his own field of research—objectively encouraged the superficial
eclecticism of Darwinist culture in general. Thus it proved possible in
turn to combine Darwinism with religion, with imperialism and
racism, with socialism, with the tritest positivist banalities, with the
most contrary ideological and philosophical tendencies, with Spencer or
with Nietzsche. The scientific spirit, which in the second half of the 19th
century had seemed destined to penetrate all fields of knowledge,
could not but be finally compromised by such eclecticism. Thus was
revealed the illusion into which Darwin had fallen when he trusted in
the spontaneity of intellectual progress, in the ‘gradual illumination of
men’s minds which follows from the advance of science’. While
scientific advance in fact continued to be rapid, the cognitive value of
science was at the same time increasingly questioned, until eventually
the ‘eternal values of the spirit’ were allowed to return to the fray and to
celebrate new triumphs, while scientists, sequestered within their
specializations, were relegated to a subordinate function within early
zoth-century culture.

The sole alternative to this process of involution was seen by Marx and
Engels in a return to the best philosophic tradition, understood as the
‘experimental history” of thought: of the real thought necessary to the
art of operating with concepts (Engels). Hence their partial revaluation
of the Hegelian dialectic, indicated very explicitly by Marx and de-
veloped by Engels in ways which can seem excessive if we do not bear
in mind this historical need to reassert the rigour of rational thought,
without which science is degraded to a purely instrumental value,
available for all uses. Today, the interest of the theme of the relation-
ship between Marxism and Darwinism in the superficial traditional
terms of eclectic integration (as formulated by Bebel and Kautsky, by
Bernstein and Lafargue, as well as by our own Enrico Ferri) has
naturally expired. But at 2 time when new scientific advances risk
following the same parabola as those of the 19th century, with the aid
now of neo-positivist agnosticism, there is every reason for us to
ponder once again this first historical example of a new conception of
the relations between philosophy and science, between natural sciences
and social sciences.

% In Italy, for example, Darwinism was first introduced in a guise that reconciled it
with religion, which provoked mistrust on all sides. See the amusing description of
the lecture given at Turin in 1864 by Dc Filippi, a professor of zoology at that uni-
vessity, cited by Montalenti in his introduction to the recent Italian edition of T#e
Origin of Species (Turin 1959). Later, this presumptive reconciliation was more or less
tacitly accepted by virtually all religious confessions, including Catholicism, while
the fiercest anti-evolutionist zeal continued to be typical of their propaganda for
‘simple people’.
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Ralph Miliband

From, New Left Review #82, November-December 1973

- Poulantzas and the Capitalist State

One or two preliminary remarks about this review-article may be in order. In
New Left Review 58 (November-December 1969), Nicos Poulantzas wrote a very
stimulating and generous review of my book The State in Capitalist Society; and in
the following issue of NLR, I took up some of his comments and tried to meet
some of his criticisms. This exchange attracted a good deal of attention, both in
this country and elsewhere: obviously, and whether adequately or not, we had
touched on questions concerning the state which Marxists and others felt to be
important. I thought that the publication in English of Poulantzas’s own book
on the state? (it first appeared in French in 1968) would provide an opportunity
to continue with the discussion that was then started, and to probe further some
of the questions which were then raised. Unfortunately, the attempt to do this
must, so far as I am concerned, be made in a much more critical vein than I had
expected. The reason for this is that on re-reading the book in English five years
after reading it in the original, I am very much more struck by its weaknesses
than by its strengths. This is not a matter of poor translation: a random check
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suggests that the team of translators which was required for the task
struggled valiantly and not uasuccessfully with an exceedingly difficult
French text. It is a pity that the book is so obscurely written for any
reader who has not become familiar through painful initiation with the
particular linguistic code and mode of exposition of the Althusserian
school to which Poulantzas relates. But too much ought not to be made
of this: serious Marxist work on the state and on political theory in
general is still sufficiently uncommon to make poorexpositiona second-
ary defect—though the sooner it is remedied, the more likely it is that
a Marxist tradition of political analysis will now be encouraged to take
root.

Nor need a second and different objection that might be made against
the book be taken as decisive, or even as particularly significant. This is
its abstractness. The sub-title of the book in French (which the English
edition does not reproduce) is : de /’Efat Capitaliste. But the fact is that the
book hardly contains any reference at all to an actual capitalist state any-
where. Poulantzas says at the beginning of the work that ‘I shall also
take into consideration not simply in research but also in exposition,
concrete capitalist social formations’ (p. 24). But he doesn’t, not at least
as I understand the meaning of the sentence. He seems to me to have an
absurdly exaggerated fear of empiricist contamination (‘Out, out,
damned fact’); but all the same, accusations of abstractness are rather
facile and in many ways off the point—the question is what kind of
abstractness and to what purpose. In any case, and notwithstanding the
attention to concrete social formations promised in the above quotation,
Poulantzas makes it quite clear that his main concern is to provide a
‘reading’ of texts from Marx and Engels, and also from Lenin, on the
state and politics. Such a ‘reading’, in the Althusserian sense, is, of
course, not 2 presentation or a collation of texts; nor is it a commentary
on them or even an attempt at interpretation, though it is partly the
latter. It is primarily a particular theorization of the texts. Poulaatzas
makes no bones about the nature of the exercise: ‘In order to use the
texts of the Marxist classics as a source of information, particularly on
the capitalist state’, he writes, ‘it has been necessary to complete them
and to subject them to a particular critical treatment.’? Similarly, he
notes that “these texts are not always explicit . . . Marz and Engels oftea
analyse historical realities by explicitly referring to notions insufficient
for their explanation. These texts contain valuable guide lines, so long
as the necessary scientific concepts contained in them are deciphered,
concepts which are either absent, or, as is more commonly the case, are
present in the practical state’.3 One may feel a bit uneasy about this
‘complementation’ of texts and at their subjection to ‘particular
critical treatment’. But at least, the author appears to be playing fair in
declaring what he is doing, and the enterprise is not in itself illegitimate
—indeed, there is no other way of effecting a theorization. The ques-
tion here too is how well the enterprise has been conducted, and

1 Niicos Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes (NLB and Sheed and Ward), pp.

357, £5°75.
2 Political Power and Social Classes, p. 19,

3 Ibid., pp. 257-8.
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whether the ‘deciphering’ has produced an accurate message. 1 will
argue below that it has not and that much of Poulantzas’s ‘reading’ con-
stitutes a serlous misrepresentation of Marx and Engels and also.of the

actual reality he is seeking to portray.
1. Structures and Levels

I want to start by noting that the basic theme of the book, its central
‘problematic’, is absolutely right; and that Poulantzas, whatever else
may be said about his work, directs attention to questions whose core
importance not oaly for but in the Marxist analysis of politics cannot be
suﬁ:ic.iently emphasized. What he is concerned to re-affirm is that the
political realm is not, in classical Marxism, the mere reflection of the
economic realm, and that in relation to the state, the notion of the
lgtter’s ‘relative autonomy’ is central, not only in regard to ‘exceptional
circumstances’, but in a// circumstances. In fact, this notion may be
taken as the starting-point of Marxist political theory. As with Althus-
ser, ‘economism’ is for Poulantzas one of the three cardinal sins (the
other two being ‘historicism’ and ‘humanism’); and even though his
anti-‘economism’ is so obsessive as to produce its own ‘deviations’

there is no doubt that ‘economistic’ misinterpretations of the polir_ics,
of classical Marxism have been so common among enemies and adher-
ents alike that even some stridency in the assertion of the central im-
portance of the concept of the relative autonomy of the political in
Marxist theory may not come amiss.*

§ti11, to insist on this is only a starting-point, however important. Once
it has been established, the questions follow thick and fast: how rela-
tive is relative? In what circumstances is it more 5o, or less? What
ff)tm does the autonomy assume? And so on. These are the key ques-
tions of a Marxist political sociology, and indeed of political sociology
#out cowrt, It would be absurd to blame Poulantzas for not having, in
this book, provided an answer to all these questions. The real troul,ale,
as I_sce it, is that his approach to these questions prevents him from pro-
viding a satisfactory answer to them. In my Reply to Poulantzas in
NLR 59, I said that his mode of analysis struck me as leading towards
what I then called ‘structural super-determinism’, I think that was right
but that a more accurate description of his approach and of its results
would be structuralist abstractionism. By this I mean that the world of

* A simple illustration of the point is the common interpretation of the most familiar
of all the Marxist formulations on the state, that which is to be found in the Com-
musaist Manifesto, Yvhcrc Marx and Engels assert that ‘the modern State is but a com-
mittee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. This has regu-
!a.rl).' been taken to mean not only that the state acts on bebalf of the dominant or
ruling’ class, which is one thing, but that it acts af sbe bebest of that class, which is an
altogether different assertion and, as I would argue, a vulgar deformation of the
thought‘ofMarx and Engels. For what they are saying is that ‘the modern state is but ’
a committee fot managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisic’: the notion of
common affairs assumes the existence of particular ones; and the notion of the whole

bourgeoisie implies the existence of scparate clements which make up that whole. kN

N

This being the case, thereis an obvious need for an institution of the kind they refer
to, namely the state; acd the state camnof meet this need without enjoying a certain
degree of autonomy. In other words, the notion of autonomy is embedded in the
definition itself, is an intrinsic part of it.
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‘structures’ and ‘levels’ which he inhabits has so few points of contact
with historical or contemporary reality that it cuts him off from any
possibility of achicving what he describes as ‘the polit'ica.l analysis of a
concrete conjuncture’.S ‘Everything happens’, he writes, ‘as if social
classes were the result of an ensemble of structures and of their rela-
tions, firstly at the economic level, secondly at the political level and
thirdly at the ideological level.’s But even if we assume that classes are
the product of such an ‘ensemble’, we want to kx_low the naturg of the
dynamic which produces this ‘ensemble’, and which welds the .dxffercnt
‘evels’ into the ‘ensemble’. Poulantzas has no way that I can d.lsce.rn of
doing this: the ‘class struggle’ makes a dutiful appearance, Put in an
exceedingly formalized ballet of evanescent shadows. What is lacking
here is both any sense of history or for that matter of social analysis.
One example is Poulantzas’s treatment of the notion of ‘class-in-itself’
and ‘class-for-itself’. These are described as ‘1847 formulae’ o.f Marx,
which ‘are merely Hegelian reminiscences. Not only do'thcy fml.to ex-
plain anything, but they have for years misled Marxist theorists of
social classes’.” But what, it may then be asked, is to take the place of
these ‘Hegelian reminiscences’, since we clearly do need some means of
tracing the dynamic whereby a class (or a soc.la.l aggregate) b_ecomes. an
‘ensemble’ in which the economic, the political and the ideological
‘levels’ achieve the necessary degree of congruence?

Poulantzas sees the problem: ‘A class’, he says, ‘can _be consifieted as a
distinct and autonomous class, as a social forcc', inside a social 'form_a-
tion, only when its connection with the relations of production, its
economic existence, is reflected on the other levels by a 'spcmﬁc pre-
sence’.® Leaving aside this oddly ‘economistic’ reﬂct,ctlorusm, aijter so
much denunciation of it, one must ask what is a ‘specific presence ? The
answer is that ‘this presence exists when the rela_ti_on to the relations of
production, the place in the process of production, is re_ﬁected on t},xe
other levels by pertinent effects”® What then are ‘pertmcnf’ cffec.:ts ?
The answer is that ‘we shall designate by “pertinent _eﬁ'ccts the fact
that the reflection of the place in the process of production on the ot-hcr
levels constitutes a sew element which cannot be inserted in the typical
framework which these levels would present without these elc_menFs’.l'O
This might be interpreted to mean that 2 class assumes major signi-
ficance when it makes a major impact upon affairs—which can hardly
be said to get us very far. But Poulantzas does not even fnf:an‘that. For
he also tells us, ‘the dominance of the economic struggle’ (i.e. “econom-
ism’ as a form of working-class struggle—R.M'.) does no# mean ‘an
absence of “pertinent effects” at the level of poh.tlcal strlrlggler —it only
means ‘a certain form of political struggle, which Lenin criticizes by
considering it as ineffectual’.!* So, at one moment a class can only be

8 Political Power and Social Classes, p. 91.

6 Tht

7 IP:lI?;;cSI 6P?awer and Social Classes, p. 76. See, in the same vein, his rejection of the
notion of true and false consciousness as a ‘mythology’, pp. 6o-1.

8 Tbid., p. 78. .

9 Tbid., p. 79 (italics in otiginal).

10 Thid., p. 79 (italics in original).

11 Tbid., p. 83.

considered as distinctive and autonomous if it exercises ‘pertinent
effects’, i.e. a decisive impact; next moment, these ‘pertinent effects’
may be ‘ineffectual’. Poulantzas never ceases to insist on the need for
‘rigorous’ and ‘scientific’ analysis. But what kind of ‘rigorous’ and
‘scientific’ analysis is this ? Indeed, what kind of analysis atali ?

2. Class Power and State Power

I now want to return to the issue of the relative autonomy of the state
and show how far Poulantzas’s stracturalist abstractionism affects his
treatment of the question. Not only does his approach seem to me to
stultify his attempt to explain the nature of the state’s relationship to
the dominant class: it also tends to subvert the very concept of relative
autonomy itself. Driven out through the front door, ‘economism’ re-
appears in a new guise through the back. Thus, Poulantzas tells us
that ‘power is not located in the levels of structures, but is an effect of
the ensemble of these levels, while at the same time characterizing each
of the levels of the class struggle’.’? From this proposition, (which
strikes me as extremely dubious, but let it pass), Poulantzas moves on to
the idea that ‘the concept of power cannot thus be applied to one level
of the structure. When we speak for example of state power, we cannot
mean by it the mode of the state’s articulation at the other levels of the
structure; we can only mean the power of a determinate class to whose in-
terests (rather than to those of other social classes) the state corres-
ponds’.!3 Now this, I should have thought, is manifestly incorrect: it is
simply not true that by ‘state power’, we can only mean ‘the power of a
determinate class’. For this, inter alia, is to deprive the state of any kind
of autonomy at all and to turn it precisely into the merest instrument of a
determinate class—indeed all but to conceptualize it out of existence.
Lest it be thought that I exaggerate, consider this: ‘The various social
institutions, in particular the institutions of the state, do not, strictly
speaking, have any power. Institutions, considered from the point of
view of power, can be related only to social classes which bold power’ 14

As if uneasily aware of the implications of what he is saying, Poulantzas
assures us that ‘this does not mean that power centres, the various in-
stitutions of an economic, political, military, cultural, etc, character are
mere instruments, organs or appendices of the power of social classes.
They possess their autonomy and structural specificity which is not as
such immediately reducible to an analysis in terms of power.” This
half-hearted concession does not dissipate the confusion: it only com-
pounds it. The reason for that confusion, or at least one reason for it, is
Poulantzas’s failure to make the necessary distinction between c/ass
power and state power. State power is the main and ultimate—but not the
only—means whereby class power is assured and maintained. But one
of the main reasons for stressing the importance of the notion of the

relative autonomy of the state is that there is a basic distinction to be N o

12 Thid k=
id., p. 99. e

13 Tbid., p. 100 (italics in original).
14 1bid., p. 115 (italics in original).

s

15 Ibid., p. 115 (italics in original). : ‘



made between class power and state power, and that the analysis of the
meaning and implications of that notion of relative autonomy must
indeed focus on the forces which cause it to be greater or less, the cir-

cumstances in which it is exercised, and so on. The blurring of the dis-

tinction between class power and state power by Poulantzas'® makes
any such analysis impossible: for all the denuaciations of ‘economism’,
politics does here assume an ‘epiphenomenal’ form.

This is particularly evident in Poulantzas’s scattered and cursory
references to the bourgeois-democratic form of the capitalist state. Two
instances may be given to illustrate the point. The first concerns the
relationship between different elements of the state system. For
Poulantzas, ‘the actual relation of the state’s institutional powers,
which is conceived as a “separation” of these powers, is in fact fixed in
the capitalist state as a mere disribution of power, out of the undivided
unity of state sovereigaty’.!” This formulation slurs over some im-
portant questions concerning the nature of the bourgeois-democratic
form of state. No doubt, in the strong sense in which it has commonly
been used, the notion of the separation of powers is a mystification
which serves apologetic purposes. But to dismiss the actual separation
of power which occurs in this form of state as a ‘mere distribution of
power’ out of ‘the undivided unity of state sovereignty’ is to ignore
processes which it is the task of a Marxist political theory to situate in a
proper perspective. Thus, to take a topical example, the constitutional
struggles around Watergate may or may not produce large results. But
there is something badly wrong with a mode of analysis which suggests
that “the actual relation of the state’s institutional powers’ (in this case
the American state) is ‘a mere distribution of power, out of the un-
divided unity of state sovereignty’. It begs too many questions and
leaves too much unanswered.

Similarly, and more important, Poulantzas appears to me systematically
to underestimate the significance of the role performed by bourgeois
political parties in organizing and articulating the interests and de-
mands of various classes, notably the dominaat class. “The political
parties of the bourgeois class and of its fractions are unable’, he tells
us, ‘to play an autonomous organizational role, let aloge one analogous
to the role of the working-class’s parties’.!® This too is surely an un-
tenable claim. The idea that the Conservative Party in Great Britain or

16 This is perhaps best exemplified by reference to an article of Poulantzas, On Social
Classes, which was published in NLr 78, March-April 1973, in which he writes: “The
state is composed of several apparatuses: broadly, the repressive apparatus and the
ideological apparatus, the principal tole of the former being repression, that of the
latter being the elaboration and incubation of ideology. The ideological apparatuses
include the churches, the educational system, the bourgeois and petty bourgeois
political parties, the press, radio, television, publishing, etc. These apparatuses
belong to the state system because of their objective function of elaborating and in-
culeating ideology, irrespective of their formal juridical status as nationalized
(public) or private.’ (p. 47). This catries to caricatural forms the confusion between
different forms of class domination and, to repeat, makes impossible a serious
analysis of the relation of the state to society, and of state power to class power.

17 Political Power and Social Classes, p. 279 (italics in original).

18 Tbid., p. 299.

Christian Democracy in Germany or Italy have not played this rol.
absurd—indeed, they have played it much more effectively thaa wo
ing-class parties have played it for the working class. “In fact’, Poulant-
zas goes on, ‘the bourgeois parties, in general, utterly fail to fill that
autonomous role as organiser of these classes which is precisely neces-
sary for the maintenance of existing social relations: this role falls to
the state’.l? But in fact the state does not. The state may in various
ways help these parties to fulfil their role, and also in competing on
terms of advantage with their working-class rivals. But the main task to
which Poulantzas refers is, in the bourgeois-democratic form of the
capitalist state, performed by the parties themselves. It is only in
periods of acute and prolonged crisis, when these parties show them-
selves incapable of performing their political task, that their role may
be taken over by the state.?°

Towards the end of the book, Poulantzas notes the existence of a
current of thought, which he sees as originating with Max Weber, and
which seeks to present the state ‘either as the exclusive foundation of
political power, independent of the economic, or as the foundation of
political power, independent from, but parallel to, economic power’;?!
and he suggests that ‘the major defect of these theories consists in the
fact that they do not provide any explanation of the foundation of
political power’.Z Unfortunately, the same has to be said of his own
text, in so far as what I called in my NLR 59 article his ‘structural super-
determinism’ makes him assume what has to be explained about the
relationship of the state to classes in the capitalist mode of production.
There is in this schema a ‘derealization’ of classes, whose ‘objective
interests’ are so loosely defined as to make possible almost anything
and everything;? and the same is true of the state itself, whose relative
autonomy, as I have suggested earlier, turns into complete instrumen-
talization.

3. Bonapartism

Poulantzas does not really seem interested in the bourgeois-democratic
form of state at all.2* His primary interest is in the form which the

1 Thid., p. 299.

2 Here too, confusion is compounded by the contradictory statements which abound
in the text. Thus on page 320, Poulantzas notes that ‘the predominance of the execu-
tive implies an increased state autonomy vis-a-vis these classes and fractions only
when it is combined with a characteristic decline of the parties’ organizational role
reflected right in the political scene’ (italics in text). So parties which on page 299 fail to
play an ofganizational role do play such a role twenty-one pages later.

2 Poljtical Power and Social Classes, p. 327.

22 Thid., p. 330 (italics in text).

2 Ibid., p. 112. .

2 This may account for, though it hardly excuses, such major crrors of interpreta-
tion as the attribution to C. Wright Mills of the view that ‘the ““hcads of economic

corporations”, the “political leaders” (including the heights of the bumt_xcmcy? and |
the “military leaders™, that is to say all the elites, belong to what he (i.c. Mxlls—‘ 3
R. M.) calls the “corporate rich”’ (p. 329). This is a complete misunderstanding of

Mills’s basic characterization of the ‘power elite’ and of the interrelationship of its'
component parts.
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capitalist state assumes in crisis circumstances, ot rather in one of these
forms, namely the Bonapartist state. There is nothing wrong with
this: but there is a lot which is wrong, as I suggested earlier, with his
treatment of it, particularly in his ‘reading’ of the work of Marx and
Engels on the subject.

Some quotations are required here. ‘Constantly throughout their con-
crete political analyses,” Poulantzas writes, ‘Marx and Engels relate
Bonapartism (the religion of the bourgeoisie), as characteristic of the
capitalist type of state, to its intrinsic unity and to the relative autonomy
which it derives from its function »is-a-vis the power bloc and the
hegemonic class or fraction’.?5 Even more categorically, we are told that
‘Marx and Engels systematically conceive Bonapartism not simply as a
concrete form of the capitalist state, but as a constitutive theoretical
characteristic of the very type of capitalist state’.?" Categorical and italicized
though these assertions may be, it has to be said that they are untrue.
For one thing, the notion that Marx and Engels ‘systematically’ con-
ceived this or that form of state is inaccurate, as Poulantzas himself, as
may be recalled from my previous quotations, suggests at the beginning
of his book. But in any case and much more important, there is abso-
lutely nothing in their writings to warrant the assertion that they con-
ceived (systematically or otherwise) Bonapartism ‘as a constitutive
theoretical characteristic of the very type of capitalist state’. It may be
that they should have done: but they did not. Nor is Poulantzas able to
adduce the textual evidence needed for so definite a ‘reading’.

The evidence upon which he does rely is a latter which Engels addressed
to Marx on 13 April, 1866, commenting on Bismarck’s proposals for
constitutional reform in Prussia on the basis of universal suffrage. The
relevant passage, of which Poulantzas only provides an abbreviated
version, goes as follows: ‘It would seem that, after a little resistance, the
German citizens will agree, for Bonapartism is after all the real religion
of the modern bourgeoisie. I see ever more clearly that the bourgeoisie
is not capable of ruling directly, and that where there is no oligarchy,
as there is in England, to take on the task of leading the state and
society in the interests of the bourgeoisie for a proper remuneration, a
Bonapartist semi-dictatorship is the normal form; it takes in hand the
big material interests of the bourgeoisie even against the bourgeoisie,
but leaves it with no part in the process of governing. On the other
hand, this dictatorship is itself compelled to adopt agaiast its will the
material interests of the bourgeoisie’.?8

25 At least in this book. For a wider and much more solid discussion of the ‘crisis
state’, see his Fascisme et Dictature (English edition, N8 forthcoming).

26 Political Power and Social Classes, p. 302.

27 Ibid., p. 258.

% K, Marx-F. Engels, Werke, Berlin 1965, Vol 31, p. 208. Poulantzas’s quotation
goes as follows: “Bonapartism is after all the real religion of the modern bourgeoisie. Itis
becoming ever clearer to me that the bourgeoisie has not the stuff in it for ruling
directly itself, and that therefore . . . 2 Bonapartist semi-dictatorship is the normal
form; it upholds the big material interests of the bourgeoisic (even against the will of
the bourgeoisic) but allows the bourgeoisie no part in the power of government’,
Political Power and Social Classes, p. 259. The italics are not in the original text of

This is an interesting and a very suggestive text, but no more than that. -

Poulantzas also claims that “Engels returns to this point in the famous
foreword to the third edition of The Eighteenth Brumaire'. But even the

“most careful study of this text fails to substantiate the claim. On the

contrary, it could well be argued that it makes the oppesite point, since
Engels says there that ‘France demolished feudalism in the Great
Revolution and established the #nalloyed rule of the bourgeoisie in a classical
purity unequalled by any other European land’.2? Thirdly, and finally as
far as texts are concerned, Poulantzas argues that Marx, in his own 1869
Preface to The Eighteenth Brumaire, ‘opposes Bonapartism as the political
form of the modern class struggle in general to the political forms of forma-
tions dominated by modes of production other than the capitalist
mode’.30 This is without foundation. There is nothing in the quotation
which Poulantzas gives from this Preface, or in the rest of the text,
which bears the interpretation he gives to it, on any kind of ‘reading’.

Poulantzas lays great emphasis on Engels’s reference to Bonapartism as
‘the religion of the bourgeoisie’. Even if one agreed to treat a single
passing reference in a letter from Engels to Marx as a main pillar in the
construction of a Marxist theory of the state, one would be bouad to
say that Engels was wrong in describing Bonapartism as the religion of
the bourgeoisie, if this is taken to mean that the bourgeoisie has an
irrepressible hankering for such a type of regime. As the extreme in-
flation of executive power and the forcible demobilization of all
political forces in civil society, Bonapartism is not the religion of the
bourgeoisie at all—it is its last resors in conditions of political insta-
bility so great as to present a threat to the maintenance of the existing
social order, including of course the system of domination which is the
central part of that order.

In this instance, care and scruple in textual quotation are not simply
matters of scholarship: they also involve large political issues. The
insistence that Marx and Engels did believe that Bonapartism was the
‘constitutive theoretical characteristic of the very type of capitalist
state’ is not ‘innocent’: it is intended to invoke their authority for the
view that there is rea//y no difference, or at least no rea/ difference be-
tween such a form of state and the bourgeois-democratic form. Thus

2 K. Marx and F. Engels, Selected Works (Moscow 1950), Vol. I, p. 223. There is
another text of Engels, from a pamphlet written in 1865, Die preussische Militarfrage
wund die deutsche Arbeiterpartei, where Engels anticipates, in a modified form, a famous
formulation of Marx, in stating that ‘Bonapartism is the necessary form of state in a
country where the working class, though having achieved a high level of develop-
ment in the towns, remains numerically inferior to the small peasants in the country-
side, and has been defeated in a2 great revolutionary struggle by the capitalist class,

the petty bourgeoisie and the army’: Werke, Vol. 16, p. 71. Compare Marx’s formula- -

tion (which Poulantzas quotes in a different context) in The Civil War in France that
the Bonapartist regime ‘was the only form of government possible at the time when
the bourgeoisie had already lost, and the working class had not yet acquired, the
faculty of ruling the nation’ (Selected Works, 1, p. 470). Neither Engels’s nor Marx’s
formulation serves to buttress Poulantzas’s claims, though, like their other writings
on the subject, they are of great interest. For a comprehensive review of these
writings, scholarly but weak in interpretation, see M. Rubel, Kar/ Marx devant Je
Bonapartisme, Paris—The Hague, 1960.

30 Political Power and Social Classes, p. 259.




Poulantzas writes that ‘in the framework of the capitalist class state,
parliamentary legitimacy is no “closer to the people” than that legiti-

macy which corresponds to the predominance of the executive. In fact,

these are always 7deo/ogical processes in both cases’.3! But this is to pose
the issues in a perilously confusing manner: the issue is not one of
‘legmmacy’ or ‘closeness to the people it is whether there is 2 real
difference in the manner of operation between different forms of the
capitalist state, and if so, what are the implications of these differences.

But suppose we do pose the question in the terms chosen by Poulantzas.
Both the Weimar Republic and the Nazi state were capitalist class
states. But is it the case that ‘parliamentary legitimacy’ was no ‘closer
to the people’ than ‘that legitimacy which corresponded to the pre-
dominance of the executive’? Let us not be melodramatic about this,
but after all fifty million people died partly at least in consequence of
the fact that German Comintern-Marxism, at a crucial moment of time,
saw no rea/ difference between the two forms of state. Poulantzas also
writes, in the same vein, that ‘the popular sovereignty of political
democracy finds its expression equally well in a classical parliamentar-
ism and in a Bonapartist semi-dictatorship’.3? But neither is the issue
here one of ‘popular sovereignty’. This too is to confuse matters and to
lend credence to confusions that in the past have proved catastrophic in
their consequences.

The point is not, of course, to claim for bourgeois-democratic forms of
the capitalist state virtues which they do not possess; or to suggest that
such regimes are not given to repression and to Bonapartist-type
modes of behagiour; or to imply that the dominant classes in any of
them are immune from Bonapartist temptations and promptings,
given the right circumstances and opportunities. Chile is only the latest
example of this. But to say all this is not the same as obliterating differ-
ences between forms of the capitalist state which are of crucial im-
portance, not least to working class movements.

To conclude, I have no wish to suggest that the reader will not find
useful, suggestive and important ideas in Political Power and Social
Classes. But I am also bound to say, with genuine regret, that it does
not seem to me to be very helpful in the development of that Marxist
political sociology which Poulantzas quite rightly wants to see advanced.

%1 Ibid., p. 312.
2 1bid., p. 312.
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