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Introduction and Conceptual Foundations: The Meaning of the "Political" 
The conceptualization of the "political" constitutes the foundational core of the discipline, serving as the 

ontological basis upon which both theoretical structures and empirical investigations are erected. 

Etymologically derived from the ancient Greek word polis—which simultaneously denoted the physical 

city and the organic state—the "political" originally signified a shared space of communal life. In this 

classical formulation, politics was not merely an instrumental mechanism for resource distribution, but 

the highest collective activity aimed at discovering and establishing a social order that citizens considered 

intrinsically good. 

As a community bound by a common world, the polis viewed politics as the deliberate management of 

collective affairs through deliberate decision-making. For the ancient Greeks, this represented a 

revolutionary mode of thinking, feeling, and existing in relation to one's fellows. It established a 

framework of civic equality; despite disparities in wealth, lineage, or intelligence, individuals within this 

sphere interacted as equal citizens. The concept of the political is uniquely tied to human rationality, 

transforming individuals into rational actors through their participation in public deliberation. Because 

political activity displays regularized patterns—notwithstanding the volatile human nature from which it 

bubbles up—a systematic science of politics becomes possible. 

Over time, the boundary of the political has undergone an evolutionary shift. Classical antiquity 

maintained a holistic view of the polis, wherein public and private spheres were deeply integrated within 

the pursuit of the collective social good. Conversely, the contemporary era has sharply compartmentalized 

these domains, isolating politics predominantly within the public square while insulating private life from 

direct state intervention. 

The Architecture of the Discipline: Political Theory, Philosophy, and Science 
The academic scrutiny of political phenomena is structurally bifurcated into distinct yet intersecting 

subfields that approach the subject matter through different epistemological lenses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Political Theory 

Political Theory functions as a systematic body of knowledge designed to impose conceptual order and 

meaning upon complex socio-political phenomena. It combines the analytical study of ideas, institutional 

frameworks, and core concepts—such as liberty, equality, power, and justice—tracing an intellectual 

lineage that spans from Plato to Karl Marx. Within its methodological matrix, political theory operates 

across three distinct types of expressions: 

 

POLITICAL THEORY 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

✓ Substantive & Moral Dimensions           

✓ Evaluative Statements ("Ought to be")   

✓ Analytical Search for Wisdom                

POLITICAL SCIENCE 

✓ Empirical & Behavioral Realities 

✓ Logical & Explanatory Frameworks 

✓ Verification & Impartial Observation 

Political Theory: meaning and 

approaches 1 
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➢ Empirical statements, which are grounded strictly in observation and sensory experience. 

➢ Logical statements, which rely upon internal consistency and deductive reasoning (e.g., 2 + 2 = 4). 

➢ Evaluative statements, which are anchored in normative value judgments (e.g., the assertion that 

"Men are born free and equal"). 

Political Philosophy 
Political Philosophy represents the normative and substantive branch of the discipline, primarily 

concerned with the moral architecture of political arrangements. It engages in a critical evaluation of 

political beliefs, seeking wisdom and the conceptual refinement of political discourse. It operates 

decisively within the realm of evaluative statements, addressing the underlying needs, ethical purposes, 

and moral objectives of human existence—dimensions that cannot be quantified or verified through 

physical experimentation. 

Political Science 
Political Science is an empirical endeavor that describes, analyzes, and explains the mechanics of 

government and political institutions in an impartial manner. Championed by behavioral scholars like 

David Easton, it posits that the study of politics can adopt the rigorous methodologies of the natural 

sciences. 

Disciplinary Differences 
The distinctions among these subfields are crucial. As the political theorist Andrew Hacker famously 

observed, theory in its ideal form remains dispassionate and disinterested. In its scientific capacity, it 

describes reality objectively without passing judgment; in its philosophical capacity, it prescribes rules of 

conduct designed to secure a good life for society. 

Consequently, political science relies on empirical observation and logical deduction to arrive at verifiable, 

uniform conclusions. Political philosophy, by contrast, grapples with value judgments where different 

individuals naturally possess different normative preferences. For example, when examining democracy, 

a political scientist investigates the empirical processes, behavioral trends, and institutional mechanics at 

work within the system. A political philosopher, conversely, seeks to unpack the fundamental meaning, 

moral legitimacy, and ethical justification of democratic ideals. 

While political science operates as a comprehensive discipline encompassing political thought, ideology, 

law, and institutional organization, Andrew Hacker conceptualizes political theory as a "never-ending 

conversation" among scholars. It goes beyond the mere empirical description of political behavior to 

prescribe the moral goals that states, governments, and citizens ought to pursue. Without this systematic 

theoretical pursuit, as David Held warns, the domain of politics faces the distinct danger of being left to 

the ignorant and unreflective. 

The Evolution of Western Political Thought: A Chronological Journey 
The developmental trajectory of western political thought reflects a continuous dialogue across different 

historical epochs, shaped by shifting temporal and spatial contexts. 

Ancient Classical Period 
The foundations were poured in classical Greece, where Socrates and Plato established an idealist 

paradigm. Socrates asserted an absolute convergence between politics and ethics, utilizing the method of 

dialectics and critical thinking to uncover immutable truths. Plato, the father of political philosophy, 

emphasized the world of permanent ideas over the transient physical world of matter. 

His disciple, Aristotle, introduced a foundational practicality to the discipline. By systematically 

analyzing existing constitutions, Aristotle earned the title of the father of political science, envisioning it 

as a "master science" that was inherently interdisciplinary. However, the classical focus on community 

over the individual occasionally led to a subjugation of human dignity, as seen in Aristotle’s defense of 

the institution of slavery. 
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Medieval Period 

The medieval era witnessed a significant shift, frequently described as a dark age for secular political 

inquiry. Political thought became a subordinate branch of theology, eclipsed by the religious authority of 

the Church. The Divine Right Theory of Kingship reigned supreme, granting unhindered, non-

accountable power to the ruling monarchs, while reducing the state to an instrument of divine spiritual 

dictates. 

Renaissance and Enlightenment 

The transition to the modern era was accelerated by the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the 

Enlightenment. This intellectual awakening repositioned human life and reason at the center of 

philosophical inquiry. Niccolò Machiavelli pioneered a starkly realist approach to statecraft in The Prince, 

famously separating politics from the strictures of traditional ethics and religion. 

Concurrently, Thomas Hobbes and René Descartes applied the principles of the scientific revolution to 

political questions, with Hobbes utilizing a materialist framework to understand power and political 

obligation. The rise of Utilitarianism further revolutionized the field by establishing human pleasure and 

pain minimization as the foundational metrics for public decision-making. 

The Rise of Liberal Democracy 

As the modern era progressed, contractarian thinkers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

articulated theories of popular sovereignty and human cooperation. These ideas laid the philosophical 

groundwork for modern liberal democratic thought, directly inspiring the cataclysmic shifts of the 

American and French Revolutions around the values of liberty, equality, and fraternity. 

Industrialization and the Socialist Critique 

The subsequent dawn of the Industrial Revolution fundamentally altered the socio-economic landscape. 

The introduction of the factory system and the single-minded pursuit of profit by the capitalist class 

widened the chasm between the wealthy bourgeoisie and the impoverished proletariat. While early utopian 

socialists like Charles Fourier, Henri de Saint-Simon, and Robert Owen advocated for a moralistic 

redistribution of resources, it was Karl Marx who delivered a radical, systemic critique of capitalist 

dominance. 

Marx rejected Hegelian dialectic idealism, substituting it with historical and dialectic materialism. He 

asserted that all political and legal structures were merely a superstructure reflecting the underlying 

economic relations of production. Denouncing dominant ideologies as "false consciousness," Marx 

posited that history was driven by class struggle and maintained the historical necessity of a proletarian 

revolution to achieve absolute social equality and justice. 

Through these successive historical epochs, political theory evolved from an ancient teleological focus on 

prescribing the perfect life within a stable order, to a distinctly modern endeavor aimed at analyzing power, 

objective facts, and the systemic realities of political life. 

Traditional Approaches to Political Analysis 
Traditional approaches dominated the discipline until the mid-twentieth century. They are characterized 

by a primarily normative, prescriptive, and qualitative focus, largely concentrating on western European 

political experiences. 

1.  The Philosophical Approach 

 Rooted in the Socratic tradition, this approach posits that true knowledge is found in the realm of 

permanent ideas rather than the constantly changing physical world. Plato asserted that understanding 

the ideal essence of the state allows societies to mold imperfect realities toward perfection. 
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 The philosophical approach focuses on normative and ethical issues such as justice, rights, and liberty, 

utilizing a deductive method that moves from abstract universal premises to specific conclusions. It 

remained the dominant paradigm until World War II. Behavioral critics later dismissed it as an 

unscientific, unverifiable "armchair theory" prone to subjective bias. However, contemporary thinkers 

like John Rawls, Leo Strauss, Isaiah Berlin, and Dante Germino have vigorously defended its 

survival, arguing that normative inquiry is indispensable for evaluating political life. 

2.  The Historical Approach 

 This approach operates on the principle that political ideas and institutions can only be understood by 

examining their historical origins and evolution. It highlights the deep interdependency between the 

two disciplines: if history is the root, politics is the shoot. Machiavelli strongly advocated for this 

method, suggesting that historical precedent, rather than abstract philosophy, serves as the most 

reliable guide for a ruler. 

 In the modern era, scholars such as Harold Laski and George Sabine champion this view. Laski noted 

that every thinker is a child of their time, and Sabine argued that political ideas are products of 

historical crises. 

 Despite its utility, the historical approach faces notable limitations: 

✓ The vastness of historical data makes objective selection difficult. 

✓ Certain core concepts (e.g., the philosopher-king or pure communism) lack historical precedents 

yet remain theoretical touchstones. 

✓ History itself can be highly politicized, as demonstrated by Edward Said’s Orientalism, which 

exposed how historical narratives can be weaponized as geopolitical projects. 

✓ Scholars frequently misuse history through selective examples (as Machiavelli did) or fall into the 

trap of historicism—an ideological manipulation of history criticized by Karl Popper in the works 

of Hegel and Marx. 

✓ Thinkers like John Plamenatz argue that political ideas should be evaluated on their logical merits 

rather than being made entirely dependent on historical context. 

3.  The Empirical Approach 

 Centered on direct observation, the empirical approach confines itself to facts and human behaviors 

that can be perceived through sensory experience, consciously eschewing the world of abstract ideas. 

Machiavelli and Aristotle served as early pioneers of this perspective, balancing observation with theory. 

Dimension Empirical Approach Normative/Philosophical Approach 

Primary Focus Study of observable facts Study of abstract ideas 

Methodology Sensory observation and description Logical deduction and prescription 

Orientation Descriptive ("What is") Prescriptive ("What ought to be") 

Evaluation Metric True versus False Right versus Wrong 

Ideological Stance Tends toward status-quoism Tends toward change/transformation 

 Crucially, raw empiricism is distinct from a fully realized scientific approach. Pure empiricism relies 

on simple observation, whereas a scientific approach requires rigorous verification, precise 

measurement, systematically structured research, and strict objectivity. This foundational view of 

experience as the source of knowledge was championed by John Locke, who rejected innate ideas by 

conceptualizing the human mind as a tabula rasa (clean slate) upon which experience imprints 

knowledge. 

4.  The Legal Approach 

 This approach conceptualizes political life through the prism of legal frameworks, constitutional 

provisions, and public law. It focuses on the formal organs of government, analyzing the statutory 
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procedures and powers that validate state action. For instance, an institutional analysis of Indian 

politics through this lens examines the constitutional boundaries of the judiciary, the legal procedures 

of Parliament, and the statutory powers of the Executive. 

 Propagated by figures like Cicero, Jean Bodin, John Austin, Hugo Grotius, Jeremy Bentham, and A.V. 

Dicey, its method is descriptive and guided by formal logic. Critics, however, charge the legal 

approach with reductionism, noting that it can overlook the informal socio-economic, behavioral, and 

cultural forces that operate outside statutory frameworks. It fails to recognize that an absolute legal 

truth can sometimes be a political untruth. 

5.  The Institutional Approach 

 Closely allied with the legal approach, the institutional approach traces its roots to Aristotle's 

comparative classification of Greek constitutions. It focuses on the formal structures of government—

the legislature, executive, and judiciary—along with political parties and institutional hierarchies. 

Vernon Van Dyke defined an institution within this framework as a persistent system of activities and 

a stable pattern of group behavior. 

 Utilized by scholars like Polybius, Herman Finer, James Bryce, Harold Laski, Maurice Duverger, and 

Gabriel Almond, its methodology remains descriptive and structural. However, it faced criticism for 

its inability to build comprehensive, universal theories, particularly when applied to the fluid realities 

of developing nations. Critics argue it overemphasizes formal structures while neglecting individual 

agency, informal interest groups, and the real-world dynamics that shape institutional performance. 

The Behavioral Revolution: The Drive for a Pure Science 
The mid-twentieth century witnessed a profound epistemological shift led by the American Political 

Science Association (APSA) and the Chicago School, spearheaded by figures like Charles Merriam and 

Catlin. Dissatisfied with traditional "armchair theories" that failed to address real-world crises, these 

scholars sought to convert political science into a "pure science" by adopting the positivist methods of 

sociology and psychology. 

This movement gained momentum after World War II, when political scientists found themselves excluded 

from major international reconstruction conferences because their historical-institutional focus was 

deemed irrelevant to contemporary policymaking. In response, David Easton articulated the Eight 

Intellectual Foundations of Behavioralism (the "Regularities to Pure Science" matrix): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Regularities: The belief that human political behavior exhibits discoverable, uniform patterns that can 

be generalized into laws. Traditionalists counter that human behavior is too volatile and context-

dependent to yield permanent regularities. 

2. Verification: The requirement that all theoretical conclusions must be testable and verifiable against 

empirical data. 

3. Techniques: The rigorous adoption of advanced mathematical, statistical, and quantitative data 

collection tools. 

4. Measurement: The insistence on expressing political findings in precise quantitative terms, rather 

than qualitative descriptions. 

BEHAVIORALISM 

CORE METHODOLOGIES 

✓ Regularities (Patterned Behavior)         

✓ Systematization (Objective Research)  

✓ Techniques (Mathematical Tools)         

✓ Measurement (Quantification)              

EPISTEMIC GOALS 

✓ Verification (Empirical Testing) 

✓  Value Neutrality (Ethical Detachment) 

✓  Integration (Interdisciplinary Data) 

✓  Pure Science (Law-like 

Generalizations) 
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5. Values/Value Neutrality: The demand that scientific inquiry must be completely detached from moral 

preferences or ethical positions. Leo Strauss strongly criticized this, arguing that ignoring values is 

akin to refusing to distinguish between pure and contaminated water. 

6. Systematization: The insistence that research must be systematically ordered, establishing a clear link 

between theoretical objectives and empirical data. 

7. Integration: The embrace of an interdisciplinary approach, borrowing empirical data and analytical 

models from sociology, anthropology, and psychology, while distancing the discipline from history 

and philosophy. 

8. Pure Science: The overarching ambition to elevate political science to a pure, predictive discipline 

capable of generating scientific laws. 

Achievements and Limitations 
The behavioral revolution successfully arrested the post-war decline of the discipline. It made significant 

contributions to the analysis of electoral behavior, helping parties formulate data-driven strategies, and 

proved useful in distinguishing formal constitutional texts from actual political contexts. This utility was 

particularly evident in the study of developing nations, which spurred the expansion of comparative 

politics through rigorous fieldwork. 

However, behavioralism faced severe criticism for its mindless empiricism. Critics argued it 

overemphasized technique at the expense of substantive results, often choosing research topics based on 

the availability of statistical tools rather than their societal importance. By focusing on individual and 

small-group dynamics, it frequently neglected the macro-structural impacts of state institutions on society. 

Furthermore, critics maintained that a completely value-free political science is an illusion, as the very 

selection of a research topic is inherently guided by underlying values. Finally, by concentrating on stable, 

quantifiable phenomena, behavioralism proved ill-equipped to analyze or resolve rapid political changes 

or urgent global crises like the threat of nuclear war, hunger, and deep institutional corruption. 

Post-Behavioralism: The Credo of Relevance and Action 
By the late 1960s, the discipline faced a second crisis of relevance. Amidst widespread socio-political 

upheaval in the United States—including the Civil Rights Movement, radical feminist mobilization, anti-

war protests, and environmental activism—behavioral political scientists sat in "ivory towers," perfecting 

quantitative techniques while offering few solutions to these pressing crises. Recognizing this failure, 

David Easton delivered a pivotal address to the APSA, launching the Post-Behavioral Revolution. 

Post-behavioralism did not represent a complete rejection of behavioral methodologies; rather, it sought 

to build upon them, steering the discipline from a "pure science" toward an applied science. Easton offered 

a new synthesis, reconciling the fact-value dichotomy by asserting that while technique is important, the 

substantive purpose of research is paramount. He summarized this approach through the "Credo of 

Relevance and Action," which features seven core tenets: 

➢ Substance over Technique: It is better to be vague but dealing with a deeply relevant problem than 

to be scientifically precise about an irrelevant matter. 

➢ Embrace of Values: Rather than pursuing an impossible value neutrality, political science must 

integrate values as an essential guide for human betterment. 

➢ Crisis Resolution: Theoretical frameworks must possess the practical capacity to solve contemporary 

socio-political crises. 

➢ Protection of Humane Values: Intellectuals must actively defend and promote the foundational 

values of civilization. 

➢ Applied Science: The discipline must function as an applied endeavor, directly influencing policy and 

social transformation. 

➢ Societal Responsibility: Social scientists bear a profound ethical responsibility to engage with and 

improve their communities. 

➢ Institutional Vitality: Universities and research foundations must actively foster action-oriented 

political inquiry. 
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By position post-behavioralism as an intellectual synthesis—where traditionalism serves as the thesis and 

behavioralism as the antithesis—the discipline successfully integrated empirical rigor with normative 

purpose. 

The Dual Dynamics: Decline and Resurgence of Political Theory 
The mid-twentieth century witnessed a intense debate regarding the intellectual health and relevance of 

traditional political theory. 

 

The Decline Debate 
In his 1953 work The Political System: An Inquiry into the State of Political Science, David Easton 

diagnosed a serious decline in political theory. He argued that the field had become overly dependent on 

history and lacked empirical observation, noting that no major political philosopher had emerged since 

Karl Marx and John Stuart Mill. Easton identified four primary causes for this decline: 

1. Historicism: Scholars like George Sabine and William Dunning confined themselves to retelling the 

historical development of past ideas rather than formulating new ones. 

2. Moral Relativism: Thinkers like Max Weber and David Hume adopted a relativistic stance toward 

values, failing to subject them to rigorous, imaginative reconstruction during the rise of totalitarian 

threats like Fascism and Nazism. 

3. Confusion between Science and Theory: Researchers conflated empirical science with broad 

political theory, losing sight of insights that extend beyond quantifiable data. 

4. Hyper-factualism: The behavioral turn led to an over-accumulation of facts at the expense of coherent 

theoretical frameworks. 

This view of a decline was echoed by other prominent scholars. Alfred Cobban argued that political 

theory had lost its critical edge in both capitalist and communist systems, degenerating into static 

justifications for military states or bureaucratic oligarchies. Dante Germino blamed positivism and 

ideological reductionism for the field's stagnation, calling for a return to political philosophy to examine 

the moral order of human existence. 

Furthermore, Seymour Martin Lipset complacently claimed in Political Man that the fundamental 

Western values had already been settled, viewing American democracy as the closest real-world 

approximation of a good society. From a different perspective, Leo Strauss viewed the rise of positivism 

not as progress, but as a symptom of the deep crisis of modern political theory, warning that a refusal to 

address normative questions left the discipline blind to the true nature of political reality. 

The Resurgence Debate 
Conversely, thinkers like Isaiah Berlin and George Sabine vigorously disputed the idea that political 

theory was dead. Berlin famously asserted that an age without political philosophy is impossible; as long 

as rational curiosity regarding human goals exists, political theory will endure. Sabine added that if theory 

is understood as the disciplined investigation of political problems, it remained highly active throughout 

the 1950s and 1960s. 
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By the 1970s, the sharp division between science and philosophy began to dissolve, sparking a major 

resurgence of political theory. This revival was driven by several key intellectual breakthroughs: 

➢ John Rawls: The publication of Rawls’ A Theory of Justice in 1971 revolutionized the field. Rawls 

demonstrated that normative theory can be systematic and consistent, using a hypothetical social 

contract model to establish justice as the foundational virtue of social institutions. His work blended 

normative analysis with empirical insights, creating a robust framework for distributive justice. 

➢ Robert Nozick: In his 1974 work Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Nozick revitalized libertarian theory, 

offering a powerful defense of individual rights and the minimal state that enriched contemporary 

normative debate. 

➢ Hannah Arendt: In The Human Condition, Arendt delivered a critique of behavioralism, emphasizing 

the unique human capacity for political action and civic engagement. Her insights into totalitarianism 

and power helped restore the normative focus of the discipline. 

➢ C.B. Macpherson: Macpherson advanced a substantive theory of democracy that moved beyond mere 

electoral procedures, focusing instead on maximizing the creative freedom and developmental 

capabilities of citizens. 

➢ Critical Theory and New Themes: Thinkers like Jürgen Habermas and Herbert Marcuse exposed 

how an overemphasis on purely scientific terminology can reinforce the status quo by leaving little 

room for critical alternatives. 

This multi-faceted resurgence introduced vibrant new paradigms into modern political discourse, 

including communitarianism, postmodernism, multiculturalism, feminism, and environmentalism. 

Contemporary Interpretative Paradigms 
In the contemporary landscape, political analysis has expanded into several sophisticated, interpretive 

approaches that challenge both traditional normative frameworks and modern behavioral certainties. 

1.  Post-Modernism and Deconstruction 

 Post-modernism rejects all-encompassing "meta-narratives," viewing political theories not as 

objective scientific truths or definitive philosophies, but as specific interpretations. Influenced by 

Jacques Derrida’s method of deconstruction, it posits that texts and political concepts contain no 

single, ultimate meaning. Instead, meanings are fluid and shaped by the contexts of both the author 

and the reader, leading to the conclusion that "every understanding can be a misunderstanding." 

2.  The Contextualist Approach (The Cambridge School) 

 Led by scholars like Quentin Skinner and J.G.A. Pocock, this approach transformed the study of 

political classics. It rejects the purely textual view that great works possess timeless, universal 

meanings independent of their era. 

 Instead, the Cambridge School argues that a text can only be understood by reconstructing its precise 

historical and linguistic context. Scholars must investigate how language was used and understood at 

the moment of creation—for example, analyzing what John Locke meant by "trust" in the context of 

seventeenth-century English political discourse—to understand the author's true intentions. 
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3.  Complementary Perspectives 

✓ Critical School: Examines the underlying power dynamics and structural inequalities embedded 

within social discourses and institutions. 

✓ Structuralism: Explores how human behavior and political life are shaped by overarching 

structural frameworks, as seen in the neo-Marxist analyses of Louis Althusser and Antonio 

Gramsci. 

✓ Phenomenological Approach: Focuses on lived human experience and direct political action 

within the public square, a perspective central to the philosophy of Hannah Arendt. 

Conclusion: The Epistemological Nature and Utility of the Discipline 

The ongoing debate surrounding the nature of political science reflects its rich, multi-layered character, 

structured around three primary classifications: 

➢ Philosophical: Championed by scholars like Leo Strauss, who view the discipline as inherently 

normative and best examined through philosophical inquiry. 

➢ Scientific: Advocated by early behavioralists who sought to establish a pure science of politics, though 

later conceding that it operates more realistically as an applied science. 

➢ Applied Art: Rooted in Machiavelli’s concept of politics as statecraft, power management, and 

practical governance. 

Ultimately, contemporary political science cannot function as a pure natural science because it relies on 

human language rather than invariant symbols. Because human language is fluid and deeply subjective, 

absolute consensus on political terminology remains elusive. 

However, this internal debate does not diminish the discipline's profound utility. Political theory remains 

essential for navigating complex global challenges such as poverty, systemic corruption, climate change, 

and democratic backsliding. As Michael Walzer notes, it provides the essential frameworks needed to 

interpret moral dilemmas and offer alternatives to political leaders. 

By functioning as a continuous, disciplined exploration of power, justice, and governance, political theory 

fulfills its role as the most democratic of academic disciplines—one where open debate serves as its very 

heart and soul. 
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Introduction and Conceptual Foundations of the State 
The concept of the state stands as the undisputed cornerstone of political science, serving as the primary 

analytical framework through which public authority, legal sovereignty, and institutionalized power are 

understood. Historically, political scientists like Raymond G. Gettel defined their entire discipline as "the 

science of the state," framing it as a comprehensive study that encompasses the state's past, present, and 

future development, alongside its structural functions, institutional mechanisms, and underlying political 

theories. Similarly, James Wilford Garner famously asserted that political science begins and ends with 

the state, reinforcing its absolute centrality to the discipline. 

In its most foundational form, the state is understood as a legal and political entity endowed with the 

supreme authority to govern a population within a clearly defined territory. While abstract in its legal 

existence, it finds its concrete manifestation through the apparatus of the government, which serves as the 

structural machinery through which common policies are formulated, public affairs are regulated, and 

collective interests are promoted. 

The definition of the state has evolved continuously, reflecting shifting philosophical paradigms and 

historical realities. In early political thought, Niccolò Machiavelli articulated an early version of the 

modern state in The Prince (1513), defining it as "the power which has authority over men." This marked 

a transition toward viewing the state as an independent structure of authority. 

Centuries later, German sociologist Max Weber provided a highly influential sociological definition, 

characterizing the state as a human community that successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate 

use of physical force within a given territory. Weber's emphasis on legitimacy and coercion highlights how 

the modern state distinguishes itself from other social institutions. 

Expanding on this structural distinction, Robert Morrison MacIver argued in The Modern State (1926) 

that the state is unique because it encompasses the entirety of the population within a specific geographic 

boundary, carrying the dedicated function of maintaining social order. 

Further refining this territorial aspect, Frederick Mundell Watkins defined the state as a geographically 

delimited segment of human society united by common obedience to a single sovereign. 

Elements of Statehood and Criteria for Recognition 
The empirical existence of a state depends on the simultaneous presence of four essential elements. The 

formalization of these criteria was established internationally under the Montevideo Convention on the 

Rights and Duties of States (1933). 

 

Theories of state : Liberal, Neo-liberal, 

 
2 
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1.  Population 

 The state is primarily a human institution; hence, a permanent human population is its fundamental 

basis. Without a community to govern, the concept of political authority lacks meaning. 

2.  Territory 

 A state requires a defined geographic area over which its jurisdiction is recognized without dispute. 

Unlike other social or professional associations that can operate across borders or exist within a state 

without specific territorial claims, the state requires a distinct spatial domain to exercise its legal 

powers. 

3.  Government 

 The government is the institutional core and executive agency of the state. It translates the abstract 

authority of the state into concrete actions, laws, and administrative regulations. As Garner noted, it is 

the mechanism through which common affairs are regulated and collective goals are pursued. 

4.  Sovereignty 

 Sovereignty is the most defining element of statehood, formally recognized in modern international 

law since the Treaty of Westphalia (1648). It denotes the supreme, ultimate, and absolute power of 

the state to make laws, establish goals, and resolve conflicts within its borders, free from external 

control. 

 Sovereignty operates across two distinct dimensions: internal sovereignty, which asserts the state's 

absolute legal supremacy over all individuals and associations within its territory, and external 

sovereignty, which guarantees the state's independence from foreign dictation or higher authorities. 

Classical Theories of the Origin of the State 
The question of how the state came into existence has generated diverse theoretical perspectives, broadly 

divided between contractual models and historical frameworks. 

Social Contract Theory 

Social contract theory views the state as an artificial, man-made construct resulting from a deliberate and 

voluntary agreement among individuals. This theory directly challenged the medieval Divine Right of 

Kings, which claimed that political authority was divinely ordained, and organic theories that viewed the 

state as an unavoidable natural growth. Contractualists frame the state as an instrument of utility designed 

to serve the common good and protect human interests. 

Thomas Hobbes, in his foundational work Leviathan (1651), argued that before the establishment of the 

state, human beings lived in a chaotic state of nature. Driven by endless desires and a continuous quest 

for power, human life in this condition was "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," characterized by a 

permanent war of all against all. To achieve self-preservation and security, individuals entered into a social 

contract, surrendering their natural rights to an overarching, absolute sovereign. For Hobbes, the state is a 

necessary, omnipotent power required to enforce covenants and maintain public order. 

Conversely, John Locke offered a more limited view of state power in his Second Treatise of Government 

(1689). Locke described the state of nature as a generally cooperative condition governed by natural law, 

where individuals already possessed natural rights to life, liberty, and estate (property). However, the 

absence of an established, impartial judge created inconveniences in protecting these rights. 

To rectify this, individuals formed a contract to establish a political society, followed by a second contract 

creating a government. In Locke's framework, the state acts merely as a trustee or an "additional safeguard" 

tasked with protecting natural rights. If the government fails to fulfill this trust, citizens retain the right to 

overthrow it, laying the conceptual groundwork for constitutional government and minimal state 

intervention. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau provided a different interpretation of the social contract in Du contrat social 

(1762), focusing on direct and participatory democracy. Rousseau argued that humans were initially happy 
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in the state of nature but were driven out by growing social complexities, moral decay, and the introduction 

of private property. To regain true freedom, individuals united to form a political community through a 

contract. 

In this arrangement, each individual surrenders their private will to the General Will—the collective will 

of the citizens directed toward the common good. For Rousseau, obeying the laws of the state means 

obeying oneself, as sovereignty remains with the people as a collective body. 

Historical or Evolutionary Theory 

The historical or evolutionary theory rejects the idea that the state was created by a single contract or 

sudden event. Scholars like Raymond G. Gettel and Robert Morrison MacIver argue that the state is a 

product of continuous historical evolution. It developed gradually out of early social institutions, such as 

kinship ties, religious practices, common economic needs, and the use of physical force. 

As population and social structures grew more complex, these decentralized associations gradually 

evolved into a centralized political authority. This perspective treats the state as a complex, living 

institution that changes alongside the values, customs, and technologies of the society it governs. 

The Monistic Theory of Sovereignty 
The monistic theory of sovereignty, also known as the legal or Austinian theory, emerged during the 

transition from medieval feudalism to the modern nation-state. In the medieval period, political authority 

was fragmented among local lords, guilds, and the Roman Catholic Church, resulting in frequent conflicts 

over jurisdiction. The monistic theory sought to centralize authority by establishing a single, supreme 

center of legal power within a defined territory. 

 
The foundations of this theory were laid by Thomas Hobbes, who argued that law is the command of the 

sovereign backed by the power of punishment. The definitive statement of monistic sovereignty was later 

provided by the English jurist John Austin in his Lectures on Jurisprudence (1832). Austin stated: 

"If a determinate human superior, not in a habit of obedience to a like superior, receives habitual obedience 

from the bulk of a given society, that determinate superior is sovereign in that society, and the society 

(including the superior) is a society political and independent." 

From this definition, Austin asserted that law is the command of a sovereign. If a rule lacks the sanction 

of a determinate political superior, it cannot be considered positive law. 
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The monistic theory attributes five core characteristics to sovereignty: 

➢ Absoluteness: There is no legal power within the state superior to the sovereign, and there are no legal 

limits to its lawmaking capacity. 

➢ Universality: The legal authority of the sovereign extends over every person, group, and association 

operating within the state's borders. 

➢ Permanence: Sovereignty persists uninterrupted for as long as the state itself exists; its authority is 

not tied to changes in government. 

➢ Indivisibility: Sovereignty is a unified whole that cannot be divided among different bodies without 

destroying its legal supreme character. 

➢ Inalienability: The state cannot transfer or surrender its sovereignty without causing its own self-

destruction. 

Critiques of Monistic Sovereignty 
The monistic view faced strong criticism from various historical, legal, and sociological perspectives: 

➢ Historical Critique: Sir Henry Maine argued that Austin’s theory was a legal fiction unsupported by 

history. In his study of early societies, such as the Punjab under Maharaja Ranjit Singh, Maine 

observed that even absolute rulers did not issue commands that overrode traditional customs, religious 

codes, and community traditions. 

➢ Sociological and Legal Critiques: Jurists like Léon Duguit and Hugo Krabbe argued that the state is 

not the sole source of law. They asserted that law arises out of social necessity, customs, and collective 

consciousness, meaning the state merely formulates and enforces rules that already exist within society. 

➢ Political Critique: Harold Laski argued that the monistic concentration of power creates a risk of 

domestic autocracy and threatens international peace by ignoring international law and global cooperation. 

The Pluralistic Theory of Sovereignty 
The pluralistic theory of sovereignty emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a 

direct critique of the monistic state. Prominent exponents like Harold Laski and Robert Morrison MacIver 

argued that the monistic view was both normatively dangerous and descriptively inaccurate in a complex, 

modern society. 

Pluralism is grounded in a multidimensional view of human nature and society. Because individuals have 

diverse economic, cultural, religious, and social needs, they form a variety of autonomous associations—

such as trade unions, churches, and cultural groups—to fulfill those interests. 

Pluralists argue that these associations are spontaneous products of human sociability and do not depend 

on the state for their historical existence or legitimacy. Consequently, they assert that the state is merely 

one association among many, and it cannot claim an absolute monopoly over an individual's loyalty or 

obligation. 
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Harold Laski famously stated that "since society is federal, authority must be federal." He argued that 

concentrating absolute power in a single sovereign body ignores the decentralized structure of social life. 

However, as a moderate pluralist, Laski recognized that a complex society requires an organizing 

mechanism to resolve conflicts among competing groups. He described the state as the "keystone of the 

social architecture," assigning it the role of an equilibrium maker or conflict resolver to ensure social 

stability. 

Critics have pointed out an inconsistency in Laski's shift from criticizing state sovereignty to re-

establishing the state as an essential coordinator, suggesting that pluralists try to reduce state power while 

still relying on its authority. 

Robert Morrison MacIver offered an extreme pluralist perspective, viewing the state through a 

sociological lens. MacIver argued that institutions like the church or family are historically prior to the 

state and possess inherent authority independent of it. He introduced the concept of the service state, 

asserting that "the state commands because it serves." 

In MacIver's view, the state is both the child and the guardian of the law, meaning its authority is strictly 

limited by constitutional rules and the rule of law. It cannot exercise arbitrary power, and its legitimacy 

depends on how effectively it serves the public interest. 

Critical Evaluation of Pluralism 

Pluralism provides a more realistic description of modern democratic governance, recognizing the role of 

interest groups, international bodies (such as the United Nations and the European Union), and internal 

federal structures. 

However, critics like Robert Dahl note that pluralism can overlook structural inequalities, as better-

resourced groups often gain disproportionate access to policy-making machinery. 

Furthermore, elitist theorists like Gaetano Mosca and Vilfredo Pareto argue that pluralism presents an 

idealized view, masking the reality that power remains concentrated within a small, unified ruling elite. 

Liberal Theories of the State 
The liberal tradition views the state as an institution established through the consent of rational individuals 

to protect their fundamental rights and freedoms. Within this perspective, the state is framed as a neutral 

arbiter or umpire tasked with maintaining social order and enforcing contracts, ensuring that individuals 

can compete fairly in a free-market economy. 

Classical (Negative) Liberalism 
Emerging alongside the rise of industrial capitalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, classical 

liberalism was championed by thinkers like Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and Herbert 

Spencer. This school of thought views the individual as a rational, self-contained agent endowed with 

natural rights to life, liberty, and property. 

Classical liberals advocate for a policy of laissez-faire ("leave alone"), arguing that economic and social 

processes function best when free from state regulation. They define liberty negatively as the absence of 

external coercion or state interference. 

Consequently, classical liberalism views the state as a necessary evil. It is an evil because it uses coercion 

and restricts individual freedom through regulations, but it is necessary because, without a legal authority 

to maintain law and order, individual rights and private property would face constant insecurity. The 

legitimate role of the state is thus restricted to a "night-watchman" function: protecting society from 

external aggression, preventing internal violence, and enforcing legal contracts. 

Positive (Welfare) Liberalism 

By the late nineteenth century, unregulated industrial capitalism had led to severe wealth inequalities and 

poor working conditions for the working class. In response, positive liberals like Thomas Hill Green, John 

Stuart Mill, and Leonard Trelawny Hobhouse modified the liberal framework. 
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T.H. Green argued that true liberty is not merely the absence of restraint, but a positive capacity for moral 

and self-development. Positive liberals asserted that poverty, ignorance, and disease act as barriers to 

freedom that individuals cannot always overcome on their own. 

Consequently, they redefined the state as an instrument for the public good, responsible for removing these 

obstacles through social legislation. This shift laid the theoretical foundation for the modern welfare state, 

justifying state intervention in education, healthcare, and labor regulations to create more equitable 

conditions for individual growth. 

Neo-Liberalism (Libertarianism) 
In the late twentieth century, neo-liberalism emerged as a critique of the expanding welfare state and 

economic regulation, led by thinkers such as Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, Isaiah Berlin, and Robert 

Nozick. Neo-liberals argue that state interventionism disrupts market mechanisms, creates economic 

inefficiencies, and infringes upon personal liberty. They return to a negative view of liberty and advocate 

for a return to the minimal state. 

In Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), Robert Nozick argued that individuals possess strong, inviolable 

rights, and that only a minimal state limited to protection against force, theft, and fraud can be morally 

justified. Nozick claimed that progressive taxation for wealth redistribution amounts to forced labor, as it 

appropriates the fruits of an individual's labor without their consent. 

Milton Friedman similarly asserted that competitive capitalism is an essential condition for political 

freedom. Neo-liberal theories directly influenced the economic policies of Western nations during the 

1980s, driving deregulation, privatization, and a reduction in welfare spending. 

Marxist Theories of the State 
Marxist theory rejects the liberal view of the state as a neutral arbiter, analyzing it instead as an instrument 

of class rule that reflects underlying material and economic relations. According to Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels, the state is part of the superstructure built upon the economic base (the mode of 

production). 

When primitive communal societies transitioned to class-divided societies based on private property, the 

dominant class created the state to manage class conflicts and maintain its economic advantages. Within 

Marxist scholarship, two primary analytical perspectives have developed regarding the operation of state 

power. 

 

The Instrumentalist Perspective 
The instrumentalist model frames the state as a direct tool used by the ruling class to dominate society. 

This view is summarized in The Communist Manifesto (1848), where Marx and Engels state that "the 

executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole 

bourgeoisie." 
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In The State and Revolution (1917), Vladimir Lenin expanded on this, characterizing the state as an 

instrument for the exploitation of the oppressed class, arguing that class contradictions are fundamentally 

irreconcilable. 

In the late twentieth century, Ralph Miliband defended this view in The State in Capitalist Society (1969). 

Miliband argued that the capitalist class controls the state apparatus because members of the state elite—

including bureaucrats, judges, and politicians—disproportionately share upper-class backgrounds, 

education, and social networks. This shared social identity aligns state policy with the long-term interests 

of private capital, rendering welfare programs merely strategic concessions to maintain social stability. 

The Structuralist Perspective (Relative Autonomy) 

The structuralist model suggests that the state possesses relative autonomy from the immediate desires 

of the capitalist class. The foundations of this view come from Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 

Bonaparte (1852), where he analyzed the regime of Louis Bonaparte, a political setup where the executive 

branch grew highly powerful because no single social class was dominant enough to control the state 

directly. In such historical contexts, the state can act as an equilibrium maker among competing classes. 

Neo-Marxists like Nicos Poulantzas, in Political Power and Social Classes (1973), argued that the 

capitalist state is structurally designed to preserve the capitalist system as a whole, rather than the short-

term interests of individual capitalists. To manage systemic crises, regulate market competition, and absorb 

working-class dissent, the state must have the autonomy to enact policies—such as minimum wage laws 

or labor protections—that individual corporations might oppose. 

Antonio Gramsci contributed to this perspective by distinguishing between political society, which relies 

on direct coercion via the military and police, and civil society, which manufactures hegemony (cultural 

and moral consent) through institutions like schools, churches, and media. 

Louis Althusser expanded this framework by dividing the state apparatus into Coercive State 

Apparatuses (CSAs) and Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), showing how the state maintains class 

rule through a combination of physical force and ideological socialization. 

Post-Colonial Theories of the State 
Post-colonial theory examines the distinct structural and political challenges faced by newly independent 

nations in the Global South, whose development was shaped by long periods of Western imperialism. 

Scholars like Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Frantz Fanon emphasize that these states did 

not evolve along the same historical path as Western liberal democracies, as they inherited colonial legal 

frameworks, bureaucratic systems, and economic structures. 

Western vs. Post-Colonial Realities 
Western developmental models often assume that integrating post-colonial nations into the global 

capitalist economy will automatically lead to political modernization. However, post-colonial theorists 

point out that this integration frequently results in neo-colonialism, an arrangement where former colonies 

remain economically dependent on Western powers and transnational corporations. 

Fred Riggs described these transitioning political systems as prismatic societies, characterized by 

formalist gaps between modern constitutional laws and traditional social practices. 

Gunnar Myrdal, in Asian Drama (1968), coined the term soft state to describe nations like India, where 

deep-seated corruption, cultural resistance to legal authority, and the legacy of anti-colonial civil 

disobedience undermine the state's capacity to enforce laws and implement developmental policies 

effectively. 

Dependency Theory and Core-Periphery Dynamics 

To explain the economic limitations of post-colonial sovereignty, structuralist and dependency theorists 

like Andre Gunder Frank and Samir Amin introduced the Core-Periphery model. 
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They argue that global capitalism functions as a unified system that divides nations into dominant core 

states (industrialized powers) and dependent peripheral states (developing countries). The core extracts 

raw materials and cheap labor from the periphery, creating a pattern of unequal exchange that perpetuates 

underdevelopment in the Global South. 

Consequently, governments in peripheral states often lack true autonomy, acting instead as managers for 

international capital and local elites. To achieve genuine self-sufficiency, these scholars argue that post-

colonial nations must partially detach from this unequal global system. 

Hamza Alvi's Concept of the Overdeveloped State 

A key contribution to post-colonial state theory is Hamza Alvi's concept of the overdeveloped state, 

formulated in his analysis of the political structures of Pakistan and Bangladesh. Alvi argued that in 

Western societies, the modern nation-state evolved in step with the rise of the indigenous bourgeoisie class 

and the capitalist mode of production. In contrast, the state apparatus in post-colonial societies was 

imported ready-made by colonial powers to control and exploit local classes. 

As a result, the administrative and military structures of the post-colonial state are "overdeveloped" 

relative to its underlying economic structure. When independence was achieved, this powerful 

bureaucratic-military apparatus remained intact, taking on an autonomous role in society. 

Instead of serving as a direct instrument of a single dominant class, the overdeveloped state mediates 

among three competing propertied classes: 

➢ The indigenous feudal landed elite 

➢ The rising indigenous bourgeoisie 

➢ The metropolitan bourgeoisie (foreign capital) 

This configuration allows a bureaucratic-military oligarchy to take direct control of the state, managing 

economic resources and political power while maintaining an appearance of bureaucratic neutrality. 

Feminist Theories of the State 
Feminist political theory critiques mainstream and Marxist theories for failing to account for gender-based 

power dynamics and the historical exclusion of women from public authority. While different feminist 

schools propose different strategies, they share a core objective: exposing how state structures can 

reinforce patriarchal dominance. 

Liberal Feminism 
Liberal feminists, drawing on early works like Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

(1792) and John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of Women (1869), view the state as a potentially neutral 

institution that can be used to advance gender equality. They argue that women's inequality stems from 

legal exclusions from the public sphere, voting rights, and educational opportunities. 

Consequently, liberal feminists focus on reform within the constitutional system, advocating for legal 

protections, equal suffrage, and anti-discrimination policies to ensure women can participate equally in 

political and economic life. 
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Radical Feminism 

Radical feminists reject the view that the state is a neutral arbiter, arguing instead that it is inherently 

patriarchal. They use Carole Hanisch’s slogan "the personal is political" to show how power dynamics 

within the private sphere—such as domestic labor, family structures, and reproduction—are directly linked 

to public political power. 

In Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (1989), Catharine MacKinnon remarked that "when I look 

at the state, it appears male to me." She argued that the state's legal framework is built on a male 

perspective, treating masculine experiences as the universal norm while ignoring the specific reali ties 

of women's lives. 

 

MacKinnon's analysis of rape and assault laws argued that the legal system historically protected male 

privilege rather than women's autonomy, showing that the state institutionalizes patriarchy through its 

structure. 

Marxist and Socialist Feminism 

Marxist and socialist feminists combine class analysis with the study of patriarchy, examining how the 

capitalist state relies on gender inequalities. They argue that the state's welfare programs often reinforce 

the traditional nuclear family by treating women as economic dependents of male earners. 

Friedrich Engels, in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), argued that the rise 

of private property led to the historical defeat of the female sex, as women's labor was confined to the 

private household to secure clear lines of inheritance for property-owning men. 

Socialist feminists point out that the capitalist state benefits from women's unpaid domestic labor—such 

as childcare and household maintenance—because it reproduces the labor force at minimal cost to capital, 

embedding patriarchy within the capitalist economic system. 

Contemporary Challenges: Globalization and the State 

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the rise of globalization created a complex 

relationship with the traditional sovereignty of the nation-state. Kenichi Ohmae described this 

transformation as the emergence of a borderless world, arguing that the rapid growth of information and 

communication technologies (ICT), global market integration, and transnational corporations has made 

national borders porous and less significant. 

Historically, the nation-state functioned like a billiard ball with a hard shell of territorial sovereignty. 

Today, global flows of capital, culture, and information routinely cross these borders, creating a clear 

tension between territorial state authority and transnational economic forces. 
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