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The "Superstructure": State and Civil Society 
in Western Democracies

Session 4

Overview

The fourth class discusses the role of the state and civil society in 
assisting capital accumulation. The state plays an ever-increasing 
role in the securing markets and safeguarding private property, two 
fundamental criteria for capitalist reproduction. Both the state 
and civil society reinforce political and cultural norms, creating 
consent to the status-quo political and economic system. The 
state has a monopoly on the legitimate use of force and will resort 
to coercion to safeguard economic interests when necessary. The 
modern state should not be viewed as a simple instrument of the 
capitalist class. Rather, the modern state and the capitalist class 
enter into a partnership of mutually reinforcing goals. The state 
has relative autonomy and at times may pursue interests that are 
viewed unfavorably by capitalists. This generally occurs in times of 
heightened class struggle when the hegemony of the capitalist class 
is threatened.
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Recommended Readings

Ernest Mandel “The Marxist Theory of the State” (excerpt)  

Premise

The state is “the executive committee,” administering the general 
affairs and furthering the aims of the capitalist class. Despite liberal 
beliefs, the capitalist state can never be the supreme agency for 
taking care of the welfare of all of society. 

Key Points

• Liberals believe in the existence of a (classless) state that 
stands as an impartial arbiter above the selfish contention of 
classes and deals justly with the respective claims of diverse 
“interest groups.”

• Marxists believe that the state is the product of irreconcilable 
class conflict within the social structure, which it seeks to 
regulate on behalf of the ruling class.

• The principal factor in determining the character of the state 
is not its prevailing form of rule, which can vary greatly 
from time to time, but the type of property and productive 
relations that its institutions and prime beneficiaries protect 
and promote.

• At the dawn of the capitalist era, the political scientist 
Machiavelli had expounded the view that the state was the 
supreme, organized, and legitimate expression of force.
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• Marxism added a deeper dimension by exposing and 
explaining the organic bond between the existence and 
exercise of state force and the property system that constituted 
the fabric of the socioeconomic structure. The coercion 
exercised by the state was the ultimate resort for maintaining 
the material interests of the strongest section of the exploiters.

• The emergence of the state is a product of the social division 
of labor and the division of society into classes. The state 
then appears, and its nature is defined: The members of the 
collectivity as a whole are denied the exercise of a certain 
number of functions; a small minority, alone, takes over the 
exercise of these functions. Examples are the right for all 
adults to bear arms (as opposed to a standing army) or the 
collective administration of justice (as opposed to the modern 
legal system). Engels said that the state is, in the final analysis, 
nothing other than a body of armed men.

• The state is born as an instrument in the hands of the 
possessing class for the purpose of maintaining the 
domination of this class over society, and it will disappear 
along with this class domination.

• In feudal society, state functions extended beyond immediate 
areas of power, such as the army, justice, and finances. The 
new areas of state control included ideology, law, philosophy, 
science, and art. Given the absolutist nature of some feudal 
states, the development of ideology is controlled entirely by 
the ruling class: It alone orders “ideological production.”
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• The modern bourgeois state is dominated by the capitalist 
class and their functionaries, despite parliamentary democracy 
and universal suffrage. The state elite comes largely from the 
capitalist and middle classes. 

• The power of the state is a permanent power. This power 
is exercised by a certain number of institutions that are 
isolated from and independent of so changeable and unstable 
an influence as universal suffrage. The state is, above all, 
these permanent institutions: the army, the police, the 
administrative bureaucracy, the judiciary. 

• This executive power is constantly being reinforced. The real 
powers are transferred from the legislative to the executive; 
the power of the executive is reinforced in a permanent and 
continuous fashion as a result of changes that are also taking 
place within the capitalist class itself.

• The hierarchy in the state apparatus mirrors the hierarchy in 
capitalist society. The state apparatus is not a homogeneous 
instrument. It involves a structure that rather closely 
corresponds to the structure of bourgeois society, with a 
hierarchy of classes and identical differences between them.

• As long as the state exists, it will be proof of the fact that 
social conflicts (therefore the relative scarcity of goods and 
services as well) remain. With the disappearance of social 
conflicts, the watchdogs, rendered useless and parasitical, will 
disappear. 
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Perry Anderson “The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci” New 
Left Review (excerpt)

Premise

In advanced Western democracies, the capitalist class exercises 
its hegemony through a combination of consent and coercion. 
The state and civil society produce political and cultural consent, 
respectively. Coercion is the legal monopoly of the capitalist state. 
While consent may dominate in normal times, any revolutionary 
movement will have to confront the force of the capitalist state.  

Key Points

• Coercion is the legal monopoly of the capitalist state. In 
Max Weber’s famous definition, the state is the institution 
which enjoys a monopoly of legitimate violence over a given 
territory. It alone possesses an army and a police: “groups of 
men specialized in the use of repression” (Engels).

• There is always a structural asymmetry in the distribution of 
the consensual and coercive functions of power. Ideology is 
shared between civil society and the state: Violence pertains to 
the state alone.

• The workings of bourgeois democracy appear to justify the 
idea that advanced capitalism fundamentally rests on the 
consent of the working class to it.
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• Is this erroneous conclusion banished by his alternative 
assertion that the hegemony of the Western bourgeoisie is a 
combination of consent and coercion?

• Yes! It is, if we accept that the normal structure of capitalist 
political power in bourgeois-democratic states is in effect 
simultaneously and indivisibly dominated by culture and 
determined by coercion.

• This cultural domination is embodied in certain irrefutably 
concrete institutions: regular elections, civic freedoms, rights 
of assembly — all of which exist in the West and none of 
which directly threaten the class power of capital.

• To forget the “fundamental” or determinant role of violence 
within the power structure of contemporary capitalism in the 
final instance is to regress to reformism in the illusion that 
an electoral majority can legislate socialism peacefully from a 
parliament.

• Coercion becomes both determinant and dominant in the 
supreme crisis, and the army inevitably occupies the front of 
the stage in any class struggle against the prospect of a real 
inauguration of socialism.

• Any revolutionary crisis within an advanced capitalist 
country must inevitably produce a reversion to the ultimate 
determinant of the power system: force. This is a law of 
capitalism, which it cannot violate, on pain of death.
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Supplemental Readings

Hal Draper “The State and Society”

• The difference between a proto-political authority in a 
community and an advanced developed state involves 
the role of coercion and force in society. The state is the 
institutionalized instrument of direct coercion, forcible when 
necessary.

• As community divides into classes, there are rival interest 
groups structurally rooted in society. Force must be available 
to keep the dispossessed in their place. For this, there must be 
special bodies of armed men.

• The state arises out of a division of labor in society. Over 
time, this political authority makes itself independent of the 
community as a whole, with the coming of class division, and 
transforms itself from its servant into its master.

• The state is the institution, or complex of institutions, which 
bases itself on forcible coercion by special agencies of society 
in order to maintain the dominance of the ruling class, 
preserve existing property relations, and keep other classes 
subordinate.

• Politics is concentrated economics: The power of state is the 
concentrated and organized force of society; it is the summing 
up of bourgeois society. The relations it sums up are economic 
before everything else. The state is the political superstructure 
which rests on the socioeconomic organization of society.
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• Special characteristics of the state:

• The state is a power over a given territory (thereby 
including the people in the territory).

• The creation of specialized institutions and instruments 
of coercion divorced from the communal whole.

• The state is more expensive than the old ways of 
organizing society. It has to be paid for by special 
contributions from citizens: taxes.

• The new and special functions of the state require a new 
officialdom, which becomes a bureaucracy: a ruling 
officialdom.

• The state as an instrument of the ruling class: “The executive 
of the modern state is but a committee for managing the 
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.…Political power, 
properly so called, is the organized power of one class for 
oppressing another.”

• Subsidiary tasks of state:

• Basic administrative functions (sanitation, police, 
infrastructure)

• Secure and maintain markets within a territorial 
boundary

• Mediate conflict amongst different capitalists

• The class character of the state permeates every aspect of 
society. All other interests are subordinated to the interests of 
the ruling class.
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Ralph Miliband “State Power and Class Interests” New Left 
Review 

Premise

How great a degree of autonomy does the state have in capitalist 
society?

What purpose is its autonomy intended to serve? And what 
purposes does it actually serve?

Key Points

• “Secondary” view of the state in Marx: the state as 
independent from and superior to all social classes, as being 
the dominant force in society rather than the instrument of a 
dominant class.

• “Bonapartism” was the extreme manifestation of the state’s 
independent role in Marx’s own lifetime. The Bonapartist 
state, however independent it may have been politically 
from any given class, remains, and cannot in a class society 
but remain, the protector of an economically and socially 
dominant class.

• Relative autonomy of the state: A distinction between the 
state autonomously acting on behalf of the ruling class and its 
acting at the behest of that class.
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• What are the nature of the constraints and pressures which 
cause the state to serve the needs of capital? Are these 
constraints and pressures “structural” and impersonal, or 
are they produced by a ruling class armed with an arsenal of 
formidable weapons and resources?

• Marxists: the main constraints are capital or capitalists or 
both

• Democractic pluralist: the state is constrained by 
competing interest groups

• The state

• Is deeply and pervasively involved in every aspect of 
economic life

• Is a permanent and active presence in class conflict and 
in every other kind of conflict

• Plays a great and growing role in the manipulation of 
opinion and in the “engineering of consent”

• Has a “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force”

• Speaking of the “state” is actually misleading. The reference 
is to certain people who are in charge of the executive power 
of the state—presidents, prime ministers, their cabinets, and 
their top civilian and military advisers. In the end, decisions 
do have to be made; and it is the executive power which 
makes them “on its own.”
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• The degree of autonomy of the state depends on the degree of 
class struggle and challenge to the hegemony of the dominant 
class.

• The hegemony of a dominant class is persistently and 
strongly challenged. The autonomy of the state is likely to be 
substantial, to the point where, in conditions of intense class 
struggle and political instability, it may assume “Bonapartist” 
and authoritarian forms and emancipate itself from 
constraining constitutional checks and controls.

• The purpose of the state’s autonomy is the better to protect 
and serve the existing social order and the dominant class, 
which is the main beneficiary of that social order.

• The two main impulses that are generated by the executive 
power of the state are self-interest on the one hand and a 
conception of the “national interest” on the other.

• The state elite are linked to, but separate from, those who 
are in charge of corporate capitalist enterprise. Their first 
concern is naturally with their jobs and careers.

• State elite are more likely to act in the “national interest” 
if it is woven into a larger and very powerful sentiment, 
namely nationalism.

• What is the relationship of state power to class interests? The 
people in charge of the state have generally been strongly 
imbued with the belief that the “national interest” was bound 
up with the well-being of capitalist enterprise.
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• The “national interest” in essence requires the defense of 
the existing social order against any internal challenge to it 
and the best defense they believe they can mount against 
commercial, military, and ideological competition from other 
states.

• An accurate and realistic “model” of the relationship between 
the dominant class in advanced capitalist societies and the 
state is one of partnership between two different, separate 
forces, linked to each other by many threads, yet each having 
its own separate sphere of concerns.

• The contradictions and shortcomings of capitalism, and the 
class pressures and social tensions this produces, require the 
state to assume an ever more pronounced role in the defense 
of the social order. The end of that process is one form or 
another of “Bonapartism.” This makes for a steady inflation of 
state power within the framework of a capitalist-democratic 
order whose democratic features are under permanent threat 
from the partnership of state and capital.
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Study Questions

1. Is the state necessary in a capitalist society? Can private 
enterprise take the place of state functions? If so, what are the 
anticipated results?

2. Why does the state tend to act in the interests of capitalists? 
What are some examples of when the state acted against these 
interests? Is there a common theme to these examples? 

3. What is Bonapartism? Is Donald Trump at Bonapartist figure? 
Why or why not?
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