Theories of the State:
Politics, Institutions, and Power
Brooklyn Institute for Social Research
Instructor: Rafael Khachaturian
(Rafael.khachaturian@gmail.com)
Jan 27-Feb 17, 2021
Wednesdays 6:30-9:30 pm (EST)

Introduction: The state is both an omnipresent and an elusive feature of modern political life. Hardly
any political and social relationship exists outside of its reach and influence; and yet, it is impossible
to point to a person, group, or institution that represents the state as a whole. As the sociologist Philip
Abrams once observed, “We have come to take the state for granted as an object of political practice
and political analysis while remaining quite spectacularly unclear as to what the state is.”
In this course, we will investigate and reflect on some of the foundational questions about what makes
a state and why it is our predominant form of political organization. Is the state, following Max Weber,
best defined by successfully laying claim to the monopoly of the legitimate use of force? Or rather, by
its ability to control class struggles and reproduce capitalist societies, as in Marxist perspectives? What
role has it played in the spread of colonial domination, and in the reproduction of contemporary forms
of patriarchy and racism? Does the state even exist, or, as Foucauldian approaches argue, is it an
illusory unity projected onto diffuse power relations? And if the state has a historical origin in the early
modern period, does this also mean it will one day give way to different kind of organization?
We will explore these and other questions over our four meetings. The general arc of the course may
be thought of as moving from more abstract to more concrete questions. Thus, we will begin with the
question of the relationship between the state and the domain of the political. Our next two meetings
will examine the various roles taken up by the modern state, with specific focus on its repressive,
economic, and ideological functions. In our final meeting, we will consider some contemporary
attempts to think beyond the state in both theoretical and political terms. Although the breadth of this
subject meant that many readings inevitably did not make the cut, the current selections may be
thought of as representative samples of the diversity of theoretical perspectives and substantive issues
that arise when thinking about the state.
Format: This course is a seminar! The only expectations are completing the reading assignments,
attending our meetings, and participating in our discussion. In each of our meetings, I will provide an
overarching summary of that evening’s class topic and its relation to the theme of the course. I will
facilitate the discussion and do my best to clarify passages and answer questions that arise. But this
class is best thought of as a common, collaborative inquiry—the most important thing is how you

read these texts and what you get out of them. In other words, our discussions will be largely guided
by your interests and reasons for taking this class. Naturally, this depends on your ongoing attendance,
participation, and engagement!
Communication: You are strongly encouraged to use our shared Google Doc to post interesting or
unclear selections from the reading, to raise broader questions, and to suggest topics for our upcoming
class discussions. You are also encouraged to reply to each other’s posts. These notes and
conversations will be launching points for our weekly in-person discussion. I will also provide
opportunities for interested volunteers to give a short summary presentation on a reading of your
choice. And of course, please feel free to email me if you would like to share any thoughts, comments,
or questions individually outside of this format.
Readings: I have tried to assign a manageable set of weekly readings of approximately one hundred
pages per week (not including the strictly optional supplementary readings.) I reserve the right to alter
the syllabus.
You do not have to purchase any books for this class—all course readings will be available either as
PDFs in the Dropbox folder (please let me know if you have not received an invitation or have trouble
accessing the readings) or linked here in the syllabus. However, if you would like to purchase any of
the course texts, I recommend helping support independent bookstores by using www.bookshop.org.
CLASS SCHEDULE
Week One, January 27: The State and “the Political”
Required Readings
• Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 17, 18, 21, 22, 24, 26
• Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, Sections 1-3 (pp. 19-37), 5 (pp. 45-53), 8 (pp. 69-79)
• Wendy Brown, “Finding the Man in the State” (pp. 166-196)
• David Theo Goldberg, The Racial State, pp. 36-56, 98-137
Supplementary Readings
•

Philip Abrams, “Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State”

Week Two, February 3: The State as Organized Violence and Organized Capital
Required Readings
• Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, pp. 67-95
• Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. I, Ch. 31 “Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist”
• Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Section I, Section IV, Section VII
• Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation” (pp. 1-8)
• Max Weber, “Bureaucracy” (pp. 221-235)
• V.I. Lenin, “The State” (Lecture at Sverdlov University, 1919)

Supplementary Readings
•

Fred Block, “The Ruling Class Does Not Rule”

Week Three, February 10: The State and Social Power
Required Readings
• Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. I, Ch. 10: “The Working Day” Sections 5 & 6
• Nicos Poulantzas, State Power Socialism, pp. 123-146
• Stuart Hall et al. Policing the Crisis, Ch. 7 (pp. 181-217)
• Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag, Ch. 2 (focus on pp. 54-86)
• R.W. Connell, “The State, Gender, and Sexual Politics: Theory and Appraisal” p. 507-544
Supplementary Readings
•
•

Linda Gordon, “The Welfare State: Towards a Socialist-Feminist Perspective”
Theda Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in Current Research”

Week Four, February 17: State, Society, and the Illusion of Unity
Required Readings
• Antonio Gramsci, State and Civil Society (In the Prison Notebooks), pp. 229-239, 242-247, 257264, 267-270
• Michel Foucault, Security Territory Population, Lecture 11 (pp. 285-310)
• James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State, pp. 53-102
Supplementary Readings
•
•

Pierre Bourdieu, “Rethinking the State: Genesis and Structure of the Bureaucratic Field”
Timothy Mitchell, “The Limits of the State”

