandoned, however, and
Poulantzas's definition of the state-as-object became replaced with
the definition of the state as a social relation.
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Poulantzas defined the state in State, Power, Socialism as:

. . . a relationship of forces, or more precisely the material con-
densation of such a relationship among classes and class fractions,
such as this is expressed within the State in a necessarily specific
form, . by grasping the State as the condensation of a rela-
tionship, we avoid the impasse of that eternal counterposi-
tion of the State as a Thing-instrument and the State as a
Subject. (Poulantzas 1978, 129)

This definition should be combined with Poulantzas's class ontol-
ogy where classes are to be found only as class struggles and prac-
tices: ". . . social classes do not firstly exist as such, and only then
enter into a class struggle. Social classes coincide with class prac-
tices . ." (Poulantzas 1975, 14). This represents Poulantzas'
attempt to move away from class in-itself and for-itself definitions,
since social class is neither a product of academic definition nor of
the subjective dispositions of "class" actors. Poulantzas' definition
of state and class lead to the conclusion that what he terms the
"institutional materiality" of the state is a historical product of a
multiplicity of class practices and struggles. This allows us to pose
the question of what material causes and processes underpin the
existence of the state. Thus, in contrast to previous theories of the
state, Poulantzas presents a view of the state that does not reify it.

The explanation of relative autonomy and of the unity of the
state institutions are revised in light of this definition of the state
as a social relation. Relative autonomy becomes a product of the
class struggles, since within and between state institutions various
classes and class factions are engaged in struggle, no one class will
have complete control of all the state institutions. The product of
past struggles will be materialized in the state institutions them-
selves, their structures, rules, procedures, etc. The class bias these
institutions exhibit because of previous political struggles is what
Poulantzas terms, following Claus Offe (cf. Offe 1973), structural
selectivity: the selectivity the institutions display toward and
against various possible laws and policies.

The historically contingent balance of forces between the
classes represented within the state institutions (what Poulantzas
terms the "power bloc") will dictate the particular degree and con-
tent of this relative autonomy. If a unity of the state institutions
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exists, it is to be found in the hegemonic position of one insti-
tution (and the class fraction that dominates it) over the other
institutions. The hegemonic institution, and class interests it rep-
resents, is able to coordinate the actions of the other state institu-
tions through its power over them as well as the corresponding
agreements and concessions reached by the members of the power
bloc. In short, the cause of the unity of the state and its relative
autonomy is class struggle.

In State Theory: Putting the Capitalist State in its Place (1990),
Jessop offers the most recent and elaborate discussion within the
trajectory opened by Poulantzas. He asserts that the state as a social
relation can be analyzed as the site, generator, and product of
strategies. First, understanding the state as the site of strategy
implies substituting the Offean notion "structural selectivity" for
the concept of "strategic selectivity." Jessop argues that the con-
cept of structural selectivity reduces the differential impact of the
state on the capacity of class-relevant forces to pursue their inter-
ests within the state system itself. The concept of "strategic selec-
tivity," conversely, brings out more clearly the relational aspect of
this selectivity as a product of the relationship between state forms
and strategies that different forces adopt toward the state. In other
words, strategic selectivity radicalizes the contingency of the ways
by which the form of the state participates in the production of
class domination; it is not only the form of the state that plays that
role, but also the various strategies and their potential and actual
success that condition this selectivity and allows us to identify it.
In summary, states are not neutral sites with reference to political
strategies of social forces, but are more open to some political
strategies than others (Jessop 1990, 9-12). Second, the state is also
a generator of political strategies. In order for the state to be inter-
preted as possessing substantive unity, it is not sufficient, Jessop
argues, to establish its formal unity—this is the case with subjec-
tivist theories. The unity of the state, the nature of its subjectiv-
ity, and its capacity to act are to be understood in the light of a
reinterpretation of the role of state institutions as producers of
political strategies. Third and last, the state's structure is not a set
of functional imperatives determined by the societal whole, but it
is the product of past political strategies and struggles:

. . . the current strategic selectivity of the state is in part the
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emergent effect of the interaction between its past patterns
of strategic selectivity and the strategies adopted for its trans-
formation. (Jessop 1990, 261)

Neither Poulantzas nor Jessop, however, fully overcome the
epistemological limits of previous state theories. Although the
concept of the state in Poulantzas is made radically contingent,
class, class interests, and class power are assumed to exist as its nec-
essary precondition. That is, Poulantzas never justifies why the
practices that produce the state are necessarily and exclusively class
practices. Furthermore, it is not very clear what types of practices
and mechanisms translate the materiality of classes and class power
into the institutional materiality of the state. Yet, by transform-
ing the state into the point of arrival of state theory, Poulantzas'
relational theory denies the state any a priori existence. The state
exists, for Poulantzas, but its existence is a contingency of specific
articulations of power relations.

In Jessop's strategic theory of the state, the inconclusive status
of the concept of "social relation" in Poulantzas is given clearer
contours. He attempts to overcome Poulantzas' class reductionism
by assigning materiality solely to institutions. Although these
concepts are produced within an immanently contingency-ori-
ented framework—thus denying the predetermined nature of
functional imperatives and subjectivity—Jessop's threefold char-
acterization of the state still reduces that concept to the institu-
tional materiality of society. The state, therefore, can only exist
when there is substantive unity among state institutions. But how
are we to know what "state" institutions are? We could choose a
point in time where the state-as-institutional-order exists and
identify its component institutions, which we could then label as
"state" institutions. But, then again, how could we know if the
state-as-institutional-order exists if we do not know what institu-
tions to look at in order to establish the existence and form of their
unity? Obviously, at some point we must posit what "state" insti-
tutions are a priori. Ultimately, substituting the materiality qua
objectivity of institutions for the materiality qua objectivity
of classes does not fully overcome the problems related to Pou-
lantzas' reductionism, nor does it fully overcome the epistemolog-
ical limits of state theory since it still assumes the existence of
"state" institutions if not the state itself.
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From the Reification of the State to Its Explanation

Sometimes we stand in wonder before a chosen object; we
build up hypotheses and reveries; in this way we form con-
victions which have all the appearance of true knowledge

.. In point of fact, scientific objectivity is possible only if
one has broken first with the immediate object, if one has
refused to yield to the seduction of the initial choice, if one
has checked and contradicted the thoughts which arise
from one's first observation. . . . Far from marveling at the
object, objective thought must treat it ironically.

—Gaston Bachelard, The Psychoanalysis of Fire

That the state has been reified by Marxist theorists cannot be
a matter of chance or lack of thought. It must be symptomatic of
a particular quality that the state possesses that makes it difficult
to treat "ironically," it must be symptomatic of the hold the state
has over our theoretical and political imagination. The state is for
political theorists what fire was for the alchemists of the pre-mod-
em era. In both cases, the seductive power of the object over the
imagination of those who attempt to explain it results in meta-
phorical and incomplete theories (cf. Bachelard 1987, 59-82). In
both cases, myths and folklore are the privileged form of our
understanding. From Prometheus and fire-bellied birds we have
gone to tales of social contracts, George Washington, and the Bat-
tle of Kosovo.

If, as Bachelard argues, the experience of fire's heat, light,
smoke, etc. limits one's ability to explain it scientifically we could
also assume that the source of our inability to explain the state in
sufficiently objective ways (or, at least, in ways that do not reify it)
is our experience of the state. We know from Marx, Weber, Mauss,
and, especially, Durkheim that while in our social existence we
develop common-sense understandings of various phenomena, the
first goal of a social science is to break with these preconceived
notions and reconstruct them as "social facts." 7 Perhaps a telling
indicator of the difficulty of accomplishing this break in relation
to the state is the difficulty of identifying "state" experiences (cf.
Weber cited above). What is our experience of the "state"? Is it the
delivery of mail? The presence of traffic regulations? The collec-
tion of taxes? The presence of national borders? It does not seem
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plausible to provide a list of all possible situations where someone
may have an experience of the "state" or to have a definition of the
state that would delineate it as a discrete object that can be directly
experienced.

It would appear that "state" experiences are anything people
understand as such. If this is the case, the "state" becomes some-
thing of a floating signifier that may come to represent any num-
ber of otherwise unrelated phenomena. Assuming with Hegel that
"everything real is rational," this ubiquity of experience must be
functional toward some end for its continued existence. 8 The util-
ity of the "state" in our social existence is as a category through
which we can understand society. The state exists more as a cate-
gory through which to organize experience, as a pragmatic pre-
supposition in our experience of society, than as an experience in
the usual sense of the word. As Poulantzas notes:

. . . we cannot imagine any social phenomena (any knowl-
edge, power, language or writing) as posed in a state prior
to the State: for all social reality must stand in relation to
the State and to class divisions. (Poulantzas 1978, 39) 9

Even the most basic of social scientific concepts, society, seems to
be unthinkable without standing it in relation to the state; the
state is already assumed as its opposite or its modifier. "Society"
either has meaning and specificity in relation to the "state" (state-
society or public-private) or in conjunction with a "state" as its
modifying pronoun (American society, French society, etc.). These
two uses of the state category, to map the internal and external lim-
its of what is thought to be society, indicate the importance of
explaining the state idea for any attempt to go beyond the spon-
taneous and ideological understanding that society has of itself.

Poulantzas's assertion that the state is the product of practices
should be taken seriously and the material causes of the state idea
should be sought. Although an attempt to provide an outline of
how these questions could be answered is beyond the scope of this
essay, there are some notable examples of current approaches that
hold promise for providing an explanation of the state. The analy-
sis so far implies that in order to explain the state in a materialist
way we must be able to explain the causes of the categorizations
and ideological assumptions that underpin the existence of the
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state as a social fact. I think that Althusser's theory of ideology is
a very promising beginning for such a task since it takes the expla-
nation of subjectivity as its goal. Unfortunately, Althusser's use-
fulness has been marred by his concept of the ideological state
apparatus. Althusser's Ideological State Apparatuses should be
replaced by Henri Lefebvre's everyday life. If we were to do a strict
Althusserian analysis of the sources of the state idea we would look
to the schools, the family, and the bureaucracies as the loci of ide-
ological practices. The problem with this approach lies in the use
of the terms "state" and "apparatuses." By speaking of "state"
Althusser implies that ideology only has state functions or expands
the definition of the state to be everything and everywhere;
Althusser's own definition of ideology would preclude such a pos-
sibility since it is universal and could not be reduced to any par-
ticitlar (national or state) ideology, and since I think he would
readily admit that the state is a historical particular and not uni-
versal. By using the term "apparatus" he implies a kind of formal
unity of the practices within these institutions simply based on the
quasi-legalistic demarcation of "family," "school," "labor union,"
and so on. Any taxonomy that tends to correspond to the various
ministries of a western state is suspect. The unity of practices must
be established, not assumed, and the tendency to reproduce for-
mal/legal categories as analytical categories must be resisted
(indeed, it could be easily argued using Althusser's own theory
that these categories themselves are ideological effects grounded
upon our experiences rather than on our causal understanding of
social phenomenon). Everyday life is the perfect alternative to ISAs
for two reasons: it does not assume any formal or legal distinctions
within the totality of practices constitutive of the everyday, and it
stresses the ritualistic and repetitive aspects of these practices.
Everyday life is a historical category, corresponding to the partic-
ular temporal organization of life into repetitive twenty-four-hour
units (cf. Lefebvre 1994, ch. 1). Practices are repeated over and
over, life has a mechanistic quality. Lefebvre's analysis corresponds
perfectly with Pascal's and Althusser's discussion of custom and
ritual. It is not simply practices, but the habituation of practices,
44 material practices governed by material rituals . . ." (Althusser
1971, 170), that (Pascal) "leads the mind unconsciously with it."
Everyday life is the loci of ideological practices and of the state.

State theory is faced with the political and analytical task of
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uncovering the everyday causes of the state. Everything from our
ability to imagine a democratic society to our ability to explain
nationalism and the "free market" is limited by thought that rei-
fies the state and fails to understand its social foundations. Build-
ing upon Poulantzas, Althusser, Lefebvre, and others, Marxism can
begin to provide the demystifying understanding of the state
needed in order to be able to think beyond the limits the state
imposes on us.

NOTES

'Etienne Balibar notes this point in his discussion of Marx's analysis of the
commodity form, "What, then, is Marx's objective in describing the phenome-
non in this way? It is twofold. On the one hand, by a movement akin to demys-
tification or demythification, he is concerned to dissolve that phenomenon, to
show that it is an appearance based, in the last instance, on a 'misunderstand-
ing.' The phenomena just mentioned (exchange-value considered as a property
of objects, the autonomous movement of commodities and prices) will have to
be traced back to a real cause which has been masked and the effect of which has
been inverted (as in a camera obscura)" (Balibar 1995, 60).

2Slavoj 'ti iek has summarized this particular component of Marxist
thought: "In short, in Marxism as well as in psychoanalysis we encounter what
Althusser calls topique, the topical character of thought. This topicality does not
concern only or even primarily the fact that the object of thought has to be con-
ceived as a complex Whole of instances that cannot be reduced to some identi-
cal underlying Ground (the intricate interplay of base in superstructure in
Marxism; of Ego, Superego and Id in psychoanalysis). 'Topicality,' rather, refers
to the topical character of 'thought' itself. theory is always part of the conjunction
into which it intervenes. The 'object' of Marxism is society, yet 'class struggle
in theory' means that the ultimate theme of Marxism is the 'material force of
ideas'—that is, the way Marxism itself qua revolutionary theory transforms its
object (brings about the emergence of the revolutionary subject, etc  )  In
short, a 'topic' theory fully acknowledges the short circuit between the theoret-
ical frame and an element within this frame: theory itself is a moment of the
totality that is its 'object' " 1994, 182).

3See Lukacs (1971, esp. 83-110) and 2,iiek (1989, ch. 1) for an extended
discussion of reification and fetishization.

4Skocpol makes some attempt to overcome this in her latter work when she
stresses the necessity that state officials share "a unified sense of ideological pur-
pose" for the state to be an autonomous actor (Skocpol 1985). This, however,
remains "outside" of her theory, since she is unable to examine how this hap-
pens. It remains an unexplained external variable that, at best, qualifies claims
to state autonomy by positing certain conditions that are necessary but not suf-
ficient for such autonomy to exist.
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5Gramsci noted the danger of confusing methodological categories with
organic ones in his comments on economism. "The approach of the free trade
movement is based on a theoretical error whose practical origin is not hard to
identify: namely the distinction between political society and civil society,
which is made and presented as an organic one, whereas in fact it is merely
methodological" (Gramsci 1971, 160).

6Even David Held tends toward this confusion of Poulantzas when he
argues that to claim relative autonomy and to posit that all power is class power
is contradictory. "There are, however, inconsistencies in Poulantzas's formula-
tion . . . where he at one and the same time grants a certain autonomy to the
state and argues that all power is class power" (Held 1989, 70).

'See Bourdieu, Chamboredon, and Passeron (1991, esp. 13-55) for an
extended discussion of this issue.

8As Bourdieu et al. put it, "These preconceptions or 'prenotions'—
'schematic, summary representations' that are 'formed by and for experience'—
derive their self-evidence and their 'authority,' as Durkheim observes, from the
social functions they fulfil" (Bourdieu et al. 1991, 13).

°Cornelius Castoriadis illustrates this point when he argues that our under-
standing of ancient Greek political thought (especially the concept of the polis)
is flawed because we are unable to understand without recourse to our modern
categories (especially the state) (cf. Castoriadis 1991, ch. 5). This not only illus-
trates that "only in relation to the state" can we comprehend social phenome-
non, but shows how the state reifies itself in thought, making it appear universal
and omnipresent.
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Economic Globalism and Political
Universalism: Conflicting Issues?

by SAMIR AMIN

In the prevailing discourse, market and democracy are credited
with such a force that makes them almost appear obscene to chal-
lenge the signs of equality placed between them. The market is
simply considered as a manifest condition of democracy and the
latter must inexorably relate to the other. But neither the concepts
nor the realities of what is or could be the market and democracy
are subject to question in these discourses. Because the latter oper-
ates like a vulgar ideology: in addition, the propositions put for-
ward are simple, albeit simplistic, more so as they appear to be
manifestly indisputable. In the same manner, globalization and
universalism are conceived in the discourse as being practically
synonymous. The "Global Village" constitutes one of the fashion-
able catch words, which, though bereft of meaning, bears witness
to this confusion.

In this contribution, I will expatiate on the thesis according to
which the themes of each of this duo market/democracy and glob-
alization/universalism are more contradictory than complemen-
tary. The association of these two sets of issues, defined by an
economic globalization based on the market and a democratic
political universalism, as a result is an explosive nonsense and calls
one forth to rethink the market, democracy, and universalism
within the perspective of a history that has certainly not reached
its term.

SAMIR AMIN is director of Forum Tiers Monde in Dakar, Senegal. His
numerous books include Accumulation on a World Scale, Unequal Devel-
opment, Eurocentrism, Empire of Chaos, Spectres of Capitalism, and Re-
Reading the Pastwar Period.
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1.

The market is invoked in mainstream discourse just as super-
natural forces are invoked elsewhere to which individual human
beings and society as a whole are supposed to be subjected. They
summon you to "believe in the market," because it -"reveals"
(encapsulates) the "true values" of the hamburger and the auto-
mobile, of the square meter of living space in the metropolis, the
hectare of rice field, the barrel of petrol, the exchange rate of the
dollar, the work hour of the factory laborer in Asia or that of the
Wall Street broker, the "true" price that must be paid to gain
access to medical care, university education, to the Web, etc.

The language through which the market is evoked is akin to
fundamentalist interpretation of religion. Just as the god of fun-
damentalism invented and established everything, to the point
where all we have to do is submit to his will, which we can dis-
cover by reading the sacred text, in the same way, the market com-
mands work, with no other choice but to submit to its law. The
peculiar rationality of the market becomes that of the totality of
social life. Besides, here one does not know if this rationality effec-
tively commands in the last resort the real social life or if she
should command for Her Greater Glory.

This rationality is therefore not that of the emancipation of
human beings and their society, it is that of submission to the
binding law. The market has thus become absolute, it is no longer
the concrete network of trade relations classified under the modest
category—no matter how important—labeled economic life. It is
the principle that also guides all other human relations. One can
then speak of the market of ideas and that of political options
(what a curious and despicable use of words), and probably also of
the market of the honor of politicians, like those of sex (both of
which are alive and well—the Mafia knows how to use them).
Ethics—which, I believe, is also a motor of social life—has disap-
peared.

It is the so-called calculation based on the market that we are
offered as a common denominator proper to all human relations.
Its implementation is based on such an astonishing principle of
simplicity: there is for everything a supply (whose curve rises on
the basis of price) and a demand (whose curve is descending).
There is therefore a "true price" at their intersection. Supply and
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demand are independent of each other. Nobody asks questions on
how they are formed in the real world and their subsequent inter-
dependence, albeit confusion. The sect of "pure" economists (that
is to say unpolluted by the coloration of "politics") was constituted
to construct models of this curve, to demonstrate by so doing that
the market is self-regulatory and to give further legitimacy to its
work by affirming that the equilibrium that it produces defines the
best possible worlds. This is the very meaning of the "invisible
hand." Have these efforts been successful? Certainly no, neither in
theory nor in the practices which they inspire.'

How can the interaction of rational behavior of elementary
units be analyzed, further integrating anticipation (delicate mat-
ter that destroy the entire edifice, which I will take up again) so as
to produce a general equilibrium, that is to say a system that can
be characterized (by its prices, income distribution, level of unem-
ployment, a rate of interest, a rate of growth, etc.). Since the time
of Walras, economics has been employed without result, as it has
been demonstrated that it is impossible to derive the pattern of
supply and demand curves from optimal behaviors (the Son-
neschein theorem). Who cares? The style of the sect is like the one
used in narrating fairly tales. The fable, as one knows it, generally
credits animals with credible behavior and imagines them achiev-
ing their objectives, drawing "the moral of history." Since the time
of the Robinsonnades, the so-called pure economics has never been
able to come out of this frame of generalization by analogy.

The fundamentalist believer—in god or in the market—
affirms in theory that it is not necessary for him to act freely, but
only to submit, to wait for god (or the market) to solve the prob-
lem. But in practice, he will remain a perpetual deviant, because
he acts nonetheless. That will not hold, the sectarians in question
would say. We integrate anticipation in the identification of the
rational behaviors.

Debreu Arrow's model, the pride of the pure economy, prop-
erly demonstrates that there is, at least, a general equilibrium in
the hypothesis of perfect competition. The latter supposes that the
famous auctioneer of Walras centralizes supplies and demands.
Curiously, therefore, the model demonstrates that a central plan-
ner perfectly aware of the behaviors of the billions of primary
actors who operate in the markets could take decisions that would
produce the envisaged equilibrium. The model does not demon-
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strate that the market, as it really exists, can achieve this. Let
extremist believers in the pure economy conclude that Big Brother
is the solution to the puzzle. This could serve as a play thing for
the moment.

Fortunately, Big Brother is not around, and the system adjusts
each time according to results produced by the effective actions of
individuals who interact in the markets. The equilibrium, if
achieved, will be as much the product of the process, which derives
from chance—as the result of the rationality of actors.

Therefore, if fundamentalism—on the market as in religion—
is untenable in theory, it is much more so in practice. The pure
economist sect pretends to construct an economy free of all facets
of social reality, such as the existence of states, the organized con-
frontation of social interests (the social classes for example), the oli-
gopolistic nature of the main producers organization, the interplay
of political, ideological, and cultural forces, etc. It wants to study
economic life as the astrophysician studies stars. It wants to deny
what specifically separates social science from the sciences of
nature. It wants to ignore the fact that society produces itself and
that it is not manufactured by outside forces. But, in spite of its
principle of proclamation, it immediately disproves its own lies
while introducing the concept of anticipation that proves that the
individual it sought to treat like an objective reality is the same
active subject of his own history.

Moneytheism replaced monotheism. But fortunately enough,
it is not only the fundamentalist version of belief that is possible.
One can believe in a god that allows human beings to make their
history; one can conceive of a market whose working is regulated.
Besides, in reality, the market is always regulated and not deregu-
lated except in pure imaginary economics that has never existed.
The real choice therefore is not regulation or deregulation, but
what type of regulation and for what social interests?

I will not propose here a reading of the successive forms that
regulation has embraced during the history of the last two cen-
turies without which capitalist accumulation would have been
impossible. I refer here to developments that the reader will find
elsewhere. 2 Each of these forms responded to challenges of the time
and place, to the necessary social alliances through which the dom-
ination of capital is expressed, forcing the latter to adjust to the
implied social imperatives. The reading of politics and history, to
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which fundamentalist sects have never shown interest since the
truth has been revealed in its totality once for all, makes it possi-
ble to understand the meaning and real impact of the market.

The victory of democracy over fascism and those of the peoples
of Asia and Africa over ancient colonialism had created in the post-
Second World War era conditions for transparent and efficient
social regulations—for a time, as it has always been the case in real
history. The historic compromise between capital and labor in
countries of central capitalism, on the basis of which the welfare
state was constructed, which dictated the development project I
call national-populist in the Third World by regulating internal
social relations in the perspective of modernization and accelera-
tion of industrialization as well as the relations between the coun-
tries in question and precisely the "world market," have
constituted the most recent stage of this long history. They are the
real or at least potential forms of democratic regulation because
they are socially transparent. The state appears then as the instru-
ment for the implementation of these "social contracts," negoti-
ated compromise, and accepted social vision. Its intervention is
not that of stupid and awkward bureaucrats, bent on pursuing only
ridiculous or hidden objectives as presented in the discourse of
rightist anarchism, quasi fascist by anti-state propaganda. It is the
instrument for the affirmation of a mature society that knows what
it wants.

Society is not governed by the principle of anarchical conflict
of individuals; it is not a jungle without laws (besides, even the
jungle or the Mafia are regulated by their own laws). Neither is it
a long quiet stream of universal harmony. And much less is it the
revelation of these harmonies by anarchical conflict, which is, in
the final analysis, the core of the philosophy of the conventional
economy. It is the place of confrontations and compromises organ-
ized between incontrovertible social realities: nations, workers,
enterprises, oligopolies, the transnationals, etc. The compromises
achieved between these interests—sometimes convergent, often
divergent—define the mode of regulation that governs society,
among others the mode of regulation of economic life, both at the
national level and in international relations. Bretton Woods or
fluctuating exchange rates are modes of regulation. But they
express the victory of certain interests over others, which are sum-
moned to submit (and they either accept or reject it, in theory and
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in practice). The universal anarchy/harmony utopia obviates reflec-
tion on the consideration of reality: modes of regulation that are
always present. This is why the economy of contemporary one-
sided thinking reduces the instruments of economic policy to two:
the budgetary policy and the monetary policy. This is evidently
not true. Other instruments, recognized or hidden, are operated.
There are always industrial policies, be they those of the state, for
example, charged with the task of supporting the establishment of
stronger and more independent productive systems vis-à-vis the
exterior, or be they the expressions of the strategies of private
groups of industrialists or financiers themselves (and in this case
one speaks, wrongly, of the absence of policies because they are not
transparent). There are always social policies in fact, be they rela-
tively favorable to workers (social security, for example), or unfa-
vorable to them. The flexibility of the work market is not the
absence of social policies, it is a social policy unilaterally regulated
by the strongest—the employers. It is the implementation of the
totality of these policies—recognized or not—that determine,
among other things, the state of the external balance, be it bal-
anced or not. And since we live in a world of nations, states, and
various currencies managed by various states, the search for a sta-
ble external balance is, though in various degrees, unavoidable for
all. The mix of policies—what I call regulations—must take this
into consideration. Whether this is achieved or not, whether it
favors the interests of some or others, all that constitutes another
series of problems.

What is known as deregulation is in fact nothing more than
another form of regulation whose nature is hard to discern because
it is unilateral. As a clear example, the WTO, a curious institu-
tion: if markets can really be deregulated, why the need for an
institution assigned . . . to regulate them? And, well, yes the
WTO does regulate markets, while condoning, in the corridors,
the dominant segments of capital (the transnationals) to negotiate
between them compromises that concern them and subscribe to
the logic of their strategies. Being private business secrets, these
regulations will simply be legitimized afterward by states called
to "rubber stamp these secret agreements." Opaque, the so-called
"deregulation" is simply a shameful regulation and at the same
time essentially non-democratic. The MAI (Multilateral Agree-
ment on Investments) is even more cynical: it replaces the legisla-
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tion of states, potentially democratic, with those of transnationals
and, above all, erases the principles of the separation of powers
since in the courts of arbitration that it proposes, the transnation-
als are both complainants and judges.

Social and transparent regulation or opaque and one-sided reg-
ulation, regulation is always there. Markets don't exist without it,
since the forces that operate in the markets are the expressions of
social relations that the sect of pure economists have banished out
of sight. Markets (the economy in general) are embedded in these
relations. Karl Polanyi reminded us in 1945 3 that, having failed
to recognize it, "liberalism" of the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury had produced the two world wars and the fascist drift. Before
him, the classicists—from Smith to Ricardo—then Marx and
much later Keynes, had shared, beyond the divergence of their
visions, methods, and proposals, this recognition of the evidence
that economics is political.

Therefore, in the reality of the world, we do not have to deal
with "markets" simply, but with markets for goods and services
that are generally produced by private capitalist enterprises, the
majority of them oligopolies, on the basis of defined relations of
production (wage labor, labor which has a semblance of independ-
ence but is in fact a kind of subcontracting, etc.). In these relations,
the majority of human beings, who only have the strength of their
muscles or their brains "to sell," are as a result alienated, in the
sense that history, of which they are subjects and which they make,
appears to them as imposing itself on them from outside. When
the human being in question is defined as a "factor of production"
or as "human resources," what an acknowledgement it is of the
naiveté of the expression. Resources for whom? For what?

Similarly, in the reality of the world, we do not have to deal
with "natural resources" that can be treated as "goods" (commod-
ified), since these resources constitute the basis of reproduction not
only of the material needs of the society but also of biological life.
However, the rationality of the market, which is real but relative,
is based in the short-term, in that which through the famous
"devaluation of the future" does not go beyond a few years. In these
conditions, the dictatorship of the market engenders the progres-
sive and inevitable destruction of the natural basis of reproduction,
the irrational consequence of the short rationality of market cal-
culations.
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In the reality of the world, we also have countries, states, and
nations (call them what you want), and we should live with this
reality for quite some time. A diversity of national or plurinational
currencies necessarily comes with this plurality of political power.
However, mainstream economists assure us that since money is a
merchandise like any another one, it carries a price tag—the equi-
librium exchange rate—which assures that of the external balance;
and that the market, if it is deregulated, makes it possible to know
the "true price" of the currency. This is an idea that, by virtue of
its expression, appears to be evidence to them. Yet none of the
numerous Nobel prize laureates, who have not expressed any
doubts on this subject, are capable of finding an answer to this sim-
ple question: what is the true price of the dollar expressed in yen
that the market would have revealed to us? Is it 80 or 380 yen?
And why, whatever the rate between these two extreme values
between which the dollar fluctuated, has the external balance of
the United States remained in the deficit? In the same way, none
of the most prominent economists have been able to find an answer
to the question, What is the true exchange rate of the euro and the
dollar? Some have underscored a strong euro of which they praise
the advantages, others support a weak euro they consider more use-
ful, but no one appears to be concerned to know what is the "true
price" of the new European currency. Because the currency is not
merchandise like any other one. Its reality is inseparable from that
of power and market alienation pushed to their maximal point of
abstraction, as Marx and Polanyi after him have so well analyzed
it. The analysis shows that the supply of money is determined by
its demand. Besides, the central banks, for which some wish a neu-
tral and independent management (of whom?), know that they do
not have this magical power to fix the money supply. And they do
not make it, because they cannot make it, but act only partially
and indirectly on the demand of currency, not on the supply, while
choosing the interest rate.

The external equilibrium cannot be attained by way of the true
exchange rate as revealed by the so-called deregulated market (that
is to say regulated in a manner that everyone is forbidden to know).
If one pretends that this thing (the true exchange rate producing
external equilibrium) exists and that one could know what it
amounts to, one puts the wrong question and, consequently, one
can only provide a response bereft of any meaning. To the ques-
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tion, How is the true value of the dollar calculated? I answer: How
is the true color of the logarithm known? A question short of
meaning can only produce a similar response.

Therefore, in practice, what is being proposed to us? Deregu-
late to the maximum and you will approach this true value of your
currency. In practice, for the weak economies in the global system,
deregulation does not lead to equilibrium external. Then, devalue,
we are told; or let your currency float and devalue your currency
spontaneously. The wave of devaluation becomes infinite. And, the
height of the irony, the more you devalue the more you move away
from the purchasing power parity of which the defenders of the
illusion (the exchange rate equilibrium) pretend it constitutes the
bottom line of it, or for the most cautious among them, one of the
fundamental elements.

But who wins and who loses in this game? This question is
avoided right from the beginning—this is not my domain, the
economists concerned would say. And yet, visibly, there are win-
ners and losers. Small winners: the horde of western tourists who
can afford to pay for very inexpensive five-star hotels, beyond their
reach at home. Big winners: the transnationals. Because it has been
ordained, simultaneously, in the name of liberalization, globaliza-
tion, and privatization, the sale of the juiciest pieces of the badly
managed local productive systems, of course, to the "efficient"
transnationals. A national electricity company had constructed a
network of production and distribution systems at enormous costs
(in the past when the dollar was worth 100 local monetary units).
Its juiciest segment (the one that is meant to serve the rich dis-
tricts that can pay) is resold to a transnational while estimating
that the 100 local monetary units are only worth 10 American
cents. And that is how the deal is struck. I call this the massive
devaluation of the capital laboriously accumulated by the poor, a
massive transfer of the value of the capital for the benefit of the
rich. This is a more lucid manner of saying the way it works out.
The pursuit of fantasy (the rate of equilibrium) has better served
the real interests—those of the foreign buyer. The latter very well
exists in reality. But the conventional economist is not aware of its
existence. This is not his domain.

The economy, when it was political, took care of realities and
can, as a result, leave room to expect, improve our knowledge of
the latter. But it was ideological, we are told. The standard new
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economy fizzles out in the pursuit of fantasy. Therefore, since it is
no more ideological, it would be scientific, since it submits to the
internal rules of the logic. Our illustrious ancestors treated the
question of the sex of angels with all the rigor of the logic of Aris-
totle. I don't know if their efforts contributed a lot in providing us
with a better knowledge of the real world.

2.

Democracy, as the market, is a key and sacred word of the mod-
ern vocabulary that has become so current one rarely asks questions
on the history of the emergence of its significance and the prob-
lems it raises. The idea that the public forms of it, even the culti-
vated, is based on fuzzy images, of varying precision: the agora of
Athens, and Greek etymology of the word, habeas corpus, the
human and citizens' rights declaration of 1789, the universal dec-
laration of human rights of 1948, multipartism, elections, the sep-
aration of powers and the state of law, etc. This is a long list to
which the Asian and African nationalists, sensing that they had
been forgotten by the enumeration of the mainstream media, have
added the innumerable forms of dialogue in the management of
villages in Africa and Asia (Islamic Choura, Indian Penchayat).
But neither one nor the other—beyond the narrow circles of spe-
cialists—bother to know how these institutions participate in the
reproduction of a society or the type of society in question. Democ-
racy is simply a good thing in itself. This is an affirmation that is
probably true (in any case this is my opinion) but certainly not suf-
ficient to understand the successive historic meanings, contradic-
tions and the alternative choices that determine its future.

The point of view that I would first defend is that we have to
consider a concept and a historic modern reality, that is to say, con-
stituted in relation with the formation of capitalism. I would say
therefore that all forms of the organization of dialogue in the exer-
cise of power in past societies do not have much to do with mod-
ern democracy, and that Greek etymology of the word should not
distort our understanding, because power (democratic or not), ide-
ology (and the content of the alienation that defines it), and eco-
nomic life maintained in capitalist modernity are organized in a
manner that does not have anything to do with the way it was in
past societies. 4
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All philosophical systems throughout the ancient world were
structured around a metaphysical form of this relation: there is a
governing cosmic order, which imposes itself on human beings
and on their societies. The task, at best, was to seek out the divine
commandments holding sway over them, or else to learn them
through the utterances of prophets.

The modern era began with a philosophical break from that
past. An era of freedom, but also of insecurity, began. Once polit-
ical power was stripped of divine sanction, and the natural world
was stripped of magical influences, the way to the free exercise of
human reason was opened. Henceforth humanity was called to the
knowledge that human beings make their own history, that they
can and even must do so, and that to do so they must choose. The
modern world is defined by this rupture through which humanity
escapes from the commandments of a cosmic order—frees itself,
rather, in the view of those who, like myself and many others, see
this rupture as progress. For my part, it must be said that, in the
past, metaphysical alienation was a necessary requirement for the
reproduction of those precapitalist social systems which I have
characterized as tributary, and the overstepping of this alienation
is linked to the social system's qualitative transformation into a
capitalist one. I insist on the word "overstepping" (de'passement)
rather than "abolition," because I maintain that in its transhistor-
ical, anthropological dimension the human being is a metaphysi-
cal animal. But that is a different question, not to be discussed
here.

For me there is no other definition of modernity, and moder-
nity requires nothing more than the philosophical rupture to
which I have referred. Thus we see that modernity can never be
completed, never be closed. To the contrary, it opens onto the
unknown, whose boundaries, though ultimately unattainable, are
pushed ever further back in step with the accumulation of our
knowledge in regard to the social realm. Modernity is unending.
But it takes on a succession of forms, which vary according to the
responses it offers to the challenges confronting society at each
moment of its history.

The concept and practice of modern democracy find their place
within this framework. To say that the human being makes his
own history is to propose an organized social frame in order to
make it possible for him to initiate an emancipation project. The
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person then defines what we call modern democracy.
In this way one begins to see why each human being has noth-

ing to do with the forms of social dialogue of past ages. For, in the
organization of power, whatever it be or almost be, the modalities
of the exercise of power and those of dialogue are always linked.
But the function of power and dialogue, which underscores it,
remains under the old systems, based on the reading and interpre-
tation of tradition, supposedly eternal since it is founded on divine
laws. On the contrary, modern democracy fully embraces the right
to invention, to produce something new. Herein lies all the mean-
ing of the sign of equality, which the philosophy of Enlightenment
places between reason and emancipation.

The parliaments of the Ancien Regime in France, just as the
Choura of the Arabo-Islamic world, as well as other institutions of
dialogue proper to all ancient societies, are not democratic insti-
tutions in the modern sense of the term.

In Restoration France, for example, Joseph de Maistre pro-
claimed that the liberatory aspiration of the revolution was a
chimera to be abandoned, that the lawmaking madness of modern
democracy was to be renounced because "only God is a legitimate
lawgiver," and the tradition of respect for God's law was to be duti-
fully obeyed at all times and in all places. Burke was not saying
anything different. Just like the Islamic fundamentalists of today.
The sentence written by Joseph de Maistre could have been signed
yesterday by Ayatollah Khomeini and today by Cheikh el Azhar.
In all the instances the relation between reason (and the necessary
democracy to attain it) and emancipation is shattered.

The proposition according to which humanity makes its own
history represented the birth process of modernity and defined the
field of inquiry for social thought but suggested no answers to such
interrogation. Who is the active agent of this history: all individ-
uals, or only some of them? Social classes? Various communities
and groups with their own unique qualities and statuses? Nations?
Societies organized as political states? And how is this history
made? What real factors do these agents put to work? What strate-
gies do they adopt, and why? How, and according to what crite-
ria, do they judge success? What real conditions are transformed
by their activities? To what extent do those transformations corre-
spond to the goals of their authors, and to what extent do they
diverge? All these questions remain perpetually open. They sim-
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ply remind us that modernity is a permanently moving process,
not a system that is closed and defined once and for all.

The development of modern democracy, which came in re-
sponse to these issues, therefore will have a history. This response
crystallizes first of all in the capitalist social project that defines the
subject of this history: the bourgeois who is simultaneously the
citizen and the entrepreneur. This double quality breeds a strict
separation, which bourgeois modernity imposes, between the
political domain, which should be guided by the principles of
democracy, and economics, as managed by private property, free
enterprise, and market competition.

The democracy in question is therefore exclusively a political
democracy. It will gradually proclaim its principles (the rights of
the individual, freedom of expression, election, the separation of
powers) and will invent institutions that will permit it to set up
(legislative houses, governments chosen by electoral majority,
independent judiciary, etc.). It will define the citizen who has the
freedom to exercise these rights. First and foremost the citizen is
male, as it was only much later that, in the most advanced mod-
ern democracies, similar rights were to be conquered by women.
Furthermore, it should be known that the road is still long—in the
texts and more so in fact—to the attainment of equality between
citizens of both genders. This citizen would also be for a long time
the well-to-do man, the property owner, the sole beneficiary of the
right to vote. Here it was in addition necessary to wait for a long
time for the struggle of the working class to finally impose uni-
versal suffrage. As it can be seen, the equation market=democracy
does not have much to do with historical reality; modern democ-
racy was imposed by the struggles of the classes victims of the
market.

Because, simultaneously, in economic life, the principles of
bourgeois modernity were effectively bred in the triumph of the
"market," or to be more exact, the complex of private property-
enterprise-open competition. As can be seen, these principles,
which govern economic life, have nothing to do with those of
democracy; they belong to a totally different sphere.

Modern bourgeois thinking does not see at first the contradic-
tion in the strict separation of these aspects of the social life. On
the contrary, it sees them as two dimensions of emancipation, that
of the citizen, and that of the entrepreneur (and the two characters
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are most often found in the same individual). The idea that the
other individuals who are neither citizens nor entrepreneurs—
women, workers—should enjoy rights is still a stranger to it.
Thus, it is no surprise to find that the leaders of American inde-
pendence turned out to be slave owners and that this did not pose
any problem for them; they proclaimed to be democrats as well.
Further, it is also not surprising that the first modern democratic
legislation forbade "workers coalitions" and strikes, in such a way
as to strictly maintain separated the principles of democratic gov-
ernance of politics and those of economic management through
capital, enterprise, and market.

Certainly, the history of the democratic progress continued,
precisely through the affirmation and conquest of new rights,
social rights, which challenged the unilateral management of the
economy by the market. Here again it was necessary to wait for a
long time before these new rights emerged. Up to the Second
World War, they continued to remain practically limited to a few
rights for workers organizations (free trade union, right to strike)
and light labor laws. It was only after the war that the working
class was able to win, thanks to the defeat of fascism, a political
and social legitimacy that it never had before. It was not until then
that the welfare state came to be conceived and constructed, inau-
gurating a new form of social regulation of the market.

It is useful to return to the theoretical issue implicit in our
analysis in order to complete the debate that preceded concerning
the concept of democracy—to wit the meaning of the proposition
that the human being, individually and collectively, makes his
own history. It will be seen at the same time how the separation of
the realms of democracy and the market constitutes a fundamen-
tal contradiction of the capitalist project.

To overstep metaphysics is thus to assert that there is a
dichotomy between nature and society, and by that fact to reject
any confusion between the domain governed by natural laws
(whose discovery is the business of the natural sciences) and that
governed by "societal" laws. Recognizing that such laws, because
humanity makes its own history, have a status different from that
of natural laws, I now, as always, insist on this distinction, which
is a subject of perpetual discussion. For it is not accepted by those
for whom the natural sciences represent the model to which the
social sciences are to be approximated. Because I consider such an
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approximation to be both a distortion and an impossibility, I have
suggested that we should speak of social thought rather than social
science, without for a moment conceding that this terminology
implies that a scientific world view is indispensable in the inves-
tigation of social thought.

At every instant, modern social thought is torn between its
aspiration to treat human beings as the free authors of their own
history and its recognition that they are subject to seemingly
objective laws comparable to the laws of nature. Under capitalism,
the dominance of economic factors is expressed as the autonomy of
economic forces. Like natural forces, these act as realities answer-
ing to objective laws. In the dominant discourse there is a perpet-
ual insistence on a supposedly unavoidable submission to these
notorious economic laws (which vulgarizing rhetoric encapsulates
in the phrase "the market"). In vaguer and often cruder forms of
this rhetoric, reference is made to laws of nature, and even to a
"state of nature," to which people would be as subject as they are
to objective forces. Recall, however, that the Enlightenment
modernity defined itself, with its call to escape from supposedly
natural laws and to give full authority to the lawmaking citizen.
But, as we will see, retrogression toward submission to these
alleged demands of nature is always lurking in the recesses of bour-
geois thought. From nineteenth-century social Darwinism to
aggressive contemporary insistence on genetic and "neurological"
explanations of social phenomena, this deviant conceit is perpetu-
ally present. Yet it is forcefully expressed only under certain con-
ditions, and therefore it is essential to specify them.

The movement of history is not foreknown. It does not pro-
ceed along a straight line and in a single direction. It is made up
of moments of advance in some direction, of hesitations, of
retreats, of blind alleys, of choices at forking pathways.

During periods of tranquil progress, it is always very tempt-
ing to think of the historical process in linear terms. These are
periods that the political economy of the system interprets as
phases of accumulation ensuring reproduction of the social rela-
tions primary to the system. During those moments, history seems
to be going, naturally and inevitably, in a foreknown direction.
Those are moments during which social thought seems capable of
producing powerful and coherent doctrines, those of the "great
narratives" (such as the bourgeois democratic project, the socialist
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project, or nation-building projects), which current social
thought, in deep crisis, treats as objects of ridicule. There was no
difficulty in giving each special branch of knowledge, as it applied
to its own plot in the field of social reality, its appropriate place
within such an architectonic doctrine.

On the other hand, when the social equilibria that hitherto had
ensured the calm reproduction of society have turned topsy turvy,
when no one can foresee the direction in which society will move
once its equilibria have been restored, the crisis also becomes man-
ifest in the collapse of those big, reassuring, intellectual structures.
Their weak points become yawning gaps. Such periods are then
marked by the fragmentation of social thought, and this fragmen-
tation provides fodder for wayward conceits that direct it away
from its needed reconstruction.

My interpretation of contemporary history treats it as having
moved out of a period of the former sort, which foundered in the
current crisis.

Therefore, is modernity outlived, as is complacently uttered in
current fashionable discourse? Not in the least. For if modernity
simply means that human beings make their own history, then it
is a long way from becoming outlived. Undoubtedly, in times of
deep crisis, such as the present, there is a great temptation to go
back to a premodern stance and claim that while human beings
believe that they make their own history, in reality history takes
place quite apart from their activity. In other words, there is a
temptation to claim that what happens goes in no direction that
anyone can even discover, let alone hope to influence by construc-
tive and consequential action, and accordingly to suggest falling
back on the unambiguous stance of trying to manage this mean-
ingless history as well as possible. To manage as well as possible,
then, means the democratic management of pluralism at the grass-
roots level, the organization of so-called "conviviality," the
improvement of this or that aspect of social life. The counterpart
to this is acceptance of the essential features of the established sys-
tem, including the rule that the market dominates everything-
i.e., capitalist political economy. The motives leading to these
conclusions are understandable: they stem from disarray conse-
quent to the exhaustion and even collapse of the great projects
marking the preceding stage of history, especially the socialist
project but also that of the nation-state and various others. But to
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understand these motives is not the same thing as to believe that
this situation might last, let alone that it will last forever, as is pro-
claimed in the "end of history" thesis.

The critique called postmodernist thus fails to see that moder-
nity, always incomplete, is today confronted with a challenge
imposed on it, not to renounce its fundamental principle, but to
go ahead with its implementation by inventing the new.

Preceding the postmodernist propositions is an extensive rhet-
oric asserting "the failure of modernity." The least that can be said
on the topic is that this superficial discourse has no analytic foun-
dation whatsoever. The modern epoch is also the epoch of human-
ity's greatest achievements, accomplished at a pace immeasurably
greater than that which marked premodern times. Modernity
achieved enormous progress in material production and scientific
knowledge; likewise, progress of democracy despite its limits and
occasional setbacks; social progress, also despite its limits; and
even ethical progress. The idea that each human life is irreplace-
able, the idea of happiness, the idea of individuality irreducible to
membership in a familial or ethnic collectivity—these are all mod-
ern ideas. Certainly these results of progress—and I have no
qualms about using that currently unfashionable word—did not
come about through continuous movement along a straight line;
they had to be won, they are always threatened, and there are set-
backs, which are always accompanied by enormous crimes. But
this is no reason to throw out the baby with the bathwater and to
mutter "things used to be better." Nor is it a reason to simply say
that because of "failures" we must give up on the foolhardy strug-
gle to go forward and instead be content to simply cope with the
present reality. That would mean taking a leap I consider neither
necessary nor useful.

Modernity is still unfinished, and it will remain so as long as
the human race continues to exist. Currently, the fundamental
obstacle setting its limits is still defined by the social relationships
specific to capitalism. What the postmodernists refuse to see is
that modernity can progress further only by going beyond capi-
talism. Unfortunately, this possibility seems inaccessible at the
present moment. For the "failures" of modernity and the aggrava-
tion of conflict that has brought with it that wave of violence—
recognition of which is the source of the postmodernist thesis—are
results of the evolution of that same capitalism and signs that it

Economic Globalism and Political Universalism 	 193



has reached the end of the historical path at whose earlier stages it
could still, despite its specific contradictions, appear synonymous
with progress. Today the choice "socialism or barbarism" is truly
the choice confronting the human race.

Postmodernism draws no distinctions in its indictment of the
various "great narratives." It rejects the concept of capitalism
which, like Enlightenment, it treats as synonymous with reason
and modernity. Undoubtedly, all these great narratives are based
on a single abstract notion, that of emancipation—another way of
saying that human beings make their own history—and accord-
ingly they seek to formulate concretely liberatory projects. The
Enlightenment established that the concepts of reason and eman-
cipation are closely corresponding, even synonymous, with each
other: reason becomes meaningless if it is not put to the service of
emancipation, and the latter is impossible if it is not based on the
former. Nevertheless, this common denominator is not a sufficient
basis to mix up the bourgeois-democratic project with the social-
ist project, whose objective is precisely the overstepping of the
limits of the bourgeois-democratic project. The bourgeois-demo-
cratic project was liberatory of the citizen and the individual
through the establishment of a law-governed state and universal
education, but was deferential to such fundamental requirements
of capitalism as property, entrepreneurship, wage labor, and the
laws of the market. Nor can one be content with mentioning the
failures of each project (mass culture and the associated manipula-
tion of democratic process under capitalism, the deviant course
that drove the Soviet project onto the rocks) to justify the conclu-
sion that it is no longer possible to give meaning to history.

The crisis of democracy is today a major issue, one to be taken
seriously. The combination of two series of evolutions, which
merge as one in the short term, and for the other over a long period
today gives room for the permanent contradiction in capitalism
between the expansion and deepening of democracy and the uni-
lateral dictatorship of the market and unprecedented explosive
dimension.

We are in fact living in times characterized by a disequilib-
rium in the relations of social forces to the benefit of capital, at the
detriment of labor. Temporary product of the erosion of the post-
war systems of regulation, this imbalance intensifies the utopia of
"deregulation," that is to say, the one-sided regulation by capital.
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In this situation social rights conquered after a hard struggle by
the popular majority are put to question. Democracy returns to its
bourgeois origin—that of sole political management—while eco-
nomics is handed over to the diktats and the vagaries of the mar-
ket. What is produced is what I call a "democracy of low intensity."
The citizen (and today it is everybody) can vote freely, for the right
or left. This is no longer of any importance, let alone effect, because
his future as a worker (or as an unemployed person) will be decided
elsewhere, on the "market." The vote loses its meaning, its impact.
This results in the crisis of democracy. In countries where people
believed democracy finally entrenched, it wobbles, as evidenced by
the abstention of the majority of the electorate in the United States
(and the poorest half is not by happenstance). Is the devaluation of
what is called the political class in Europe not a sign of the same
dangerous erosion? In third world countries manifestations of this
crisis are even more violent. The erosion of societal, national pop-
ulist projects has no doubt found an opening in the desirable
recognition of the virtues of free expression and political plural-
ism. But this opening coincides with a degradation of the social
situation, including the imposed model of globalization, which
will be examined later, is largely to blame. Also, the process of
political democratization has hardly gained momentum before it
quickly lost legitimacy in the eyes of the popular majority. What
can be expected of this fancy pluralism, electoral travesty, and the
weak powers they produce? Is the escalation of religious funda-
mentalism and ethnic strife not already here to prove that the dis-
aster is not far away?

Nonetheless, this serious crisis coincides with a new leap in the
development of productive forces. The rapid progress of the scien-
tific and technological revolution, of information and robotics,
have already quickened what I called the necessary withering away
of the diktat of value, that is to say, the market. An unbelievable
paradox: the leap, harbinger of the potential spectacular emanci-
pation accompanied by the deepening of the double crisis engen-
dered by the one-sided management of the economy by the market
and through the reduction of democracy to weak political man-
agement.

Globalization, which I take up now, aggravates this major con-
tradiction of capitalism, catapults the explosive market/democracy
conflict to levels of unprecedented violence.
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3.

Globalization has equally become a "catchword" so much
abused in popular discourse that one is no longer sure of its real
meaning. Taken in its most ordinary sense—the existence of rela-
tions between the various regions of the world, intensive enough
to have some effect—globalization is as old as the world, even if it
is easily agreed that the intensity of these relations today are con-
siderably more crucial than in the past. But it is certainly even
more important to identify the specific characteristics of each of
the successive phases of this very long history of globalization, to
analyze its mechanisms and by so doing, link the successive forms
of globalization to the social systems of regions in mutual rela-
tions.

There existed, at least for the Old World (Eurasia and Africa),
a system of globalization, which I described and analyzed, over the
long duration of two millennia from 500 B.C. to A.D. 1500. 5 The
so-called silk roads, the transfer of technologies (be it the compass,
printing, or gunpowder, examples reproduced by elementary
school books) and spread of religions, testify to the reality of this
ancient globalization. This was to such a point that when Vasco
da Gama lands on the coast of India in Calicut in 1498, he is sur-
prised to find Christians there. It is known that the Uigurs were
Nestorians before being converted to Islam, that Islam traveled
up to China and Indonesia, that Buddhism came all the way from
the Himalayas to conquer Mongolia, China for a time, Japan,
Sri Lanka, and countries of southeast Asia, and that Alexander
the Great, then Christians and Moslems found the religion in
Afghanistan.

It always turns out that the globalization in question—which
did not integrate the so-called Pre-Columbian America—was very
different in the logic of its working to that which subsequently
became capitalist modernity. The three "centers" of the old glob-
alization (the Chinese, Indian, the Middle-Eastern) accounted for
80 percent of the population of the globe. In addition, this glob-
alization was not polarizing in the sense that the development gap
between the various regions in contact of which it is made up were,
for the quasi-totality of the population, very modest, not exceed-
ing the ratio of two to one. This was true also in the sense that
nothing fundamentally prevented the possibility for retarded
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regions to catch up with the most advanced. The discourse of mod-
ern globalization affirms that it provides all opportunity and that
the peoples concerned may take advantage of it or miss out,
depending on internal factors. Curiously, this affirmation, which
is precisely unrealistic as far as modern globalization is concerned,
was true in the past. It is instructive that the greater part of
Europe, which until toward the year 1000 was on the periphery of
the global system of the time, more or less lagging behind in
development as it is the case for Africa, was able, over a remark-
ably short time—three centuries—"to catch up" and even to pre-
pare to "overtake" the old centers.

In its modern form globalization was constituted since the
industrial revolution, which, between the eighteenth and the
beginning of the nineteenth century, marked the beginning of the
full-fledged form of capitalism. The mercantilist transition
between 1500 and 1800 could be interpreted from this point of
view as the fight between the old (feudal) mode of production and
the new (capitalist) and also as the fight between the old global sys-
tem (which swung between three centers—Chinese, Indian, and
Middle Eastern) and the new system, integrating the Americas and
organized by the new and upcoming Atlantic Europe center. I will
not dwell on this crucial turning point, which I have discussed
elsewhere. 6

The new globalization—that of capitalism—is polarizing. In
two centuries, from 1800 to the end of our century, it has been able
to reduce the population of the centers of the system—whose fron-
tiers have not changed much and which generally embraces the
contemporary "Triad" (the United States and Canada, Europe,
Japan)—to 20 percent of the population of the planet. The gap in
the level of development between these centers and the vast
regions of the world that have become their satellites, have con-
tinued to sink in the last two centuries, to the point that the ratio
mentioned earlier, which was two-to-one in 1800, is sixty-to-one
today. The polarization that is characteristic of modern globaliza-
tion is definitely phenomenal, without precedent in the entire past
history of all humanity.

The key question it raises is whether this polarization is imma-
nent to the global expansion of capitalism, that is to say, produced
by governing internal logic, or if it is only the result of various con-
crete, multiple, and specific conditions having all, as if by chance,
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operated in the same direction: that of making it impossible to
catch up. The prevailing discourse does not broach this issue, con-
tent to repeat ad nauseam that "globalization offers an opportu-
nity, etc." (the usual litany). Nonetheless, it should appear curious
that none of the peoples concerned in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America have ever been able to seize this "opportunity."

As a counterpoint, I advance the thesis that polarization is
immanent to the global expansion of capital. This is because the
"world market" in question remains deeply unbalanced by the sin-
gle fact that it remains truncated; constantly widening its com-
mercial dimension (trade in goods and services) and in the domain
of international transfer of capital, this market remains segmented
both with regard to labor and international migrations of workers,
which remain subject to controls. On its own, this truncated
nature of the world market is bound to engender polarization,
independently of the thousand and one concrete specific condi-
tions that, according to conjunctures and policies, can either spur
the acceleration of growth here, or slow it down' elsewhere. 7 The
liberal discourse pretends to be unaware of this reality and as a
result, remains inconsistent. A real coherent liberal should insist
on the opening of borders in every dimension. Then, trade, capi-
tal flows, and migration of workers would create conditions for the
homogenization at the world level, of an authentic globalization
of the economy. Marx and Engels thought in 1848 that the bour-
geoisie would make it and would have the courage to carry on to
the end of its project. They certainly overestimated the historic
revolutionary role of this class. The end result was therefore a glob-
alization of capital and not of the economy, which, on the contrary,
differentiates itself in the center/periphery dichotomy that con-
tinues to worsen.

The progressive construction of polarization in the real exist-
ing world capitalism also has its own history in which one can
recognize stages of its consolidation. During a period of one-
and-a-half century—from 1800 to 1950—this polarization was
practically synonymous with the industrialized/non-industrial-
ized countries divide. This simple duality was challenged after the
Second World War. Already, the Russian revolution from 1917,
then that of China, sought both to "catch up" (through industri-
alization) and construct other social relations inspired by historic
Marxist socialism. The political successes of national liberation
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movements in Asia and Africa and the Latin American "desarol-
lismo," in turn, imposed the overhaul of the past scheme of polar-
ization. All are expressions of the revolt of peoples of the periphery,
victims of the polarizing capitalist globalization. These are expres-
sions in tandem with more or less radical historical movements in
association with more or less revolutionary internal social changes
to the objective of accelerating modernization and industrializa-
tion.

This string of major changes largely took the center stage of
history during two-thirds of our century, testifying to the domi-
nant character of the polarization of modern globalization. This
evidence—for me—has nonetheless been permanently forgotten
in conventional social thinking, and underestimated, to say the
least, in the critical thinking of socialism and even of historical
Marxism.

The dominant capital has been forced by this new relation
between social forces as more favorable (or less unfavorable) to peo-
ples of the periphery "to adjust." And it did so with success to the
point that it has been able to "reintegrate" into the global system
societies that, in various degrees, had attempted to make them-
selves autonomous. This is a way of explaining the gradual erosion
of the counter Soviet and national populist models. Much closer to
the concept of a "capitalism without capitalists" (with regard to
the former USSR) or "state capitalism" (with regard to countries
of the Third World) than to that of original socialism, the models
in question attained their historic limits after having fulfilled their
real functions of transition leading to "normal" capitalism—that
is to say with capitalists.

But the societies in question reintegrated capitalist globaliza-
tion without having been able to construct themselves into real
new centers, equivalent to the historic centers that were always and
largely remain their models. The explanation of this reality is cer-
tainly complex, varying from one country at a given time to the
others, and could be subjected to scurrilous generalizations. The
internal social, political, and ideological dynamics proper to these
societies certainly share a major responsibility in this history (or
more precisely, these particular histories). But I will assert that,
beyond these concrete and diverse conditions, two major realities
dominated the scene of this history.

The first concerns the shift of the center of gravity of the forces

Economic Globalism and Political Universalism	 199



that produce and reproduce polarization. It was industry. That is
no longer the case. In its place, I advanced the thesis that the
advantages that allow the historic centers (the triad, for short) to
maintain their dominant positions in spite of the industrialization
of the peripheries are located in what I called the "five monopo-
lies"8: technological initiative, the control of financial flows at the
international level (the most internationalized facet of capital),
access to the natural resources of the entire planet, control of the
means of information and communication, and, last but not the
least, monopoly of weapons of mass destruction. Through the use
of these five monopolies, the triad puts industries of the periphery
in the position of subcontractor, similar to what was, at the dawn
of capitalism, the system of putting craftsmen at the mercy of mer-
cantilist capital. In the spirit of this analysis, what I called the law
of globalized value has passed through successive forms, each spe-
cific to each of the phases of polarizing globalization: unequal
trade, proper to the phase defined by the dichotomy industrialized
countries/non-industrialized countries, gives way to new forms of
extraction of the surplus produced in the "globalized" peripheries.
The case of Korea, to which I will come back, perhaps illustrates
better than any other the nature of the dynamics of the new polar-
ization. This analysis, of course, is in contrast to the rosy "success
stories" in which the World Bank specializes.

The second has to do with the persistence of a "reserve" labor
force, which globalization of the peripheries (including socialist)
during the last half-century was not able to absorb. The concept
that I propose to consider here is founded on a distinction between
two categories of workers: those who are integrated in efficient
modern forms of production and as a result are competitive in fact
or potentially (even at various degrees) and those who are excluded
(not only the unemployed, of course, but also workers of sectors
with low productivity, in agriculture, the services, and what is
sometimes called "the informal" sector). The distinction is cer-
tainly relative and is not always easy to portray statistically. But it
is, in my opinion, significant. 9

Historic capitalism was able, in countries that constitute these
advanced centers (the triad), to gradually absorb the "reserve" in
what I will rather call "the active army." It had no fixed time
within which to accomplish this. The thesis of the globalization of
developing countries through parallel absorption henceforth
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became classic since the work of Arthur Lewis.'° The conventional
thinking—that of the World Bank, for example—never went
beyond this. And yet the facts demonstrate that this absorption is
henceforth impossible within the context of the prevailing logic
that governs the accumulation of capital. And the reasons are
almost obvious. As long as productive forces develop (and this has
to do with a pattern of development whose magnitude necessarily
falls within the frame of globalization, which becomes therefore an
objective constraint), modernization requires a relative mass of
increasingly expensive capital and relatively fewer and fewer qual-
ified manpower. This inability of capitalism to absorb a "reserve"
that has become a growing proportion of the population of the
globe defines the historical limit of this social system, the irra-
tionality of its rationality.

By examining the degree of advancement of societies of the
periphery in the industrial revolution and the proportion of their
mass of "reserve," one gets a striking picture of the magnitude of
the challenge facing humanity as a result of capitalist globaliza-
tion and the diversity of the forms in which it is expressed. This is
a challenge that nonetheless, it appears, also concerns the centers
themselves. A reserve army is indeed on the road of reconstitution
here for twenty years or so (the unemployed, the poor, the ex-
cluded, and the marginalized). I will not intervene at this point in
the debate on this set of problems": products of "transitory"
changes (even though, persistent over several decades and perhaps
affecting a quarter or a third of the population, as could possibly
be the case in Great Britain, the "problem" has already taken dra-
matic dimensions), or a trend that is bound to worsen by reason of
the nature of contemporary scientific and technological revolu-
tion?

The kind of revolutions that shook the peripheries of the sys-
tem during the twentieth century and particularly during the sec-
ond half of the period, the challenge of their radical nature, led up
to the constitution of three layers of societies more or less engaged
in modernization and industrialization.

The first layer no doubt embraces all the countries called
socialist or former socialist (the USSR, Eastern Europe, China),
South Korea, and Taiwan, as well as, to a lesser degree, India and
the major countries of Latin America (Brazil and Mexico). These
countries entered the industrial revolution, in the sense that they
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constructed some national industrial productive systems, as a
result of which they are either effectively competitive (Korea is the
best example) or at least are potentially- so (without, however,
excluding possible involution in real history).

But none of them has been able to reduce its reserve army in
the same proportions to what this reduction was in the centers con-
sidered in previous and analogous stages of development. It seems
reasonable to estimate this reserve at 40 percent for Russia, more
for Brazil and Mexico, and at a much higher proportion, in the
neighborhood of 70 to 80 percent, for India or China. Korea and
Taiwan are perhaps the two exceptions to the rule, which some
exceptional local and international conditions can explain.

The second layer is constituted of those countries where indus-
tries have been established, largely by transnational capital, for
that matter, or those of the local state, but it would be difficult to
identify there a national productive system. Some of these dis-
persed units can be competitive, others not, and the local system
as whole is not, or is far from becoming so. It is difficult to say that
these countries have "achieved" their industrial revolution. I group
in this category countries of southeast Asia whose capitalism is
subject to qualification, not without reason, of "proxy capitalism"
(or "ersatz capitalism"), 12 the Arab countries (Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Iraq), South Africa, Turkey, and Iran, and
some countries of Latin America. Considering a lot of singular data
for each of these countries, the aggregate reserve varies between 50
and 70 percent of the population.

The third layer is constituted by countries that have not yet
entered industrialization (sub-Sahara Africa, the Caribbean, and
some west Asian countries). In these countries, the aggregate
reserve nearly constitutes the totality of the population.

It will be noticed that my classification is silent on some of the
oil producing or mining states whose rental economy does give the
appearance of wealth (in terms of income per capita) simply
because they are sparsely populated. Like the American Protec-
torates of the Gulf, these countries are, in spite of their financial
clout, passive participants in the world system, in reality just as
"marginal" from this point of view as countries of the third group.
Marginalization, which I have defined in terms of the passive posi-
tion occupied in the world system (that is to say the submission to
the exigencies of a one-sided adjustment), is not synonymous with
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poverty. This interrelationship is very evidently dominant, but
there are exceptions—the marginalized "rich."

In fact, only countries of the first order of the periphery try to
impose themselves as active participants of the world system, to
force centers of the triad to adjust to the exigencies of their devel-
opment. As will be seen, this ambition is bound to occupy a cen-
tral position in future conflicts.

The analysis that I propose here of modern globalization seen
in its economic dimension, which is dominant, will perhaps now
help us see clearer the complex and ambiguous relations it main-
tains with political, ideological, and cultural universalism.

4.

The concept of universalism, that is to say one of a discourse
destined to all human kind and not reserved to a fraction—ethnic
or other—of the latter, equally has an ancient history.

What I called the metaphysical revolution, which extends
from the fifth century B.C. to the seventh century A.D., was based
simultaneously on the tributary mode of production and the dom-
ination of the metaphysical ideology of the age. 13 That Confucius,
Buddha, and Zoroaster are situated in the same century, about 500
years B.C., that two centuries later Hellenism produced the syn-
thesis of cultures of the Middle East, thus preparing the terrain for
Christianity and Islam, this whole set of major facts constitutes,
for me, manifestations of this universal aspiration. It nonetheless
remains defined within the setting of the tributary society that
determines its upper reaches and limits. My thesis on this essen-
tial point is that the ideology of metaphysical alienation fulfilled
in the societies that pre-dated capitalism, a dominant function in
the reproduction of the legitimacy of power and that economic life
here is subjected to the logic of this dominant function. Here,
power is the source of wealth; and it will be necessary to wait for
capitalist modernity to see the relationship between these two
terms inverted for the benefit of economic dominance.

The grand universalism of the tributary age conquered enor-
mous spaces that constituted themselves into distinct cultural
areas, but none among them was able to impose itself on the entire
planet. One could therefore be tempted to read the history of the
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two millennia that preceded the formation of the capitalistic
modernity as those, on the one hand, of the class struggle within
the tributary social systems in the manner of Marx, and on the
other hand, of the "conflict of cultures" (religions and civilizations)
a la Huntington perhaps (with all the reservations on the simple
and superficial theses of this sociologist of foreign affairs). One is
bound to assert that the conflicts of the time were far from assum-
ing this dominant cultural dimension. Within the large cultural
spaces in question, numerous and diverse political authorities
shared and competed for the control of the tributary extraction of
surplus, and their conflicts are those that, in fact, occupy the cen-
ter stage. Even the Crusades, which are often presented as an epic
battle between Christianity and Islam, were in fact "Frank wars"
(as they were called by the Arabs at the time) conducted by feudal
lords of the European periphery (mainly France, England, and
Germany) as much against Byzantium as against the Khalifate. It
was therefore about an offensive of an ascendant periphery against
the center (Hellenistic Byzantium and Khalifate) dominant at the
time.

The chapter of this phase of universalism has in any case been
closed. "The human being makes his history" constitutes the new
central core of modern universalism, associated with capitalist
expansion. However, the latter had conquered the entire planet,
imposing a dominant economic logic to all its component soci-
eties. Inversion of domination to the benefit of the economy and
conquest of the planet went hand in hand. However, since this eco-
nomic conquest is far from being homogenizing, and has on the
contrary exacerbated the polarization of wealth, modern univer-
salism found itself—and still finds itself—confronted with a chal-
lenge to which it did not give an answer, within the framework
and on the basis of the accumulation of capital.

The human being that is proclaimed to make his history is, as
a result, the European and European alone. Eurocentrism—this
particular distortion of ideologies and perspectives of the domi-
nant world—is not one among other manifestations of the "con-
flict of cultures." It is the expression of the contradiction proper to
the polarizing expansion of globalized capitalism. Eurocentrism is,
as a result, a modern product, a fabrication that goes back again to
the eighteenth century, concomitant with the age of Enlighten-
ment." It has nothing to do, for example, with the vision that
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western Christians of previous ages made of "infidels," Moslem or
other. I developed these theses elsewhere concerning the multiple
manifestations of eurocentrism, its mythological constructions
concerning either the Greek ancestor (and Prometheus), or Chris-
tianophilia (the attribution to Christianity in general, or, for
example, to Protestantism in particular, in the manner of Weber,
of specific and particular virtues that all other religions—confused
with the "other," "the oriental"—had not) or in short, pure and
simple racism (outdated perhaps, but still there).

The globalization of the real existing capitalism, that is to say
of a polarizing system, does not have much to do with its cultural
dimensions brought out by the discourse on "the westernization of
the world." Technocrats of the system will always have some trou-
ble to understand that the "global village" is a hollow expression.
In faIt, behind "westernization" there is, in reality, a real domina-
tion by the culture of capitalism. If I put quotation marks around
"westernization," it is because the term is misleading. In fact, the
dominant culture of the modern world is not "western" but capi-
talist in the sense that the center of gravity around which it is con-
structed is the economic alienation proper to capitalism. This
fundamental character is not inherited from the European past; by
inventing modernity Europe cut with its own past.

Nevertheless, the domination of the culture of capitalism has
not been able to take root in the system of peripheries, because the
latter are here victims of world polarization. The trauma that it
causes is the core of our problem. On one hand, the main aspect of
this culture—commodity alienation—is accepted without prob-
lem. I will even go further to say that protests against it are more
pronounced in the richer societies of the center than in the poor of
the periphery whose peoples aspire to a little bit of this consump-
tion of which only the privileged can see the limits. But on the
other side, the other aspects associated with this culture—the uni-
versal values of capitalism (the spirit of enterprise, respect for the
law, the plurality of opinion) as those of its alternative socialist cri-
tique (overcoming commodity alienation, democracy with a social
content) are not generally accepted with ease. Because the real
polarization deprives them of all their positive content. This is not
so much that the presence of the past tributary and cultural forms
associated with it puts a debilitating burden here—because the
societies of Asia and Africa can also make the cultural revolution
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that Europe started. Nothing in the supposed specificity of their
cultures—by comparison with those of pre-modern Europe—con-
tradicts it. If this cultural revolution has not made much progress
it is simply because the driving force that moves polarization con-
stitutes an obstacle to it.

Therefore, depending on the time and local conditions, trau-
matized societies of the periphery will sometimes lean toward the
adoption of values of the capitalist culture in question (democracy
and the spirit of enterprise of which the liberal fractions of the
national middle class were sometimes among its authentic defend-
ers) or of their socialist critique, sometimes toward neurotic pas-
seism rejecting these values. The disappointment and the chaos
that unfailingly follow the failure of the attempts of the liberal
bourgeois (or para-socialist attempts), as a result of polarization
that erases the potential progress, lead to the relapse into the neu-
rosis of the past. This is the case in our moment of crisis, and reli-
gious fundamentalism as well as the resort to ethnicism are
manifestations of it. The dominant system then tries to accommo-
date, albeit even tries "to recuperate" these returns to the past,
which do not threaten the real domination of capital in any way,
through light and sweet talk in praise of "diversity." This is facile
discourse of post-modernism that pretends to ignore that there are
different species of diversity. There is that which focuses on the
future and calls for the plurality of the creative faculty for a future
that lies beyond capitalism. There are those, sterile, that focus on
past heritage. The latter can be summarized with a caricature
image that comes to my mind: in one hand you can brandish the
symbol of your diversity (the Koran, or the flag of an ethnic group
for example), as long as in the other hand you hold a bottle of
coke—everything is fine for the dominant system.

5.

The internal contradiction proper to capitalist modernity,
therefore, sets the economic dimension of polarizing globalization
against the political project of autonomy of nations of the periph-
ery aspiring "to catch up." According to successive conjunctures
in historic phases, this contradiction was either exacerbated or
attenuated. That was the case in the post-Second World War
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period, marked by systems of regulation of the expansion of the
market both at the national level and at that of international inter-
dependence.

Three systems then occupied the center stage from 1945 to
1980-1990: the welfare state in the capitalist countries of the cen-
ter, sovietism in the East, and populist national projects in the
Third World." Each of these systems was based on its proper logic
of strong regulation of markets, even to the point that the second
(sovietism) nurtured the illusion of having reduced the sphere of
intervention of the market to almost nothing." At the level of
globalized interdependence systems conceived in Bretton Woods
for the management of the international monetary system and
within the context of the UN negotiations concerning trade and
investments (notably within the UNCTAD) were also systems for
the regulation of globalization. Countries of the East, without
receding into autarky (except when it was imposed from the out-
side, as was the case with China from 1950 to 1972), pretended to
master their external relations again in a more marked degree.

These forms of regulation brought about a generalized upsurge
in economic growth and the period witnessed unprecedented high
growth rates, in the three regions of the global system: the West,
the East and the South. The negative assessment on the period by
extremists of neoliberalism—the society of Mont Pelerin—that
speaks "of the failure" of models of the time, albeit, of their "irra-
tionality," is a perfectly ideological judgment (in the worst sense
of the term) negated by the facts.

The regulations in question did not attenuate the fundamen-
tal contradiction of the system, between the expansion of the
accumulation of capital and the entrenchment of democracy. In the
welfare state of the West, the practice of political democracy has
been scrupulously respected, as it had never been the case before
(one thinks of the fascisms of the period between the two wars).
But this political democracy was not social, except in the sense that
it was accompanied by the extension of social rights (a type of
social security) without bringing about the socialization of the
control of production as such. It therefore ended up with a manip-
ulative and depolitizing "massification" that gradually eroded the
sense of democracy. In countries of the East and the South regula-
tions put in place were also socially oriented in the sense that the
economic growth they engendered benefited, in various degrees,
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wide segments of the masses. But they were accompanied by a near
absolute nondemocratic and cultural policy. This determined
clamp-down on plurality was even legitimized by discourses that
pretended it was necessary "to develop first," and that democracy
would come later, to be produced almost spontaneously by devel-
opment. Official ideologues of sovietism, theoreticians of Latin
American "desarrollismo," and politicians at the service of the
western powers (symbolized for example by Huntington) were in
perfect agreement on this point.

The overall result was, therefore, the reinforcing of commod-
ity alienation and the destruction of the natural environment. The
hopes that the systems bred in the East and the South would be
able to erase the heritage of polarization were also gradually
erased, even though at one time and in certain areas they made it
possible to reduce the impact of this polarization immanent in
capitalism and in the "really existing socialism." Fatally, therefore,
illusions vanished, systems were eroded, their legitimacy weak-
ened and that enabled the contradiction accumulation/democracy
to resurface. The three systems of regulation and the one which
operated at the global level to articulate their efficiency attained
their historic limits. Their erosion therefore produced an upset in
the relationship of social forces for the benefit of capital and the
triumph of neoliberalism of the society of Mont Pelerin. But, con-
trary to the theoretical affirmations of this sect, this change was
going to catapult the entire global system not toward new
unprecedented heights, but on the contrary, encapsulate it in a
declining spiral of endless crisis. In a few years, the policies put in
place by neoliberal utopia generalized the chaos. And once again,
contrary to the simplistic thesis that places the sign of equality
between market and democracy, the latter found itself exposed to
extreme vulnerability by the extolled unilateral dictatorship of the
market.

The challenge cannot be met by a "return to the past," a
"remake" of previous forms of regulation. Not only that the idea
does not take into account the critical reading of the post-Second
World War period that I have just proposed, but again does not
consider the major changes, at all levels, precisely produced by the
"success" of the half-century of the postwar period (industrializa-
tion of the peripheries, democratic aspirations, the questioning of
commodity alienation, awareness of environmental degradation,
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new forms of the law of value, moves beyond manufacturing and
taylorite industrialization, etc.). These are the new challenges.
They can only be met by looking ahead, toward the future, with-
out nursing a nostalgia for the past, recent or distant.

The collapse of the systems of regulation of the postwar period,
which had attained their historic limits, opened a period of crisis
of capitalism. The unbalanced power relations in favor of the dom-
inant capital, represented by the transnationals, if it indeed pro-
duced a meaningful rise in the profit margin, was only possible on
the basis of a relatively stagnant global demand, sometimes even
in contraction, as a result of unequal distribution of income, so
much at the various national levels as in the global system. I dwelt
elsewhere on issues associated with the system of management of
this crisis," legitimized by the ideological discourse of neoliber-
alism, generally called "competitive deflation" and whose con-
stituent elements are well known (monetary policies, fixing of
interest rates over those of inflation, budgetary policies aimed at
reducing the deficit by curbing expenditure, flexibility of labor,
and privatization).

These crisis management policies have a global dimension,
deployed to enlarge areas for financial investment created as an
alternative to the contraction of productive investments. The cri-
sis manifests itself, in fact, by surplus growth (produced by that of
profit), which cannot find an outlet in the expansion of productive
investment (for lack of dynamism in demand) and for which the
system undertakes to create an alternative financial outlet, in order
to prevent capital depreciation, which this imbalance could cause.
What is known as financiarization of the system (that is to say the
priority given to the protection of financial investment at the
expense of productive investment) therefore constitutes a strategy
for the management of the crisis in question.'s From this point of
view, globalization (it should be qualified with financial) becomes
a strategy, and is not the product of an objective constraint, as the
discourse which pretends to legitimize it tries to show. This strat-
egy of financial globalization is constituted on its part of equally
well-known elements: the floating of the exchange rates (which
gives ample room for speculation), the management of the exter-
nal debt of countries of the Third World and the former socialist
bloc (and at that level the so-called policies of structural adjust-
ment do not deserve their name, since their exclusive objective is
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crisis management aimed at subjecting the policies of countries
concerned to the unique objective of debt serving even at the price
of their de-industrialization), the external deficit of the United
States. The intervention of the IMF, ordaining since 1990 the
opening of capital accounts for the liberalization of transfers, aims
at widening the field of this globalized financiarization.

Results of this financial globalization are already visible. From
1980 onward the international financial transfers curve takes off
and detaches itself from the growth of world trade and productive
investments. To attribute this take-off to informatics, as has been
repeated to the point of satiety, does not make much sense. The
strength of data processing, which is only a means, certainly rein-
forces the possibilities of speculation, but it is not its reason; for
that a surplus must necessarily exist that cannot find a profitable
niche in productive investment.

The major part of international financial movements concerns
transfers between countries of the triad. This explains why no mat-
ter the comparative real interest rates (in the United States, Japan,
and Germany, on which the European union is aligned) and the
wide fluctuations of the exchange rate (the dollar to 80 yen or 380
yen!) the American deficit persisted. This reduces to nothing the
theory according to which the meeting of supply and demand of
money would reveal the "true" exchange rate that is supposed to
adjust the balances of payments.

But a part of these movements heads toward countries of the
periphery. Floating capital finds in them opportunities for short-
term investment making it possible to ride laboriously accumu-
lated local surpluses, as was the case during the "financial crises"
of Latin America (Mexico in 1982, tomorrow Brazil?), of South
Africa (following the movement of capital toward this country
avoiding southeast Asia since its crisis of 1997), and could be the
turn of Russia and others tomorrow. These capital flows were also
moved in large amounts toward east and southeast Asia. The moti-
vations here were more diverse. Strong growth (in China, Korea,
southeast Asia) attracted them there (to link them to productive
investment, of good or poor quality, in any case nourished by the
illusion of prosperity without danger). This strong growth, excep-
tional at the world level, was nonetheless due, to a large extent,
not to deregulated opening up (as the World Bank reports put it),
but on the contrary, to the regulation maintained in this region
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through the management of national strategies. That these strate-
gies were effective and intelligent in the long run or debatable at
this level, whether they attracted our sympathy or appeared nega-
tive in their social and political dimensions, are different prob-
lems. The attraction of these funds for Asia was reinforced when,
as from the 1990s, some of these countries (especially in southeast
Asia) equally took their turn in opening capital accounts. They
found themselves further strengthened by the opportunities that
would emerge in China and in India with the envisaged opening
of their accounts.

The influx of capital into southeast Asia led to a kind of crazy
inflation in real estate and stock markets. As the good economists
of the region had predicted way back in 1994, it was bound to lead
to a financial crisis. But these nonconformist economists were not
believed, the World Bank and the IMF rejected their forecasts
through stupid reports of command optimism until the vigil (in
the true sense of the term) of the collapse!

The so-called southeast Asia crisis' 9 marks a turning point in
the future trend of the management of globalization. It announces
the coming collapse of globalized management of the financial
surplus of capitalism in crisis. It is, indeed, interesting to observe
that national governments in the region in question reacted in a
manner that has really, for the first time, disproved the certainties
of the G7 and the institutions at its service. China and India, in
effect, are no longer considering opening their capital accounts;
Korea and countries of southeast Asia are looking toward the same
direction, that of the restoration of national control over the move-
ments of capital; countries of Latin America and some others, pos-
sibly including Russia, could imitate them; and the Non-Aligned
movement (NAM) could become "Non-Aligned on Globaliza-
tion." The G7 was not insensitive to this real danger that threat-
ens to put an end to financial globalization, retransfering the risks
of the depreciation of capital into the triad. Did the G7 not
acknowledge that it was necessary to "regulate" international cap-
ital flows barely two weeks after the crisis exploded? A few days
earlier the same word, "regulation," was still forbidden and who-
ever used it saw himself immediately classified among the category
of "dinosaurs and pokers nostalgic of Communism and perhaps
even Stalinism, having understood nothing about the irreversible
transformation of the world," etc. The chief economist of the
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World Bank, Stiglitz, followed the same footsteps and suggested
a new formula for crisis management, which called a "post-Wash-
ington consensus"; and even Mr. Camdessus discovered that total
deregulation did not offer only advantages. Of course, these key
persons responsible for globalized management initiate only a
counter-offensive to enable them to remain masters of the game. It
is necessary to save capitalism from neoliberalism, declares George
Soros.

Indeed the global economic war has begun. The crisis of south-
east Asia, and especially that of Korea, is in fact, in its financial
dimension, a minor crisis similar to the many witnessed by Great
Britain and France after the war. It has been observed that the
"fundamentals" proper to the countries of Asia concerned have
remained healthy, and, measured in terms of deficit in proportion
of the GDP or durability, the Korean crisis is less severe than that
of the United States. And yet the dominant capital—backed by
the diplomacy of the United States and Japan—is not content with
proposals of reforms appropriate to the problems, through the
reorganization of the local banking and financial systems for exam-
ple. They try to seize the opportunity to dismantle the Korean
productive system—nothing less, under the pretext that the latter
would be dominated by monopolies! The same logic should bring
the IMF to oblige the United States, whose crisis is more severe
and more profound, to sell Boeing for example (which is a monop-
oly, it would appear) to its European competitor, Airbus (also a
monopoly). Mr. Camdessus, irrespective of his French nationality,
if he were to propose a similar solution, would be fired by Clinton
the next hour!

The collapse of the financial globalization strategy opens a new
phase of serious international conflicts. Those who, while analyz-
ing financial globalization, concluded that the latter would in the
end be the harbinger of geostrategic conflicts and perhaps, through
them, of a return in force of nationalistic affirmations of national
sovereignty, and that it was not the "end of history" concluding
with the withering away of the role of states to the benefit of a con-
sensus guaranteeing generalized "conviviality" in the "Global Vil-
lage" (here, I have borrowed the words of the rose-water-colored
discourse repeated to the point of satiety by the dominant media),
were they wrong to have understood the nature of the crisis before
others? Of course, the conflicts in perspective are not "conflicts of
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cultures" a la Huntington, but, as always, conflicts of societies.
The major conflict that would probably break out quickly is that
which has already ranged the dominant powers of the triad against
those who govern societies of the first order of the periphery. But
we can also foresee an amplification of contradictions within the
triad, on whose development will depend, to a large extent, the
dynamics of the construction of the European Union.

Will these conflicts retain a purely mercantile dimension and
remain confined to shocks of strategies of the dominant classes? Or
will the upsurge of the social struggles engendered by the collapse
of the management policies of the crisis raise them to significant
social and meaningful alternative policies? In Europe, these strug-
gles will necessarily center around the project of the Union to pos-
sibly give it a progressive social content. 2° Also, in China, they
will lean toward one direction or the other of the national proj-
ect. 2 ' I refer back to what I wrote about the various scenarios con-
cerning these two regions whose evolution will play, it seems to
me, a crucial role in the next stage both of social transformation
and globalization.

In any case, we are entering, in my opinion, into a period of
conflicts and the rise of social struggles. The triptyque neoliberal
policy of "competitive deflation"—globalization unilaterally reg-
ulated by transnationals—financiarization is already in crisis. In
record time, it has seriously aggravated all social problems that
peripheral capitalism had never seriously tackled hitherto—sin-
gularly the agrarian questions and amplified poverty, social dislo-
cation and exclusion at an unprecedented level, marginalizing
countries or even an entire continent. In the developed capitalist
centers, it has brought back up front job insecurity and permanent
unemployment. As can already be seen, major social movements,
as those of the landless in Brazil or unemployed in France, have
assumed the dimension of a political challenge. These social strug-
gles are bound to strengthen and become widespread. This is
because the inevitable devaluation of capital will give rise to vio-
lent conflicts over who pays the bill. The G7 and its instruments
(including the military strength of the United States and the
media at its service) are already trying to shift the weight of the
crisis to the popular classes in countries of east and south Asia.
They have already been able through the reduction of the prices of
raw materials (oil and tropical agricultural products) to further
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marginalize the most vulnerable countries of the periphery and to
shift onto their peoples the burden of impoverishment of their
economies. Tomorrow, they will probably try to shift part of the
bills to the pensioners in the private systems of pensions (in the
United States, in Great Britain especially), because it is less diffi-
cult to reduce retirements than wages.

Will it be possible, in such conditions, to develop strategies
for common struggles globalized in their own way? Will the
reconstitution of a reserve army in the centers themselves make it
possible to create a new popular internationalism? Will the con-
junction between the struggles for the democratization of politi-
cal and social systems in the peripheries and the rejection of the
G7 crisis management plans make it? The answers to these ques-
tiOns will depend on the development of the people's struggles,
which, in the final analysis, are the subjects of history.

Certainly, it is not useless to, from today, propose possible
alternatives to "move out of the crisis," alternatives to the trip-
tyque mentioned earlier. The debate around these questions will
certainly help the social movements to see more clearly, to formu-
late effective strategies. But I would say without mincing words
that it is not difficult to conceive these alternatives on the basis of
principles that, it seems to me, are obvious: the regulation of mar-
kets at all levels making it possible to return to full employment
and the reduction of reserve armies in the peripheries, the reor-
ganization of capital markets with the prospect of channelling the
latter to productive investment, rebuilding of financial and mon-
etary systems in view of organized regionalization plans creating
conditions of a new negotiated globalization, the democratization
of societies and the reinforcement of the ties between the rights of
persons, those of citizens, the social rights (right to security, to
work, to education and health care). These changes would cer-
tainly require the establishment of appropriate institutions, both
at the national level (by inventing new forms of state intervention)
and at the regional and international levels. It is not difficult to
conceive the modalities on which to base the latter institutions
called forth to substitute the World Bank, the IMF, the WTO, nor
reforms that could relaunch the UN (in the management of trade
and transfer of capital and technology, through a regenerated
UNCTAD, for the security of peoples and nations). These alterna-
tives are inscribed in the perspective of the construction of a poly-
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centric world, assuring peoples and nations levels of autonomy
that would enhance democratic and social progress, in other words
enhance "an other globalization."

Difficulties are not situated, in the main, at the levels of "tech-
nicality" of the mechanisms and institutions to be conceived. They
are situated at a totally different level: What social and political
forces are in a position to impose it?

6.

We now come to the conclusion of this presentation of chal-
lenges, with a fundamental question: How is history made?

I am not one of those for whom history is a process without
subject. Whether the determinism in question is one of the dom-
inant conventional ideology, expressed in terms of implacable eco-
nomic "laws" and in the comical case of the neoliberal sect on those
of the autoregulated omnipresent, omniscient "market" and fur-
ther ensuring the happiness of all, or be it those popularized by the
vulgate of Soviet Marxism the "diamat" (the Russian reduction of
two qualifiers: dialectical and materialist) or formulated in the
more elegant manner of "over-determination" in the manner of
Althusser. I belong to those for whom history is a process set in
motion by active subjects. This is a proposition that immediately
raises two sets of questions: Who are the subjects and how are they
active?

Marx was interested in the issues in question. In the 1848
Manifesto, he described them in terms of rival classes defined by
the mode of production: slaves and masters, serfs and lords, prole-
tariat and bourgeois. Others have defined them in no less con-
trasted terms of rival peoples or nations. In fact, the two sets of
conflicts—of classes and nations--take the center stage. And the
history of the last two centuries can be interpreted as those of the
workers' struggle and those of the struggle of nations victims of
modern world polarization, in other words, to the struggles waged
by "antisystemic" forces since the system is both that of exploita-
tion of labor and inequality of nations.

In the dominant vulgates, each of the two dimensions of this
concept of historical subjects was the object of a one-sided empha-
sis. In the vision of historic Marxism of the second and third inter-
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national, the proletariat became the obliged grave digger of capi-
talism. In that of imperialism and Third World nationalism, the
dominant people or their dominated victims fulfilled similar func-
tions as major actors in history.

The concept of the subjects of history that I propose is not fix-
ist. They are diverse, and do not become active and decisive except
for a time, determined by the movement of the contradictions of
the system. Classes, segments of classes, groups of intelligentsia,
peoples, nations occupy the center stage and determine the gen-
eral orientation of the system particularly in the times of crisis, of
disruption of the logic of its expansion. For example, I would say
that the people of Vietnam occupied this center stage when, in the
liberation struggle, they were able to overcome the American
power and made the American people themselves begin to doubt
the moral order on which this power pretends to justify its legiti-
macy. The Russian intelligentsia and the working class were also,
at another stage, those through which Lenin characterized Russia
as a "weak link." The examples can be multiplied several times
over.

The determinant active subjects of history are rarely "known"
in advance. History is for that reason unforeseeable. For sure, expli-
cable a posteriori. Rarely foreseen in advance. Fortunately, neither
the history of an individual, nor that of the society is "pro-
grammed," inscribed on Divine Tables, recorded in genes or in an
electronic machine whose secret can be known by religious adher-
ence to the pronouncements of prophets or by that of experimen-
tal "science."

The unknown uncertainty must in turn be explained. I
propose at this point the thesis that I described as "under deter-
mination" (as opposed to "over-determination" of the Marxo-
Althusserian vulgate). 22 In this spirit, I propose to analyze the
logics proper to each of the constituent processes of social reality,
and to study its specific concrete contents. Be it the logic of capi-
talist accumulation (for the modern times), that of a particular
type of system of power, or those of ideological or/and religious
systems. These logics are not, a priori, neither fatally complemen-
tary (in conformity with the concept of over-determination of the
market discourse for which everything simply adjusts to that par-
ticular economic logic), nor necessarily contradictory. Yet a par-
ticular consistency is always finally produced in one way or
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another, determined by the actions of subjects of history. This
coherence is ensured by the dominance of a specific logic at a given
moment and the subjugation of others (their "adjustment"). But
one does not know in advance which of the various possibilities
will impose itself. My definition of human liberty is situated in the
choice that societies make and that determines the particular
coherence in a given concrete society, at a given moment of history.
It is not therefore liberty conceived without constraints. Such is
my reading of Marx and Engels: human beings make their history,
but within the context of objective constraints.

The choice between different possible alternatives—which are
always diverse but in limited numbers—is permanent. But it
becomes decisive in its long-term consequences in certain circum-
stances which can be said for that reason to be situated at the cross-
roads. There is certainly some danger in saying that such or such
a time is of this nature. I will nevertheless have the audacity to
advance the hypothesis that we find ourselves in such a moment of
history, where the better and the worse are both equally possible.

My basic argument is that capitalism, in its development, has
passed through two successive phases, and that the second has
exhausted the possibilities to pursue its course.

During the first phase, that of the mercantilist transition, cap-
italist social relationships do not generally express themselves
through the subjugation of free labor in an enterprise organized to
directly extract more absolute or relative surplus value. The
biggest proportion of producers were at this time the owners of the
necessary technical knowledge and even further, to a large extent,
formal proprietors of the means of production (which were reduced
to handicraft tools). They were subjugated to capital through the
market dominated by the capitalist merchants. Putting out was
therefore the formula by which merchant capital exploited the
labor of small producers. In some cases these were assembled under
the same roof of a manufacture which made it possible to control
their use of time more thoroughly. The period—be it called that
of mercantilist transition or that of the first phase of capitalism—
is also the one that Marx analyzed in terms of primitive accumu-
lation--characterized by the violent dispossession of producers
(the enclosures were among the means which have been studied in
that frame) necessary for the creation of a "free" labor force, forced
to sell its labor (in the form of salary or under that of putting out).
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The articulation political power/expansion of markets is at the
center of the mechanisms of accumulation of the period. Contrary
to imaginary hypotheses of the conventional economy (the dynam-
ics proper to markets operating outside time, the social system and
policy), capitalism is not synonymous with "market." Marx,
Polanyi, and Braudel have discussed this issue, and produced real-
istic analyses of this politics/economy relation specific to capital-
ism that the dominant conventional social thought ignores. 23

The phase is at the same time that of conflict between the log-
ics of tributary power—in this case feudal in its European form—
and those of capitalist power. A conflict regulated during the
mercantilist transition by the absolute monarchy of the Ancien
Regime, and finally resolved by the triumph of the bourgeois rev-
olutions of The Netherlands, England, and France.

The second phase is that which I qualify as the full-fledged
form of capitalism, simultaneously founded on the bourgeois sys-
tem of political power (liberal constitutions based on suffrage) and
on the industrial revolution. The means of production become a
collection of equipment (machines and buildings) outside the
reach of artisanal property. Whereas the exploitation of labor had
remained throughout the past of humanity, mainly based on the
control of the access to the natural means of production—basically
land—henceforth it is the control of these equipment that
becomes the major form of ownership. But over a long period still,
workers—who had become factory manpower—were still reposi-
tories of the knowledge required to operate the machines. They
were qualified laborers close to the engineers, who were few at the
time. It took more than one century—until the taylorism invented
in the United States in the 1920s—for the workers to be massively
dispossessed of their qualifications, which were transferred to an
external social body, that of technicians, engineers, and organizers
of production.

This phase witnessed the establishment of the fundamental
character of capitalism, the proletariat/capitalist conflict. It there-
fore witnessed the birth and the development of the workers par-
ties, their struggles to extend the rights limited by the bourgeois
democracy. Simultaneously the mechanisms of the reproduction of
capital assumed autonomy, giving the impression that the "mar-
ket" dictates its law on both the workers and the employers. I say
"impression" because in fact these forms of expanded production
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do not exist outside the social relations in which they are embed-
ded. Be it in accordance with the fundamental relations based on
the ownership of capital or in accordance with the relations that
provided the basis for those social ruling alliances, which I de-
scribed elsewhere. Therefore, here also, the really existing capital-
ism is unthinkable outside politics and state. Besides, this is why
primitive accumulation continues during this second phase of cap-
italism. Primitive accumulation is not specific to the prehistory of
capitalism alone, on the contrary, it constitutes a permanent aspect
of it. Such is the expropriation which gave birth to oligopolies,
whose episodic "anti-trust" promises have never been imple-
mented conscientiously. It is also from the industrial revolution
that the center/periphery polarization takes the catastrophic
dimensions that I evoked earlier. However, this polarization was
not produced by the spontaneous activity of the market, but more
so by the political interventions of the states concerned, and it is
for this reason that I qualified imperialism as the permanent stage
of capitalism. Unequal exchange, particular to this long nine-
teenth century, was one of the main forms of this permanent prim-
itive accumulation.

There are many signs indicating that capitalism has entered a
third phase of its development, that could be the phase of its
decline: the ongoing scientific and technological revolution, com-
puterization and robotics, decentralization of productive systems
(delocalized production, managed from a distance, sub-contract-
ing, etc.), albeit, tertiarization and quarterization of economic life,
and the decline of the share of industrial manufacturing.

The dominant discourse concerning these transformations
proposes the thesis according to which the latter must necessarily
bring progress. A simple and naive thesis from the moment one
realized that it is not the technique that commands history, as
MacLuhan asserts, but the struggle for the control of the latter and
that the economics that sets the system in motion is itself en-
capsulated in social relations. The conjunction of these transfor-
mations, whose importance I do not overlook—on the
contrary—only indicates that we are indeed at the crossroads and
that the alternatives have to do precisely with social relations
ignored in the dominant discourses.

The development of historic capitalism is that of the continu-
ous exacerbation of its three contradictions: commodity alienation,
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global polarization, destruction of the natural base.24 None of the
ongoing above-mentioned changes mechanically imply the rever-
sal of the trends. But each of them could make it possible on the
condition that prevailing social relations are reviewed toward the
appropriate direction.

Informatics and computerization, on the one hand, the grow-
ing centralization of capital, on the other, are challenging the con-
cept of value and announce its possible withering away. The near
disappearance of direct labor as a result of robotized work processes
abolishes the autonomy of every singular chain of production to
make it an indissociable element of social production taken as a
whole. Besides, the new forms of re-qualified labor amplify the
interdependence in production, abolish the concept of competi-
tiveness at the level of the productive unit while endowing it with
the power that belongs to the society of citizens. This concept,
which Marx imagined more than a century ago, announcing the
end of the diktat of value and which he described as "general intel-
lect," assumes flesh and becomes reality. 25

This evolution makes it possible to consider how social rela-
tions emancipated from commodity alienation, of which the
income of citizenship could constitute the first step, starting the
long transition to socialism defined as the social mastery of pro-
duction. But it could equally be maintained in the corset of a
renewed alienation, legitimizing the inequality both in the distri-
bution of the social product and in the organization of power at all
levels, from enterprise to the state. In this hypothesis production
would remain regulated in appearance by the "market," in fact by
coalitions of dominant capitalist interests. More than ever this cap-
italism of the third age appears like the antithesis and not the syn-
onym of the market. More than ever its reproduction would
require the continuous and active intervention of the state, of poli-
cies manipulated to serve its interest and the reduction of democ-
racy to the statute of decorative rhetoric.

The decline of industrial production in the centers of the sys-
tem and the explosion of the so-called tertiary and/or quaternary
activities are themselves ambiguous. Some of these activities, dic-
tated by scientific, albeit social progress, potentially hold promise
of a use of better organization of the society. One could easily
include in this category the more effective equipment, progresses
in medicine, expansion of knowledge and education. But many
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others of such activities are nothing other than means of organiz-
ing the wastage of the surplus generated by the progress of pro-
ductivity of social labor. This wastage is necessary in order to
facilitate the reproduction of unequal distribution of income. It
also exacerbates mercantile forms of economic management. The
"costs of selling"—advertisement and others—are the expressions
of such bloated capitalism in decline. Here again, one sees that the
relative decline of the manufacturing industry does not bring back
"before the industrial revolution" which it would abolish (like the
fashionable easy discourse suggests with respect to the "end of the
working class," the "end of smutty factories," etc.). The economic
activities—including those related to the tertiary and the quater-
nary sectors—remain more than ever controlled by oligopoly cap-
ital.whose centralization continues endlessly. Here again one finds
that capitalism is unthinkable without politics at its service.

An example of this ideological manipulation: calls for the
reduction of wastage, which are given pride of place in the media,
concern all developments linked to social progress (expenses for
health care and education), never monstrous wastages associated
with the realization of surplus. It is that the reduction of the first
of these "wastages" accentuates social inequality, the second would
devalue capital.

At the level of the global system, ongoing changes are bound
to further exacerbate polarization. The "five monopolies," of which
I clarified the content and mechanisms elsewhere, are at the root
of this aggravation of the trend toward inequality operating at this
level, in spite of the successes of industrialization in the periph-
eries of the system. However, these monopolies have "extra eco-
nomic" dimensions ignored by "the pure economics." Their
obvious political dimensions, which the arrogance of military
superpower calls to mind each day, illustrate once again that the
economy is embedded in the social relations in which politics con-
stitutes the tip of the iceberg.

In this perspective, the capitalist expansion could continue for
a long time, while drawing from the gigantic reserves that I men-
tioned earlier, by organizing a kind of putting out system at the
global level. This system, which so much resembles a kind of
apartheid at the world level, maintained by military violence,
would certainly have perfectly been in harmony for the tempera-
ment of the departed Adolf Hitler! The global system of capital-
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ism of the third age therefore runs the risk of being nastier than
those of previous phases of its development. It also stands to rea-
son that this possibility is not alone. Peoples and nations of the
periphery no longer accept the destructions that polarization rep-
resents for them. Bridges can be constructed by establishing an
active solidarity between this refusal on the one hand and the dem-
ocratic aspirations of peoples of the centers, on the other hand. Sys-
tems of regulation at the global level could then enhance the
current potential to bring positive changes and the progressive
reduction of polarization as well as the construction of a pluri-
centric world, condition for the long transition to global socialism.

The actual existing capitalism is not the chimerical model of
the imaginary of the sect of Mont Pelerin. It has always been a
political and social system in which competition between the own-
ers of dominant capital is embedded. Different patterns of compe-
tition: sometimes fair on the market, in other cases unfair in the
combinations in the corridors (of the WTO, for example), more
brutal by recourse to state legislation (such as enclosures three cen-
turies ago to today's privatization), secret in what is sometimes
called "Mafias," which one abstains to speak about when it is a
question of settling scores between supposedly respectable finan-
ciers. Power and politics are always there, behind the market.
"Normal" reproduction of capital and the so-called forms of prim-
itive accumulation (which imply political and social violence) are
always linked. The prevalent rhetoric is used to separate these two
faces of Janus. And to describe as "corruption," or "Mafia" atti-
tudes, which are nothing more than the extreme expression of nor-
mal competition (which in fact implies the exercise of violence and
the abusive use of power). These explosions of rhetoric aimed at
legitimizing the "good capitalism" replicate themselves regularly,
and curiously in moments—such as ours—characterized by the
exacerbation of the permanent contradictions of capitalism.

The contradiction that I started from is the one that opposes
the economic logic of capitalism (popularized by the discourse of
the market) and that of globalization, which it commands on the
one hand, the democratic aspirations and those aiming at the
emancipation of the popular classes and nations victims of the sys-
tem on the other hand. This contradiction is not near to being
resolved. It is, on the contrary, exacerbated to the extreme. As long
as this contradiction is surmounted by the dominance of the first
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of its poles the capitalist society will increasingly become bar-
barous. But if the second of its poles manages to impose itself, even
if gradually, then the third age of capitalism will become that of
its decline opening the long transition to socialism. 26
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