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Marxist Theory of State

Origin, Function, and Nature of the State

Imagine you’re living in a world where 
everything is owned by a few people — land, 
factories, media, even your labour. How do they 
maintain this power? How do they stop the poor 
from revolting? That’s where Marxist theory of 
the state kicks in — and it’s bold, radical, and 
eye-opening. Let’s explore

Origin of the State – “Born out of Force”

Karl Marx believed the state didn’t exist forever. 
It came into being only when economic classes 
were born.

When society moved from primitive communism 
to class-based systems (like feudalism or 
capitalism), conflict began. One group owned 
everything (like landowners or capitalists), and 
another group worked for them.

To keep this inequality intact, a mechanism of 
coercion was needed — and that mechanism 
was the state.

Key Idea:

"The state is not natural or eternal. It originated 
as an instrument of force to protect class 
divisions."

Function of the State – “Exploitative”

Now, what does the state do? Marx says bluntly:

“The function of the state is to exploit.”

It may talk about justice, democracy, or rights—
but behind all that, it serves the interests of the 
ruling class.

In capitalism, the bourgeoisie (owners of capital) 
use the state to exploit the proletariat (workers):

• Laws protect private property, not 
workers.

• Police suppress protests, not profits.

• Education and media shape ideology to 
glorify the system.

So, for Marx, state power is never neutral—it's 
always tilted towards the elite.

Nature of the State – “Class Institution”

At its core, Marx saw the state as a class 
institution. That means: 
It exists only because classes exist. 
It reflects the interests of the dominant class at 
any point in history. 
I t is the “executive committee of the 
bourgeoisie” – managing the affairs of the rich.

That’s why, in Marxist theory, you cannot reform 
the state to make it just. You have to dismantle it.

Only in a classless society – after a proletarian 
revolution – will the state “wither away” and 
true equality emerge.

Recap in Simple Terms:

Instrumentalist Theory

Imagine a puppet. Now imagine the hand that 
controls it.

That’s how Karl Marx saw the state — not as 
neutral, not as a guardian of justice — but as a 
puppet controlled by the capitalist class, also 
called the bourgeoisie.

This brings us to the Instrumentalist Theory of 
the state. Let’s break it down 

Concept Marx’s View

Origin Arises from force, to maintain class divisions

Function Exploitative, serves ruling class interests

Nature A class institution, tool of the bourgeoisie
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Marx’s View: State = Instrument of the 

Capitalist Class

Marx argued that the state is not above society. 
It’s not impartial, and it doesn’t represent all 
citizens equally.

Instead, he called it:

"The executive committee of the bourgeoisie 
class"

That is — the state is a tool (or instrument) used 
by capitalists to run the system in their favour:

• It protects private property

• Suppresses workers’ protests

• Shapes education and media to justify 
capitalism

• Ensures the rules of the game never 
change for the rich

In short: the state helps the rich stay rich.

Class Conflict and the Endgame:

Since Marx believed class conflict is inevitable, 
the ultimate goal is a classless society.

And when that happens — the state will no 
longer be needed. It will wither away, and true 
communism will emerge.

Ralph Miliband’s Critique: The State Hasn’t 

Changed

Fast forward to the 20th century…

People thought the welfare state—with its 
pensions, education, and health care—was more 
egalitarian.

But Ralph Miliband, a modern Marxist, said:

Don’t be fooled — the state still serves the elite.

He pointed out that:

• Bureaucrats, judges, and politicians 
often come from elite backgrounds.

• Even in a welfare state, wealth remains 
concentrated.

• Children of the rich still dominate 
universities, top jobs, and politics.

His core idea:

“There is no qualitative change in the condition 
of workers. The system still protects those at the 
top.”

He also rejected what others were calling the 
“managerial revolution”.

Enter James Burnham: The Managerial 

Revolution

Burnham challenged this view. He said:

“Capitalism has evolved.”

In his famous idea of the managerial revolution, 
he claimed:

• Ownership of capital has been separated 
from control

• M a n a g e r s , t e c h n o c r a t s , a n d 
administrators now run big corporations
—not the old bourgeoisie

• This new managerial class has decision-
making power

• It is a more open class, not strictly 
hereditary

So while Miliband saw the same old elite 
domination, Burnham believed in a new class 
structure emerging in modern capitalist states.

Let’s Summarise It in a Table:

Thinker View on State Key Idea

Marx
State = 
instrument of the 
bourgeoisie

Executive committee of 
capitalist class
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The Essence

This debate is crucial because it shapes how we 
understand modern democracies:

• Are they truly representative?

• Or just new forms of elite control with a 
democratic face?

Marx and Miliband say it’s all still rigged. 
Burnham says the game has changed — but a 
new elite plays it now.

Relative Autonomy (Structuralist School)

the Structuralist View of the State: Where the 
Puppet Might Wiggle

We’ve already seen how Marx’s Instrumentalist 
Theory said the state is like a puppet controlled 
directly by the bourgeoisie.

But the Structuralist School comes in and says:

“Hold on! It’s not that simple. Sometimes, the 
puppet pulls its own strings—or at least seems 
to.”

This leads us to the concept of Relative 
Autonomy.

What is Relative Autonomy?

The state usually supports the dominant 
capitalist class. 
But it can appear neutral, independent, or 
bargaining at times.

This “independence” is not absolute. It’s relative
—that’s the key.

Marx himself hinted at this

In his classic text — “The 18th Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte” — Marx observed something 
fascinating:

Under certain historical conditions (like weak 
capitalism or competing ruling classes), 
The state might act on its own, 
or appear neutral, 
even becoming powerful like an emperor.

Like when Louis Bonaparte (Napoleon’s 
nephew) seized power in France — he ruled like 
a king, even though he came from a bourgeois 
context.

So, Marx saw that the state’s autonomy is not 
zero. It depends on structure, timing, and power 
struggles.

Enter Nicos Poulantzas: Structural Marxist 

Champion

Poulantzas took this idea and gave it a full 
theoretical makeover.

He asked:

“Why does the state sometimes act against 
capitalists' short-term interests?”

And he answered:

Because of Relative Autonomy — the state has to 
balance tensions within society to maintain long-
term capitalist rule.

Why does this autonomy happen?

Poulantzas points to modern features like:

• United/Alternative Fronts (UAF) → coalitions 
of diverse political groups

• Catch-all parties → parties that represent 
multiple classes at once

• Electoral competition → where politicians 
must appeal to workers, minorities, etc.

Miliband
Welfare state still 
helps elites

No qualitative change, 
elite reproduction 
continues

Burnham
Rise of a new 
managerial class

Ownership ≠ control; 
power with technocrats
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So, the modern welfare state often looks 
autonomous, serving many groups, giving 
welfare, passing regulations.

But — this autonomy is fragile.

Poulantzas says:

“In times of economic crisis, the mask drops.”

For example:

During the 2008 Subprime Crisis in the USA,

• The Obama administration bailed out big 
financial institutions, not everyday workers.

• Banks were “too big to fail,” but people were 
too small to save.

This, Poulantzas argues, shows that when 
capitalism is under pressure, 
the state returns to its class character, siding with 
the economically dominant class.

So, in short:

The Essence

The Structuralist school brings depth to Marxist 
theory. 
It doesn’t abandon the idea that the state serves 
capitalism, 
but it shows how and when the state might wear 
a liberal mask— 
only to drop it when capitalism is threatened.

So next time you see the state acting ‘neutrally’—
ask:

“Is this genuine independence… or just Relative 
Autonomy at work?”

PYQs

1. What is meant by ‘relative autonomy’ of State 
in Marxist analysis? 2012, 20

2. Evaluate Mark's instrumentalist approach to 
the State, 2010, 30

3. The root of politics, according to Marx, does 
not lie in the state; it lies in the  social 
conditions underlying this institution, that is, 
in the material conditions of life as reflected 
through the mode of production. Comment. 
2005, 60

4. Critically examine Marxist theory of the state 
with reference to the  dictatorship of the 
proletariat. 2001, 60

5. Discuss in what sense Marx's understanding 
of state can be considered as materialistic. 
2013, 15Feature Explanation

Relative 
Autonomy

State can act seemingly independent of 
ruling class

Marx (18th 
Brumaire)

In unstable conditions, state might 
appear neutral or powerful

Poulantzas
Welfare state may serve many, but 
during crises, true class bias emerges

Example
2008 Bailouts → Favoured Wall Street, 
not Main Street
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