
UNIT 11 SOCIAL BASES OF STATE POWER 

Structure 

11.0 Objectives 
11.1 Introduction 
11.2 Meaning 
1 1.3 Classification of Power 
11.4 Distribution of Power : How'? 

11.4.1 Elite Theory : Pareto and Mosca 

11.4.2 Elite Theory in the United States of America C. Wright Mills 
1 1.4.3 Pluralism 
11.4.4 Power as Coercion: Max Weber 

11.5 Contending Approaches to Power 
11.5.1 Pluralistic Conception of Power 

1 1.5.2 American Empirical Democratic Theory or Classical Pluralism 
11.5.3 Group Theory 

11 S .4  Corporatist Theory 

1 1.6 Marxist Theory 
11.7 Let Us Sum Up 
11.8 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises 

11.0 OBJECTIVES 

This unit discusses Power and its social bases and the theorists who have studied 
power and its distribution. 

Reading this unit will enable you to understand: 

Meaning of power; 

Classification and Distribution; and 

Different theories of power. 

11 .1  INTRODUCTION 

Power is the most fundamental among all the political concepts. It is one of the 
foundations of Political Science. While there is a near unanimity anlong political 
scientists about tlie importance of power, they have differences about its definition 
and the manner in which it should be conceived and measured. 

- - - - 

11.2 MEANING 

In a broad sense, power is the production of intended effects. It is the capacity 
to get what one wants to get. Among the several approaches to power, the 
'Power to', approach as$ocipted with Talcott Parsons is the most significant. 
According to Parsons political power is the capacity of a govenuiient to draw on 
the commitment of its citizens in order to achieve societal, political and economic 
goals. The power of tlie govenuiient is decided by tlie effectiveness with wllich it 
achieves community's goals. Thus, for Parsons, power is a device kvliich enables 
the govermient or tlie rulurs to filfill the objectives of society. It is not tlie ability 
of one group or tlie other to will control of tlie state. 

Wliy was Parson's definition of power not found adequate? 

Despite its positive connotations, Parson's view of power is considered too narrow 
by several political scientists. For those who disagree with Parsons, politics is an 
arena of conflictual opinions regarding what goals and whose goals or rather 
which group's goals sliould be pursued. 
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The underlying view of power is conflict and not consensus. Power consists in Soeirll Banes of stst; Power 

the ability to get ones way, usually in the face of opposition. This opinioil 
supported by Robert Dahl and other pluralists talk of power over rather than 
power to. The former Soviet Union during the last years of its existence 
witnessed such a distinction between power over and power to. The quantity of 
power available to a central government can decline to a point when the issue of 
its distribution becomes secondary. 

11.3 CLASSIFICATION OF POWER 

As power is not merely authority, violence, force or war alone, Ke1meth:Boulding 
in his Three faces of power provides a classification of forms. 

The threat of force [Boulding calls it the 'stick'] is used by the military and the 
police - the coercivc institutions of state. Thc state has the authority to deprive 
its citizens of their liberty if tases are not paid, if laws are not obeyed etc., 
though on illaly occasio~ls the coercive authority of the statc is merely implicit, 
that is a sign of its effectiveness. 

Excl~ange power [Kenneth Boulding calls it the 'Deal'] is more effective as there 
is a positive note in this variety of power. There is a deal and reciprocity and the 
deal is based on reward. Nevertheless, the deal is also a form of power as it 
changes the behaviour of one person by another person. In almost all modem 
states, the relationship between the citizen and state is that of an exchange or 
contract. The citizens agree to accept and obey the state's authority and the state 
agrees to provide and 'protect the citizens'. Though the contract is imaginary, the 
excllange exists. 

Creating obligations [the 'kiss' method according to K. Boulding] is the other 
method whereby the capacity to inspire loyalty, respect and commitment is 
brought forth. Family and religious institutions are two of the most significant 
social institutions that indulge in such obligatory esercises of power. In most 
Islanic states, fu~ldamentalist organizations operate on these lines. 

Others such as S.Lukes, claim that power is not ~llerely what Boulding talks 
about. It is exercised wllerever the real interests of people are ignored. A 
polluting factory that affects the inhabitants exercises power over them without 
their knowledge. Similarly, a government that begins conscription by whipping up 
patriotic fervour is also exercising power over its people by manipulating the 
knowledge, values and preferences of others. 

We may conclude that the power of a modem state rests on its capability to 
draw on a wide range of sources of obligation. All the three approaches of 
power enunciated by Kenneth Boulding in his Three faces of ,Power are 
instructive and highlight the fact that power is based on a combination of factors. 

11.4 DISTRIBUTION OF POWER : HOW? 

Apart froin the debate as to what is po\\!er, how it is esercised and nleasured 
another significant question concerning power is how it is distributed in societies. 
A close look at political systems, both democracies and dictatorships, indicates 
that there is a dissimilarity between the two. The Elite and Pluralist theories are 
the most important. The elitists hold that there is not much of a dissimilarity. 

11.4.1 Elite Theory : Pareto and Mosca 

The elitists view that there is not much difference between the two systems. 
There are three proponents of elitist theory, namely Vilfredo Pareto and Gaetano 
Mosca both of Italy and Robert Michels of Germany. Their writings had a 
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Society Econonly State profound influence on the thinking of the concept of power in the twentieth 
century. 

Pareto firmly believed that all societies are divided among, 

a small governing elite, 

a non-governing elite, and 

the mass population or non-elite. 

There might be a circulation of elites but an elite is always present. 

Mosca argued that a governing elite is possible by the presence of a superior 
organisation and calibre. The domination of a small organised minority is inevitable 
over unorganised majority. 

Unlike his Italian counterparts, Robert Michels studied specific organisations. He 
propagated the famous "iron law of oligarchy." Oligarchy meaning rule by the 
few. In path breaking studies Michels proved that his law was applicable to 
socialist parties, most organisations and even the Labour party in England. 

11.4.2 Elite Theory in the United States of America : C. Wright Mills 

Based on these theories originating in Europe, several sociological studies 
developed in the United States from 1920. They investigated the distribution of 
power in local communities. Most of them concluded that a small minority of 
people from either upper or middle class backgrounds were always predominant in 
a community. The same people repeatedly get nominated to city councils and 
community bodies. T h ~ s  fact reiterated the concept of a governing elite in local 
communities, even in a supposedly democratic United States. 

C. Wright Mills was the other significant supporter of elite theory. In his 
famous study, the Power Elite, Mills argued that political leaders were the 
principal groups that directed the American politics either from the background or 
sometimes through elected offices. 

Mill's theory today is identified as a version of corporatism, a proposition that duly 
elected representatives have been losing power to other institutional interests such 
as business and military. 

11.4.3 Pluralism 

The next most significant theory concerning power in political science has been 
pluralism. While elitism identifies rule by a minority, pluralism identifies rule by 
minorities. It is a doctrine of diversity. Its main argument is that most modem 
forms of government are open and different interests and groups compete for 
influence. 

Robert Dahl, the most noted among pluralists, concluded that ruling elites do not 
exist and that power manifests itself through a plurality of interests and groups 
after a carekl scrutiny of New Haven city in Connecticut (U.S.A.) By the 
1970s, most American political science writers began to approve of pluralism as a 
desirable and an ideal theory. They also began to see the benefits of pluralism as 
its fragmented nature means that well informed views receive special weightage. 
It was also a better version of the democratic principle of one man, one vote and 
majoritarian rule. 
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Criticism: However, critics accused the pluralists of excessive emphasis on Social Bases of State Puwer 

decision making as non-decisions are ignored by the pluralists. Also a significant 
minority of the population is too indifferent and alienated to get involved. So 
increasingly it is argued that the pluralists captured only one aspect of power in 
western societies. 

11.4.4 Power as Coercion : Max Weber 

Yet another form of power is coercion. Most rulers face the problem of 
legitimizing their position into authority. Authority is the right to rule. Relationships 
of authority are maintained in a hierarchical fashion. The German sociologist Max 
Weber provided an original analysis of the several bases of authority. He termed 
them as traditional, charismatic and legal-rational. The first type is 
TRADITIONAL. Weber says, "in traditional authority the present order is viewed 
as sacred, eternal and inviolable. The dominant person or group, usually defined 
by heredity, is thought to have been pre-ordained to rule over the rest. The 
subjects are bound to the ruler by personal dependence and a tradition of loyalty, 
further reinforced by such cultural beliefs as the "divine right of Kings." 

CHARISMATIC authority is Weber's second type. Leaders are obeyed because 
they inspire their followers. Very often the masses that follow the heroes' credit 
them with exceptional and supernatural qualities. However, the charismatic 
authority is nornlally a short lived affair. 

LEGAL-RATIONAL is the third type. In this case authority is exercised through 
principles and obedience is to a government of laws. All modem bureaucracies 
appear to be authorities of this type. 

In Max Weber's own words, thus "power is the chance of a man or of a number 
of men to realize their own will in a communal action against the resistance of 
others." 

Check Your Progress 1 

Note:i) Use the space given below for your answers. 

ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of the 
unit. 

1) Who is the author of Three Faces of Power'? 

2) What does the Elite Theory believe in'? 

....................................................................................................................... 

....................................................................................................................... 
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Society, Economy and State 
3) How does Elitism differ from Pluralism'? 

11.5 CONTENDING APPROACHES TO POWER 

To understand this most significant concept in contemporary political science, at a 
theoretical plane, three major approaches can be identified. As has already been 
mentioned, the pluralists or the empirical democratic theorists focus on the 
fragmented nature of power in a given society; the theorists of corporatism 
enlphasize the significance of extra governmental institutions in determining state's 
policies and decisions. Despite the changing fortunes of Marxism as an ideology, 
contemporary Marxists have been working to reconstruct state as a class-state 
keeping in view the functioning of the Post-Second World War two governments 
in Western nations. They have succeeded in retaining the link between political 
power and class power. 

11.5.1 Pluralistic Conception of Power 

As has already bcen nlentioned in the introduction, to the pluralists, power is the 
ability to achieve one's aims and objectives, despite opposition. Robert Dahl 
describes power 'as a reasonable relationship, such as its capacity for acting, in 
such a manner as to control B's responses.' He also describes it as a "successful 
attempt by A to get B to do something he would not otherwise do." The notion 
of power as described and defined by Dahl stresses the subjective element of 
purpose, willingness and implies a conflictual relationship. The central issue is 
overcoming B's resistance and in such a case power rests on the exercise of 
control over immediate events. 

Robert Dahl's empirical investigations (mentioned in the Introduction) in the city of 
New Haven titled Who Governs concentrated on discovering the capacity of 
actors involved in policy making. The project study concluded that the decision 
making process in the city is pluralist democracy of multiple coalitions. Power is 
disaggregated and non-cumulative. Several groups spread throughout the society 
and representing various diverse and competitive interests share power. Such 
plurality contributes to inequalities of power and also to unequal distribution of 
wealth, status, cducation and so on. The conflicts over the power to decide policy 
outcomes, the malzl~er in which differing interest groups lay claims on the city 
mayor, ultinlatcly leads to positive policy formulations for the good of the citizenry. 
That divergent interests competing for power contribute to an equilibrium in 
democracy and also to favourable policy articulation, becomes the second most 
critical assunlption of American empirical democratic theory. It also stands 
alongside the individualist and voluntarist notions of power. 

\ 

11.5.2 American Empirical Democratic Theory or Classical Pluralism 

American empirical democratic theory or classical pluralism dates back to the era 
of James Madison and the Federalist papers. Madison reiterated the Hobbesian 
assumption that people have a natural desire for power over fellow beings in his 

.... Federalist No. 10 by stating that "the latent causes of faction are sown in the 
nature of men." He also identified "unequal distribution of property," as the ~ttost 
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colnmon and durable source of factions. However, contemporary adherents of Suclul Buses of State Puwer 

Madison's arguments radically alter his opinion. Empirical democratic theorists 
claim that factions are more than the natural counterparts of free association. In 
the contemporary society, factions assunie the shape of interest groups and they 
are the source of stability and central expression of democracy. 

11.5.3 Group Theory 

As one of the most articulate among die proponents of democratic theory, Group 
theorists assert the importance of group interaction for securing equilibrium in 
American democracy. Power, for group theorists, such as David Truman, is 
conceived along Weberian lines. But the state is not autonomous like in the 
Weberian sense nor in the sense of Mam, who considers state's capacity to 
change as central to society. For the group theorists, State reacts to the purposive 
exercise of power. Power is fragmented within society. Truman also hopes that 
out of the competing interests a relative coherent policy will emerge. 

Robert Dahl was another Group theorist after David Truman. He assimilates the 
central concern of Madison about factions considering it as the best expression of 
DEMOCRACY. Dahl calls it POLYARCHY and argues that competition among 
various interests ensures the safety of democracy. S.Lukes in his Power : A 
Radical View argues that "the bias of a system is not sustained simply by a 
series of individually chosen acts, but also most importantly, by the socially 
structured and culturally patterned behaviour of groups, and practices of 
institutions." This conception of power as the capacity of individuals to realize 
their will against resistance, neglects the importance of collective forces and social 
arrangements. For this reason, the classical pluralists failed to grasp the 
asynunetries of power - between classes, races, genders, politicians and citizens 
and thus were responsible for shattering the premises of classical pluralism. The 
evolution of political groups associated with the New Left also began to alter the 
political space in the U.S. Political polarization took place in the nanle of anti- 
Vietnam war movement, student movement, civil rights movements etc. The new 
left and its political polarization did not fit into pluralist tenns, and consequently 
tlle pluralist inadequacies in grasping the nature and distribution of power led to 
great many difficulties in understanding reality. A great deal of empirical research 
into understanding power also proved that many groups do not have the resources 
to compete in the national arena, as the national politics are controlled and 
manipulated by powerful national and multinational corporations. Aclu~owledgement 
of these problems in both conceptual and empirical terms has led to dissolution of 
classical pluralist theory and emergence of newer and competing schools. 

11.5.4 Corporatist Theory 

By the late 1970s the enipirical democratic theory has been severely criticised by 
Corporatist theory. At first, both appeared wholly incompatible. In Leo Panitch k 
1977 essay 'The development of Corporatism in liberal democracies" (pubqhed in 
the Journal of Comparative Political Studies) he explained that "class harmony 
and organic unity were essential to society and could be secured if the variqus 
hnctional groups, and especially the organizations of capital and labour, were 
imbued with a conception of natural rights and obligations somewhat similar to. 
that presumed to have unified the medieval estates." The principle of organic 
unity is the central idea of corporatism. J.T.Winkler observed that "society is 
seen as consisting of diverse elements unified into one body, forming one 
Corpus; hence the word corporatism". Fascist Italy and Nazist Germany were 
considered the prime examples of European Corporatism. 

- a .  
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Society Econon~y aed State However, with the emergence of post liberal, advanced capitalist states, that are 
also organized as well structured denlocracies and welfare states, a new 
conceptual variant of Corporatism, namely SOCIETAL CORPORATISM evolved. 
In the words of Philippe Schmitter ('Still the century of corporatism'?Review of 
Political Studies, 1974) contemporary or societal corporatism is "a system of 
interest representation in which the constituent units are oraganized into 
a limited number of singular, compulsory, heirarchically ordered and 
functionally differentiated categories recognized or licensed (if not created) by 
the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their 
respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on their 
selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports." 

What caused the rise of Societal Corporatism'? Changes in the equilibrium 
maintained by varying class forces since the 1920s led to decay of pluralisnl and 
its displacenlent by societal Corporatism. (Schmitter) Corporatist theory is a 
synthesis of central conceptual prenlises of Marxist and Pluralist theories. 

While agreeing with the pluralists that policy outconles are detenllined by the 
competitive claims of interest associations, the Corporatists argue that associations 
are now OLIGOPOLISTICALLY configured. From the Marxists, Corporatists 
accept the fact that basic class conflicts exist and most activities in state and 
society are pursued to reproduce class relations. At the same time, the traditional 
corporatist also preserves the principle of organic unity. 

From an empirical point of view, Corporatism, has been successfill only in Austria 
and the Netherlands. 

11.6 MARXIST THEORY 

In the 1970 and 80s there has been significant revival of interest by Marxist 
writers in State power. Ralph Miliband highlighted the centrality of state in 
European and American societies and studied the class-state relations from 
Marxist perspective and state society relations from pluralist perspective. Miliband 
opposed the view that State is a neutral arbiter among social interests. He 
observed the presence of a ruling class in European societies that controls the 
means of production; the linkages such class has with political parties, military, 
universities and the media; the conlnlanding position that this class occupies in 
almost all the matters of State; the social background of civil servants and, their 
ideological bent of mind meant that the state promotes a 'structure of power and 
privilege inherent in advanced capitalisnl' (Miliband). 

Nicolas Poulantzas and Michel Foucault were the other prominent modem Marxist 
thi~lkers. Poulantzas's major theoretical contribution was with regard to State 
power. eor him, State power is a result of the interaction between the institutional 
form of the State and the changing character of political class forces. 

Power as the capacity to attain class interest 

Poulantzas analysis of power and strategies is apparent in Polrtical Power and 
Social Cla,s$e.s. He identified power as the capbcity to realize class interest in 
a specific context and went on to define interests as those that can be considered 
as a range of feasible class ohjectrves. The emphasis was on the feasibility and 
achievability of the class objectives. He also emphasized that power is not a fixed 
quantum. In both Politrcal Power and Social Cla.sse.s and the subsequent work. 
State, P~wer, Socialism he evolved the argument that State itself is a social 
relation and that class interests, class poyver and class strategies are all 
connected. 
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Michel Focault was a French Philosopher and a Historian. His works, Social Bases o f  State Power 

Discipline and Punish and The Will to Know deal extensively with the nature 
of Power in most modern societies.. 

What did both Foucault and Poulantzas agree on with regard to power'? 

a) Power is relational that is, Power grows from a coinbination of 
circumstances during the evolutiqof a State. 

b) Power is productive and positive rather than merely repressive and 
negative. Foucault rejected views of power being repressive. Poulantzas 
viewed the State as a factor of social cohesion in a class-divided society. 
Thus, State, the central site of power, was an institution with a productive 
role. State is a balancer of clashing classes and does not deprive power to 
any class. 

c) Power causes resistance. Resistance evokes counter-resistance. 

d) Rejected the Liberal and Marxist approaches to Power as these approaches 
subordinate Power to economic functions. 

e) Said close links exist between Power and Knowledge. Concluded that 
division of knowledge into inental and manual categories create political and 
ideological class domination. 

f) Omnipresence of power in all social relations. 

g) Understanding of struggles - All social struggles are a form of assertion 
of power. 

Having studied the areas of agreement between Foucault and Poulantzas 
regarding Power, we will see areas of disagreement. Poulantzas criticized 
Foucault for: 

1) Stating that Power relations are the only supreme thing. 

2) arguing about dispersion of Powers. He said it is impossible to locate oneself 
outside the purview of State Power. Popular struggles and Movements impact 
the State and Power mechanisms. 

Nevertheless, together Foucault and Poulantzas treat power as a basic feature of 
all social relations. By doing so they highlighted the strategic character of power 
relations and the in~portant role played by different sites of power. 

Check Your Progress 2 

Note: i) Use the space given below for your answers. 

ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of the 
unit. 

1) What did Corporatists understand regarding Power and the State'? 
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Society E C ~ I I O J I I ~  and State 
2) Who were the two famous neo-Mamists who wrote extensively on Power'? 

3) State whether the following statements are True or False. 

a)  Poulantzas was a Pluralist. 

b) Foucault said "State should wither away." 

c)  Poulantzas said "Power and Knowledge are inter-related." 

d) Robert Dahl is the author of Who Governs'? 

e) American Enlpirical Democratic theory's origins can be traced to the 
Federalist Papers. 

11.7 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit we studied what is meant by Power, its relations with the State and 
Classes. We also saw how different theorists tried to understand Power relations. 
We have also read about various aspects of State-Society relations. Karl M a n  
argued that the State generally, and institutions maintained by bureaucracy in 
particular, manifest thenlselves in various forms and constitute a source of power. 
Max Weber's account of bureaucracy shares similar ideas. While questions of 
Class, Power, and the State are thus viewed by Mamists, the significance of 
examining power from a Pluralist perspective is ignored by them. On the other 
hand, Corporatism has attempted to assimilate interest group behaviour with the 
State-Society relations as understood by Capitalism. We had also seen tlle ideas 
of Social Corporatisnl which said constituent units are organised according to well 
ordered hierarchical principles and given representational autonomy in exchange 
for observing certain controls. 

In sununary, power is not just the capacity of an actor to influence the conduct 
of others. Power, is used as facility by various agents in society to act within the 
esisting institutions and collectivities to achieve their own objectives. Power is 
articulated by the governlent and state personnel in terms of intentions and 
purposes. 

Governing regimes are constrained by the power of dominant groups and also by 
the principles of parlianlentary and denlocratic systems. Three principal nlethods 
detemline the power of regimes and State policy:' fol-ma1 rules which provide 
access to governmental power; institutional arrangements for policy 
implenlentation; and the ability of the economy to sustain State 9olicies by 
providing resources. 

11.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Kenneth Boulding - Author of Three Faces of Power. 

2) Elite Theory presupposes existence of small governing elite and the nlass of 
population over whom tlie elites rule. 
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The difference between Elitisism and Pluralism is, while Elitism is a rule by a "ci;ll Buses of St1ltc P*'wer 

minority, Pluralism is by minority. Pluralism is a doctrine of diversity. 

Check Your Progress 2 
L 1) Corporatists believed in the Principle of Organic Unity; various hnctional 
1 groups, the organisations of capital and labor should be conscious of natural 
I 

I 
rights and obligations to ensure class harmony and organic unity in the 

I society. State should guarantee a representational monopoly to hnctionally 
differentiated categories. They have a monopoly to act within the autonomy 
granted by the State. 

i 

2) Foucault and Nico(1a)s Poulantzas 

3) a) False 

b) False 

C) True 

d) True 

e) Tnie 
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