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We have discussed general problem of the debates over the class character of the state and 

explored claims that the state in capitalist societies has a distinctively bourgeois character, a form 

that systematically produces class effects. In this session we will look much more closely at the 

problem of the contradictions of the capitalist state. In particular we will look at these 

contradictions in terms of the dilemmas faced by classes in relation to the state. We will first 

examine the dilemmas of the working class in the effort at realizing its interests through the 

democratic capitalist state. Then we will look at the dilemmas facing the capitalist class as it tries 

to secure the conditions for capital accumulation through the state. 

 

I. The State & the working Class:   

The Democratic Capitalist State and Social Reproduction           

           

1. The Puzzle                

Marx, in a famous passage from Class Struggles in France portrayed the linkage of democracy 

and capitalism as an intensely contradictory couplet: 

The comprehensive contradiction of this constitution, however, consists in the following: the 

classes whose social slavery the constitution is to perpetuate, proletariat, peasantry, petty 

bourgeoisie, it puts into the possession of political power through universal suffrage. And 

from the class whose old social power it sanctions, the bourgeoisie, it withdraws the political 

guarantees of this power. It forces the political rule of the bourgeoisie into democratic 

conditions, which at every moment help the hostile classes to victory and jeopardize the very 

foundations of bourgeois society. (Marx/Engels, Selected Works in Three Volumes, vol.I, 

Moscow, pp.235-6) 

Lenin, writing some sixty years later in The State and Revolution, claimed that parliamentary 

democracy was the “best  possible shell” for the perpetuation of bourgeois rule.  

 Can these two positions be reconciled? Do they reflect distinct theoretical stances 

towards the problem of “bourgeois democracy” or do they simply reflect the changing conditions 

of bourgeois rule from the mid-19th century to the twentieth century?  How can capitalism be 

effectively reproduced when the vast majority of the electorate is propertyless and elects the 

political leadership? This is the puzzle we will address in this section. 

 These issues are hardly simply questions of textual interpretation: the debate over the 

class character of parliamentary democracy remains at the very heart of both theoretical and 

political debates over the state on the left today. Can the state be “used” by different classes in 

the pursuit of their class interests, or does the state have a monolithic class character? Does the 

parliamentary form of the capitalist state contain within itself contradictory principles? 

Particularly since the “problem of democracy” has become such a central political concern given 

the history of “actually existing socialist” states, the answers to such questions are of 

fundamental importance. 
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2. Electoral Politics: Przeworski’s Analysis 
 

 Przeworski’s work offers a radical alternative to conventional pluralist approaches to 

studying voting (see the appendix to these notes for a discussion directly of pluralist approaches).  

The central point to get out of Przeworski is that he insists that a theory of voting cannot be 

reduced to a theory of voters.  To understand voting one must understand the logic/dynamics of 

the social structures within which this activity takes place.  A theory of voting, therefore, is a 

theory of the ways in which social structures shape the possible actions of parties and individuals 

and how those actions in turn restructure the constraints in subsequent elections. 

 

2.1 The Model:  

 

The basic model of the analysis is thus something like this: 

 

Party strategies directly mediate the process by which individual, micro-processes take place.  

Parties organize voters, and the extent to which workers will vote like workers depends to a large 

extent on the strategic choices of parties, on whether they will attempt to mobilize workers as 

workers into politics. Party strategies themselves are limited by the nature of the class structure 

in which they operate and by the institutional rules of the game of electoral competition. Within 

those limits, they respond to the actual choices of voters – voting patterns. 

 

This is a very different way of approaching the problem of voting than most sociologists who 

reduce elections to the problem of voters rather than the strategic dynamics of voting. Lipset’s 

Political Man would be a classic example: research focuses on the connection between 

individual attributes and voting choices not on the strategies of parties to mobilize those 

attributes. A theory of voting is not the same as a theory of voters.  
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2.2 The Nested Dilemmas of Social Democracy 

Given these structural conditions, three dilemmas are sharply posed to working class parties: 

1. Participation: whether to participate at all in bourgeois political institutions. 

2. Alliances: whether to seek the cooperation and alliance of other classes. 

3. Anti-capitalism:  whether once in power to pursue revolutionary reforms or reforms 

which strengthen capitalism. 

Since the third of these concerns the strategies of socialist governments in capitalist societies 

rather than the problem of electoral politics per se, I will emphasize the first two of these 

dilemmas in the rest of this discussion. 

 The critical point is that any of the possible strategic choices are contradictory:  there are no 

noncontradictory choices possible.  One might add (Przeworski doesn’t really make this point) 

that this is what distinguishes a revolutionary situation from others:  the contradictory character 

of strategic options disappears. 

 

2.3 The logic of the first dilemma   

It is only through participation in the capitalist democratic process that workers can redress their 

past exploitation.  The pursuit of short-run/immediate interests forces participation in electoral 

politics, even though this may erode longer term/fundamental interests.  And the dilemma is that 

if a party opts for keeping out of the electoral arena, it is essentially opting for a lower capacity 

to deal with immediate issues. 

 

2.4 The problem of the second dilemma 

The working class is not an absolute majority in any capitalist country.  Certainly the heart of the 

working class--manual labor in the productive sector--is not a majority.  Since the electoral game 

is a game of numbers requiring 51 percent for victory, this implies tht to one extent or another, 

socialist electoral parties will have to make appeals to other classes outside of the proletariat, and 

thus:  “The process of the electoral organization of the masses constitutes the process of the 

disorganization of the working class.”  In order to function as a vote getting party by attracting 

allies, the party must minimize its function as a class party, and this in turn reduces its capacity 

to attract workers as well.  Thus the ultimate contradiction/dilemma:  “Hence class based 

electoral parties can neither limit their appeal to the working class and win elections, nor can 

they universalize their appeal without losing votes of workers.” 

 The result is that parties are caught in a structural contradiction which they cannot simply 

opt out of.  The purpose of a scientific investigation of parties and voting--voting, not voters--is 

to organize theoretically the components of this structure of constraints/contradictions and try to 

grasp the way such constraints have pushed party activity in given directions. 

 In the essay on the history of social democracy in the readings, Przeworski examines 

historically how European socialist parties negotiated these dilemmas and how as an outcome of 
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the choices they made the programs of their parties became progressively integrationist, 

committed to strengthening capitalism rather than transforming its basic structures.   

 In the larger work of which this is a part (Paper Stones) Przeworski  also attempts to 

formalize these dilemmas into a mathematical model of the constraints faced by parties and the 

consequences of different strategies within those constraints.  Without going into the formal 

details of his analysis, he takes the class structure of the society as the basic “independent 

variable” in the sense that the class structure poses to the socialist party the trade-offs faced in 

trying to appeal to nonworking class voters in order to obtain 50 percent of the vote.  With a few 

additional assumptions, Przeworski can make estimates of what he calls the “Gramsci bounds” 

on the vote: 

the upper bound = the maximum vote a socialist party could obtain by consistently 

pursuing a vote-maximizing strategy within the constraints it faces;  

the minimum bound = the vote that would be obtained by pursuing a strategy which 

attempts to maximize the purity of its class base in the proletariat.   

 

 

These bounds change over time as a function primarily of changes in the class structure.  

Przeworski then uses the calculations of these bounds -- the objective parameters faced by party 

strategists -- to see counterfactually what difference different strategies could make. You could 

ask: what would have happened if the German SDP had adopted the Swedish strategy? 

 This is a radically different kind of analysis from anything envisioned by pluralist voter-

centered theorists like Lipset.  Indeed one can reasonably say that the entire methodological 

stance of Lipset’s analysis totally precludes this sort of investigation.  The questions are 

unaskable given the individualist premises of the analysis.  The central point is that it is 

impossible to understand voting by beginning with an examination of the experiences of 

individual voters, their characteristics and the forces which shape their attitudes, etc.  The 

analysis must begin at the political level with an analysis of the structures encountered by parties 

engaged in real struggles with real political projects/objectives.  It is the actions of these parties 

in struggle as they attempt to organize classes (or disorganize classes) which determines the 
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extent to which individuals actually experience their lives in terms of one sort of cleavages or 

another.  Political struggle--class struggle at the level of politics--is thus decisive in the very 

formation of classes, that is in the determination of the social expressions of underlying 

cleavages.  But--and this  “but” is the decisive aspect of the problem--party strategies are 

structurally constrained. 

 We thus have a complex dialectic of structure, strategy, transformation.  The micro-

experiences of individuals matter in this dialectic and are consequential in determining why 

individuals act the way they act; but the process by which such micro-determinations occur can 

be understood only when embedded in this broader dialectical context. 

 

2.5 Logic of Third Dilemma:  

To win re-election need to improve things, which means making capitalism work better: 

dilemma = remaining faithful to revolutionary ideals and losing the next election or 

compromising those ideals and staying in power. The key problem is the “transition trough” – 

the fact that things will necessarily get worse before they get better if the party embarks on a 

serious project of anticapitalist socialist transformation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Possible way out = “nonreformist reforms” = reforms which a) make capitalism work better and 

b) open up space for more radical transformations in the future. 
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The State and Accumulation: functionality & contradiction 

 

 

I. THE FUNCTIONALIST LOGIC OF THE THEORY OF THE STATE 

     

1 The class character of the state & Functionality 

The central conclusion from the discussion of the capitalist character of the state is that the 

institutional design of the capitalist state helps explain, broadly, why the capitalist state 

serves the interests of capitalist and reproduces capitalism. This is not simply because 

capitalists manipulate the state, but because the form of the state fulfills this function for 

capital accumulation. 

 

2 Key problem for the strong functionalist explanation = Feedback process 

 

The central question here = what mechanisms actually regulate the “feedback loop” in this 

functional explanation?  Is this: 

(a)  Conscious manipulation by capitalists;  

(b)  Class struggle -- victories and defeats of classes;  

(c)  Some inherent selection principle that works “behind the backs of actors” as in the 

Darwinian model? 

I think that the explanation for the functionality of the state must combine three processes: 

1)  Political class struggle at pivotal conjunctures  

At certain historical moments the institutional arrangements are objects of struggle: the 

rules of the game are contested and institutionalized. Creating class-filters and system-

reproducing arrangements is what the struggles are about. 

2)  Systemic pressures  

What works and what does not work, however, is affected systematically by the nature 

of capitalism: some institutional solutions will be vulnerable because they precipitate 

disinvestment or fail to smooth market problems; others stabilize the accumulation 

process. Dysfunctional practices generate pressures for change. 

3)  Institutional learning and correction of mistakes  

Mistakes are made; often no one knows what will work. Therefore there needs to be a 

process of trial and error and institution reconstruction in light of information about real 

effects: this is a crucial role for policy experts, think tanks, political feedback. There is 

no automatic guarantee that the learning and correction mechanisms will be optimal. 
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3. Bourgeois Political Utopia.  

The fantasy of capitalists is that institutions could be designed in such a way that they 

effectively reproduce capitalism without any necessity for political intervention by 

capitalists. That would be a bourgeois utopia: the institutions automatically and perfectly 

reproduce the conditions for accumulation. 

Problems: There are many problems with this utopian vision. Here I want to emphasize one in 

particular, which I will refer to as the problem contested and contradictory functionality: that is, 

there are a variety of ways in which contradictions can deeply enter and disrupt the functional 

logic of the state.  

 

II. PROBLEMATIC FUNCTIONALITY 

Four Types of contradictory functionality 

1. Legitimation vs accumulation 

2. Necessary autonomy contradicts subordination 

3. Forms of organizational rationality contradict intervention requirements 

4. International economy vs national states 

1. LEGITIMATION VS. ACCUMULATION = CONTRADICTIONS BETWEEN STATE FUNCTIONS  

Reproducing capitalism requires at least two kinds of state interventions: interventions which 

legitimate the system to the masses and interventions which establish favorable conditions for 

accumulation. James O’Connor argued in a very influential book in the early 1970s, The Fiscal 

Crisis of the State, that these two functions may contradict each other. (eg. social security vs 

budget deficits). The idea was basically this: 

 Capitalism imposes considerable risks and deprivations in the lives of ordinary people 

 The state provides a way of softening these risks and therefore reducing social conflict 

and political disruption 

 But once a benefit becomes established it is viewed as a right – as an entitlement – and 

thus it is difficult to reduce. 

 Spending thus has a ratchet-like quality of being sticky downwards – it is easier to 

expand entitlements than to reduce them. 

 This generates a potential contradiction between legitimation and accumulation 

There are two weaknesses in this argument: 

(1) Successful accumulation is itself a source of legitimation: a healthy capitalist economy 

legitimates both the state and capitalism even if people also have uncertainty and risk. 

(2) The ratchet like character of entitlements is not as strong as was thought. In the 1970s we 

thought that this contradiction was quite explosive: we did not anticipate the effectiveness of 

the Neoliberal ideological attack on the affirmative state and the important change in the 

legitimation pressures on the state.  
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2. AUTONOMY VS SUBORDINATION: CONTRADICTIONS WITHIN THE ACCUMULATION FUNCTION 

(Offe’s essay on the crisis of crisis management) 

 

Offe’s core Argument 

 

2.1 Thesis 1: logic of capitalism  self-destructive tendencies (anarchy of market)  functional 

necessity for flanking systems, especially state: the state must intervene to prevent capitalism 

from destroying itself economically. 

 

2.2 Thesis 2: the deeper are these contradictions  necessity for more autonomy from 

manipulation by particularistic interests of specific capitalists for the state to be functional, for it 

to provide for these steering requirements in an effective way. The state needs autonomy to be 

able to act functionally. 

 

2.3 Thesis 3:  FRANKENSTEIN PROBLEM: The state needs the capacity to intervene 

pervasively but it also must abstain from using that capacity in ways that undermine 

accumulation. Consequence =  Frankenstein problem: 

creating a monster you cannot control: to be able to autonomously intervene functionally 

it must have the capacity to do so destructively. 

 

This is the pivotal problem: p.52 “the problem of whether the political administrative [system] 

can politically regulate the economic system without politicizing its substance and thus negating 

its identity as a capitalist economic system...”  

 

[Note the extreme contradictory possibility = figure 3, p.54: the trajectory of minimum necessary 

interventions rises, but the maximum of system-reproducing interventions falls  decreasing 

room for maneuver: does the system become more or less vulnerable over time?] 

 

Three key problems: 

 

 Problem #1:  once this capacity is created, then it becomes a target for manipulation: the 

state potentially “succumbs” to the control by specific capitalists or groups of capitalists. 

 

 Problem #2: The extension and deepening of the interventionist capacity  perpetual 

problem of lines of demarcation between state and economy as principles of action 

(reprivatization vs global regulation): no stable equilibrium. 

 

 Problem #3: Critical added complication: the interaction of the state with the normative 

system  As the state increases interventionist capacity for accumulation relations it is 

harder to restrict its availability for Legitimation reasons. It is hard to restrict 

interventionism to accumulation needs alone. 
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Result: The process by which the enlargement of state capacity occurs also generates tendencies 

for enlargement to undermine its functionality. This is a potential problem in all aspects of the 

state: 

 fiscal crisis of state (revenues/spending tend to become uncoordinated with 

accumulation) 

 administrative rationality: expansion of state undermines capacity for rational calculation 

 loyalty erosion -- legitimation crisis (eg. prior benefits become rights, SSI); rising 

expectations; etc.; decommodification  greater reliance on state for reproduction, etc. 

 

2.4 Conclusion: The contradiction thesis  

      

1. Functionalism thesis: The state is functionally required by capitalism to overcome the 

self-destructive tendencies of capitalism. 

 

2. Frankenstein thesis: to fulfill these functions the state must have the capacity to 

potentially act dysfunctionally (i.e. have real autonomy of policy formation and action)  

 

3. Contradiction thesis: Various dynamics are set in motion which make it increasingly 

probable that the state will act dysfunctionally  crisis of crisis management. 

 

 

3. CONTRADICTIONS IN THE ADMINISTRATIVE RATIONALITY OF THE STATE POLICY 

FORMATION PROCESS – PROBABLY SKIP 

 

This is a complex issue, and I will only indicate the basic idea here: 

3.1 Three logics of decisionmaking 

The state plays a critical role in creating and recreating conditions for capital accumulation. But 

what precisely the state must do to solve problems for continued accumulation varies over time: 

it is different in late 19
th

 century capitalism than in the period of Fordism after WWII, and 

different again today. In each case the state has to generate policies, and this requires particular 

processes of decision-making.  

Now here is Offe’s critical insight: different kinds of problems require different sorts of decision-

making mechanisms in order for rational strategies to be devised. Basically there are three kinds 

of decision-making processes available for state policy-formation: 

1. Bureaucratic procedures: rational-legal application of fixed rules 

2. technical rationality: application of expertise to solve problems 

3. democratic consensus: formation of interest consensus via democratic-participatory forms 
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Throughout much of the history of capitalism, bureaucratic decisionmaking worked pretty well: 

many problems of creating the conditions for stable accumulation – enforcement of property 

rights, regulation of contracts, basic rules of the market, basic infrastructure, etc.-- could be 

solved by setting up rules and then applying them through a top-down, command-and-control 

bureaucracy. As Therborn emphasized, bureaucratic decisionmaking also had distinctive political 

virtues for capitalism, by virtue of the way it disempowers ordinary citizens. 

But as capitalism develops technologically and spatially the conditions for the maintenance of 

capital accumulation become more and more complex, and as this happens a strictly bureaucratic 

logic of state action fails: administrative application of predetermined, fixed rules does not 

generate rational interventions. We see this in a wide range of regulatory failures in developed 

capitalist economies, such as environmental regulation. Simple, top down, bureaucratic rule 

enforcement becomes increasingly difficult with the complexity and heterogeneity of capitalist 

systems of production – monitoring costs go way up, the regulations often are ineffective for the 

specific problems of specific processes, etc.  

 

3.2 Pivotal dilemma = Alternatives are also unsatisfactory in a capitalist context: 

 

1. Technocratic decisions: Experts have difficulty in framing rational ends; they have 

competence only to specify means for unproblematically given ends (as in profitmaking 

capitalist firms). This problem is exacerbated by the need to take externalities into account 

(which firms displace). Consider the problem of environmental regulation, where there is a 

deep tension between the short run needs of maximizing profits, the long-term stability of 

conditions of accumulation, and the general welfare of people. Purely technocratic decision-

making has difficulty balancing these ends. More generally once a simple monetary standard 

is missing to evaluate alternative means, the incommensurability of means and ends makes it 

very difficult to deploy pure technical rationality in the state. 

 

2. democratic-conflict-consensus: Democratic consensus formation is an alternative to pure 

technical rationality or bureaucratic rule making, but this risks politicization of the goals of 

state action. Deepening democracy could well improve problem-solving capacity of the 

state, but it reduces its insulation from popular mobilization and action. 

 

All this  contradictory articulation of decisionmaking logic and functional requirements of 

accumulation 

 

4. Internationalization of Capital and the State 
 

States are anchored on specific territories; accumulation is global; capital can move globally. The 

premise of the steering/functional capacity of the state is that it can solve free-rider problems of 

capitalists by forcing them to make short-run sacrifices for long-term stability, reproduction, etc. 

But if each individual capitalist can escape paying for such long-term reproduction, they will do 

so, thus subverting the possibility of long-term stability.  
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Additional notes: 

 

The following material was dropped from the lecture, but might help clarify some of the other 

ideas in the Offe reading: 

 

In Offe’s approach the concept of  the capitalist state is not based on an inventory of institutional 

properties in the manner elaborated by Therborn. Rather for Offe, the capitalist character of the 

capitalist state depends upon what could be called the functional principles of the state in the 

social system. There are a variety of possible institutional forms which could embody these 

functional principles. In his analysis, four such principles are specified:  

 

1. exclusion principle:  the state is excluded from direct control of production: i.e. it does 

not stop profitable private accumulation nor force unprofitable 

production: the state is not a capitalist [differentiation of state 

and capital] 

 

b. maintenance principle: the state is required to maintain conditions of accumulation and 

counter various threats to accumulation: capitalism needs the 

state [functional dependency of capitalism on the state] 

 

c. dependency principle: State power depends upon capitalist accumulation: the state 

needs capitalism [functional dependency of the state on capital] 

      

d. legitimation principle: In order for the state to remain legitimate it must conceal its 

capitalist character. This legitimation principle is what allows the 

three other principles to operate in a stable manner. 

 

CENTRAL PROBLEM: 
 

Within this general framework of functional principles, the form of state interventionism changes 

as the functional demands on the state change, and this leads to changing conditions for state 

rationality.  

 

Decisive dimension of this change =  from allocation to production interventions. 

 

One way to think about this is the shift from the process that truggers state interventions: a shift 

from interventions in response to DEMANDS versus EVENTS: 

 

Allocative interventions: respond to voiced demands with rational allocation of political 

resources. This follows the logic of decision rules of politics 
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Production interventions: respond to negative events (disruptions of accumulation). This 

follows the logic of  decision rules of policies. Fundamental character of a policy logic in 

response to events is that what is needed must be produced by the state, not just 

allocated. 
 

The administrative problem is that the decision rules to effectively respond to demands may not 

be optimal for the response to events. 

 

Correspondences of decision rules and interventionist requirements: 

 

 

allocative interventions bureaucratic decision rules  congruence between functions and 

procedures of the state 

 

productive interventions  bureaucratic logic fails because application of predetermined 

rules does not generate rational interventions.  
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Appendix A. Rogers & Cohen Analysis of the mechanisms of Representative Democracy 
 

A good deal of recent Marxist work on the state has been devoted to answering the puzzle of the 

compatibility of representative democracy and capitalism. Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers have 

synthesized these various arguments in an elegant and interesting way in their book On 

Democracy (reference in readings). Like Przeworski they argue that the two traditional Marxist 

explanations for the durability of capitalism under democratic regimes -- repression or false 

consciousness -- are unsatisfactory. As an alternative, they propose that capitalist democracies 

structure the rules of the game of political conflict in such a way that class struggles are directed 

towards short-run gains consistent with the reproduction of capitalism: 

 

 “Capitalist democracy is in some measure capable of satisfying the interests encouraged by 

capitalist democracy itself, namely interests in short-term material gain.... Consent is based on 

narrowly defined calculations of private advantage.” pp.51-52 

 

Two issues:  

 

  [1]. Capitalist democracy reduces political conflict to material short-term advantage;  

  [2] concomitant difficulties of moving out of this to an alternative system. 

 

The pivotal mechanism underlying this = how capitalism shapes the time horizons of actors 

within politics. 

 

Reasoning: 

 

(1). Welfare of workers is contingent upon welfare of capitalists, because income depends upon 

jobs depends upon investment depends upon profits. 

 

(2). Capitalist democracy provides workers with a political means of securing the fruits of past 

savings, and thus reduce material uncertainties which are endemic to capitalism. 

 

(3). So, why not challenge capitalist relations themselves? Answer: different requirements of 

short-term material and long-term fundamental interests struggles:  

 

Contrasts between short-term and long-term struggles in capitalist democracies (Note: this is a 

claim about the effects of time horizons and temporality of struggles) 
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 SHORT  LONG 

 TERM  TERM 

 

1. Coordination easy  difficult 

 

2.institutionalization regularized noninstitutional 

     

3. aims    clear, agreed opaque, contested 

 

4. probabilies   low risk; high risk; no 

    some success  partial success 

 likely 

    

5. Prisoners easy to very difficult to overcome; 

   Dilemmas solve uncertain personal costs;  

  bad information 

                   

6. Effects on   partial large transition 

   material     gains costs, even if information 

   interests             and coordination not an issue 

 

 

(4). REOURCE CONSTRAINTS: advantages of capitalists politically within a democracy in 

spite of the fact that they are small in numbers with few votes. Essentially Offe & Wiesenthal’s 

kind of argument: 

 

coordination easier, communication easier, ends better defined, information costs tolerable 

and worth translating into lobbying, prisoners dilemmas easier to solve. This constitutes the 

material basis for effective instrumental action by capitalists.  

 

(5). Motivational presuppositions: The operations of these mechanisms have the effect of 

structuring nearly all values/motives around material interests. If you want quality childcare for 

humanistic purposes, you need resources, and getting those resources requires entering the game: 

nonmaterial interests become bound to material, short-term interests. Even the pursuit of radical 

needs pushes actors towards participation in the democratic game and this pushes actors towards 

short-term, etc. strategies. 

 

(6). OUTCOME = CLASS COMPROMISE.  The terms are variable, depending upon balances 

of power, but the enforcement of the compromise and its periodic restructuring occurs through 

the state.    
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Appendix B 

 

Marxist vs. Non-marxist Approaches to the Study of Electoral Politics 
  

[These notes are from lectures from an earlier version of the course in which we spent a week on 

nonMarxist approaches to politics and democracy which we contrasted to Marxist approaches] 

 

In what follows I will lay out the reasoning behind the conventional strategy of political 

sociology, exemplified above all by Lipset’s study, Political Man. This should be read as a 

contrast to the kind of logic present in the neoMarxist approach represented in the work of 

Przeworski on Social Democracy discussed above.. 

 

The analysis of voting in pluralist theory 
 

Individuals cast votes in elections, and the sum total of those individual acts determines the 

victor in the contest.  These are elemental facts--it appears--of parliamentary politics.  If the 

outcome is the result of an aggregation of individual acts, then--the reasoning implicitly goes--to 

explain the outcome we must explain those individual acts themselves.  And to explain 

individual acts means to understand why some people vote one way and others vote another way.  

How do we go about this?  We investigate the differences between individual attributes of 

various sorts and see how they are related to individual electoral behavior.  Thus the logic of 

conventional political sociology’s approaches to voting:  instead of actually studying voting as 

such the research becomes a study of voters. 

 The structure of such research is painfully simple:  Social conditions are seen as 

determinants of individual attributes, psychological states, values, interests, etc., and these in turn 

are seen as determinants of political behavior.  So the model looks like this: 
 
 social              individual             voting 

 structural     attributes         behavior  

 factors            

 

Lipset’s study exemplifies this logic well.  Let us look at a number of specific propositions in his 

analysis: 

 

Development and left voting.  On p. 45 Lipset writes:  “Economic development, producing 

increased income, greater economic security, and widespread higher education, largely 

determines the form of the ‘class struggle,’ by permitting those in the lower strata to develop 

longer time perspectives and more complex and gradualist views of politics.”  He then goes on to 

present data which show that there is a fairly strong inverse relationship between the wealth of 

the country and the vote for communists. 

 What can we say about this proposition?  First of all, the descriptive claim in this 

proposition is reasonably accurate, although even that could be questioned.  Overall, given 

certain unspecified historic conditions, it is probably true that reformist politics within the 

working class tend to occur more readily in wealthier countries.  But even if that is true, Lipset’s 

explanation of this fact would be open to serious question.  The central reason Lipset gives for 
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this relations is that education and other factors make it possible for workers to have a “more 

complex” view of politics.  That is, structural factors are seen as having their central effect or 

importance via their effects on individual psychology.  The individual is the receptacle of 

structural forces.   

 This kind of causal process is even sharper in Lipset’s discussion of working class 

authoritarianism:  because of the limited character of workers lives, their limited contacts with 

diverse intellectual currents, the rigidity of their family life and so on, their personalities become 

rigid/narrow/authoritarian, and this type of personality predisposes them to leftist propaganda.  In 

Lipset’s words, they become “susceptible” to extremism.   

 The logic of the explanation, then, is of the following sort:  social structures shape 

individuals creating predispositions to act in various ways; immediate interests then determine 

the specific political behavior of the individual, the type of party tht individual is likely to 

support in conjunction with those predispositions.  There is no serious discussion by Lipset of the 

possibility that workers in poorer countries are more radical/extreme precisely because the class 

structures are more polarized in those countries and their conditions objectively ore oppressed, 

or because there are no objective possibilities for reform because of the rigidity and 

authoritarianism of the ruling classes.  Lipset never examines whether the hostility to civil 

liberties (or at least the lack of importance given to them) by workers relative to petty bourgeois 

social categories is because, in this society, workers are objectively excluded from thee exercise 

of those civil liberties and see a “free press” (for example) as an instrument of domination, no 

liberation.  The point is that Lipset totally discounts the structural realities faced by workers 

except in the ways those realities shape the worker. 

 

Isolation and radicalism.  See p. 76 for examples on isolation and its effect on the extremism of 

miners, lumberjacks, etc.  Again, the descriptive thesis is probably correct.  But the logic behind 

it is again totally psychologistic:  isolated people are not exposed to broader ideas.  They are 

isolated from the pluralistic influences of a democratic society, and it is because of this that they 

take an extreme position. 

 Lipset never provides a sustained theoretical discussion of the concept of “isolation,” what 

its real social content is.  Is it that isolated communities have a narrow particularistic view of the 

world, or could it be that isolated communities are shielded from some of the ideological-

political co-optive/integrative manipulations of the larger society and thus have a truer vision of 

the capitalist world?  Class relations may be less mystified and sharper in “isolated” 

communities, and the social relations within the working class stronger making the class 

capacities of workers more durable.  The class solidarity of community life and the sharpness of 

the exploitation within production, then, can be interpreted as demystifying capitalist social 

relations rather than mystifying pluralist relations.  In order to adopt Lipset’s position on this 

question, it is necessary to accept his assumption that the world is genuinely pluralistic.  Only 

then would it make sense to regard factors which make people reject pluralism as sources of 

mystification.  In effect, Lipset, even more than most Marxists, identifies as “false 

consciousness” (=extremism, authoritarianism) any view of the world which differs from his.  

See p. 90 for his discussion of “black and white” views of society. 
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Cross-pressures.  Probably one of the most famous propositions of Lipset concerns his 

arguments about the effects of cross-pressures--cross-cutting cleavages of social life--on voting.  

These cross-cutting cleavages are the real stuff of pluralism and they play a central role in his 

analysis of the stability of bourgeois democracy.  Lipset makes two propositions about these 

cross-pressures:  i) cross-pressures produce apathy by tearing individuals in contradictory 

directions and thus encouraging vacillation and indecisions (see p. 217).  (ii) cross-pressures 

encourage deviations from expected left voting, since a person torn between pressures for voting 

left and voting conservative will probably vote conservatively since this would link that person 

to higher status sources of identifications (and, as Lipset argues, people have a natural drive to 

feel superior to others if possible, see p. 240). 

 Again, probably these propositions have a certain descriptive validity, at least in certain 

societies in certain periods.  The difficulty is tht it is possible to posit an endless list of cross 

pressures which any individual faces, and it is necessary to have an explicit theory of the ways in 

which these cross-pressures become organized socially.  The central question is the social 

processes/forces which transform specific pressures or cleavages into sources of identification 

and action, especially collective action.  Przeworski stresses this point, as we shall see:  “Social 

cleavages are not a datum.  Whether a particular social distinction becomes the source of a 

cleavage expressed in behavior is the effect of struggles which result in a particular vision of 

society with which people go about living their daily lives.  Social divisions become lived as 

cleavages because they become organized as such.”  (p. 22, Przeworski )  Lipset takes the 

cleavages of a society for granted and never analyses the problem of the relatively weights given 

to various sources of identification.  The picture presented is that individuals face/experience 

cleavages, not collectivities, and the resolution of those cleavages is understood in solely 

individualistic terms:  individuals experience cross-pressures which produce intra-individual 

indecision. 

 

 A note on pluralism:  The central premise of pluralist theory is the multiplicity of social 

cleavages in advanced industrial society.  This is unquestionably a correct description of 

immediately encountered sources of identification/ conflict.  What pluralism as a social theory 

fails to do is theorize the relationship among these cleavages.  There is no theoretical reason 

advanced why one sort of cleavage--class cleavages--should have any primacy over any other.  

The only basis for “explaining” the preponderance of one cleavage over another, of one source of 

social identification over another would be an historical account of the development of a 

cleavage, not to provide a structural account of the underlying contradictions and dynamics 

which generate and reproduce a given pattern of cleavages. 

 

 

Some General Methodological Criticisms  
 

Four general issues seem especially important: (i) methodological individualism; (ii) 

multifactorial causal logic; (iii) ahistorical character of concepts; (iv) ideological character of 

assumptions. 
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(i) Individualism.  Lipset does not totally ignore social structural issues.  Social structure does 

play an important role in his work.  But the social structure has its causal efficacy only in terms 

of its embodiment in individuals as individuals, especially in individual psychological processes.  

There is no place for genuinely collective actors/forces, nor for structural contradictions and 

processes which shape social options irrespective of individual psychologies.  Above all, there is 

no theory of the processes of transformation of structures themselves, and the problems this 

poses to actors within those structures. 

 

(ii) Causal logic:  Multifactorial causation with each factor adding a small incremental push to 

the outcome.  There is no concept of structural causation, no understand of the different ways in 

which causes shape an outcome, and, of course, no concept of contradictory/dialectical 

determination. 

 

(iii) Concepts:  Lipset treats concepts like ‘democracy,’ ‘class,’ etc., as if they had identical 

content in all societies.  This leads him to make absolutely absurd statements about the history of 

politics, as on p. 311 when he claims that the social bases of Jeffersonian politics are the same as 

the modern Democratic-vs.-Republican parties.  To make such a statement requires a complete 

distortion of the radical transformations in the class structure that have taken place in the past 

180 years.  It is only through the use of utterly superficial empiricism concepts--like “upper” and 

“lower” strata--concepts which are no more than simplifications of a complex reality, concepts 

formed through a process of sifting rather than critique, that it is possible to make such a claim.  

In Jefferson’s time there wasn’t a working class to speak of, so it is meaningless to say that the 

party had the same social base as the modern Democrats.  This is true only in the sense that the 

peasant rebellions of Germany in the middle ages and the slave revolts in ancient Greece all 

constitute the “same” social base:  the bottom of social hierarchies.  Whenever words like 

“poor,” “lower strata,” “consensus,” and the like are used in discussions of politics, you can be 

fairly certain that the methodology is uncritical/empiricist. 

 

(iv) Ideological assumptions:  Three of these seem especially important to me: 

 

(1) The only possible alternative to bourgeois democracy is dictatorship/tyranny.  There are 

no other options.  The definition of democracy on p. 27, which limits the concept to 

representation and leadership selection reflects this strongly liberal-ideological definition.  

The possibilities of delegate/council/soviet democracy (proletarian democracy) is never 

entertained, and therefore critics of bourgeois democracy become necessarily to Lipset 

opponents of democracy itself. 

 

(2) Elections are the locus of serious power relations in a bourgeois democracy.  Classes 

only have differential power in the sense that they may be able to bring greater resources 

into the electoral arena, but there is no such thing as “structural power” or systemic power, 

no relations or domination outside of elections that could act as the fundamental constraints 

on elections themselves.  The Leninist critique of bourgeois democracy, that real power lies 

in the bureaucratic relations of domination, is never dealt with.  In other works when such 
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issues are discussed, the question is always posed simply in terms of the extent to which it is 

possible to demonstrate influence of various pluralist groups on the various 

bureaucratic/administrative centers of power.  The power relations that are embedded in the 

very structure of the state are not discussed:  they remain opaque to the concepts used in the 

analysis (those concepts cannot penetrate to reveal the conditions which make electoral 

exchanges possible as a basis for political power). 

 

(3) Class interests may be conflictual but irreconcilable/contradictory.  The 

Marxist/communist account of class relations is therefore ideological and simplistic.  The 

world is genuinely pluralistic, and if you disagree with this you are “authoritarian.”  How do 

we know the world is pluralistic?  Look around and you see many varieties of conflict and 

you see endless examples of compromise and negotiation between classes.  In other words, 

the “facts” of immediately encountered experience demonstrate the pluralistic quality of 

social life. 


