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Political Theory: Meaning and Its Approaches 

"Theories are not just tools to understand the world — they are also blueprints to transform it." 

1. What Makes an Idea ‘Political’? 

 

The idea of the ‘political’ is deeply rooted in human civilization. The term originates from the Greek word ‘polis’, 

meaning city-state. In classical Athens, the polis was the center of not only economic and military life but also of 

moral, ethical, and philosophical engagement. Politics was seen as the highest form of civic duty and virtue. 

• In ancient Greece, political activity included public deliberation, direct democracy, and pursuit of 

common good. 

• In the modern era, however, politics has become institutionalized, associated with elections, legislation, 

and policy-making. The realm of the personal is often excluded, though modern feminist and post-

structuralist scholars challenge this dichotomy 

Hence, what counts as political is historically contingent and philosophically contested. Politics today involves 

power, authority, legitimacy, collective decisions, and conflicts over distribution of resources and values. 

2. Political Theory: The Compass of Political Life 

Political theory is not just a subject; it is the soul of political inquiry. It asks the foundational questions: 

• What is the role of the state in human life? 

• Is inequality ever justifiable? 

• What constitutes freedom? 

• What should be the relationship between individual and community? 

Political theory is a systematic and critical reflection on political ideas, 

institutions, and ideologies. It engages in both analytical inquiry and 

normative reflection. 

According to George Catlin, political theory comprises both political science, 

which focuses on observable political processes (means), and political 

philosophy, which contemplates the moral goals of political action (ends). 

 

John Plamenatz defined political theory as “the analysis of political vocabulary 

and the critical examination, verification and justification of political arguments.” 

In other words, it helps refine our political language and sharpen our reasoning 

about political problems.  

Political theory is not concerned merely with power politics—it is about making 

political life meaningful, just, and inclusive. 
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3. Why Political Theory is Unique: Dual Character of Science and Philosophy 

Political theory stands at the crossroads of fact and value, of reality and ideal. 

• It is scientific when it seeks to describe political behavior, institutions, and outcomes through reason, 

data, and empirical observation. 

• It is philosophical when it raises ethical concerns and explores how political life ought to be organized. 

Andrew Hacker beautifully captures this duality by saying that a political  

theorist must be both a scientist and a philosopher. One foot is planted in what 

exists, and the other in what should be. 

This is why political theory includes: 

1. Empirical Understanding – How governments function, how power is 

exercised. 

2. Logical Structuring – How concepts like rights, justice, and equality are 

interrelated. 

3. Normative Judgement – What values society should prioritize and how 

they can be realized. 

Hence, political theory provides a moral compass to political action, beyond 

just legal or administrative justification. 

 

4. The Expanding Horizon: Scope of Political Theory 

Political theory is one of the most interdisciplinary and evolving branches of social knowledge. Its scope has 

expanded significantly from the classical Greek focus on the ideal state to contemporary concerns of identity, 

representation, and global justice.  

 

The key focus areas include: 

• Core Concepts: State, sovereignty, liberty, 

justice, equality, rights, power, legitimacy, 

citizenship. 

• Political Ideologies: Liberalism, socialism, 

Marxism, feminism, environmentalism, 

anarchism, multiculturalism. 

• Institutions and Governance: 

Constitution, rule of law, civil society, 

bureaucracy, federalism, democratic 

processes. 

• Contemporary Themes: Human rights, 

digital democracy, post-colonial critique, nationalism, cosmopolitanism, identity politics. 

 

Political theory is not merely about describing these ideas. It questions their origins, critiques their use, and 

proposes alternative visions for organizing society. 

5. Approaches to Studying Political Theory 

There is no single way to theorize politics. Over time, multiple approaches have emerged—each shaped by 

historical contexts, philosophical traditions, and ideological commitments.  

a) Normative Approach 

• This is the traditional and philosophical method. 

• It focuses on asking “what ought to be” rather than “what is”. 

• Thinkers like Plato, Rousseau, and Rawls fall in this tradition. 

• Questions asked include: Is justice more important than equality? Should liberty be prioritized over 

security? 

This approach is essential because it upholds the moral imagination and provides guiding principles for social 

transformation. 

b) Empirical or Descriptive Approach 
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• Emerged in the 20th century with thinkers like David Easton and Gabriel Almond. 

• Focuses on facts, data, political behavior, institutions, and observable patterns. 

• Seeks objectivity and neutrality; uses tools like surveys, statistics, and system models. 

While it enhances our understanding of how politics works, it may miss the value-laden dimensions of political 

life. 

c) Historical Approach 

• Studies the evolution of political ideas in their historical context. 

• It links political thought with historical events and social structures. 

• For example, the idea of liberty in the 

Enlightenment differs from that during the 

Reformation. 

d) Marxist Approach 

• Views politics as a reflection of economic 

relations and class struggles. 

• Emphasizes material conditions and critiques 

liberal notions of freedom and rights as 

bourgeois constructs. 

• Associated with thinkers like Karl Marx, 

Antonio Gramsci, and Lenin. 

e) Feminist Approach 

• Challenges the androcentric bias in 

traditional political theory. 

• Advocates for inclusion of gender as a 

central category in political analysis. 

• Asks critical questions about power, patriarchy, representation, and care ethics. 

f) Post-Colonial and Indigenous Approaches 

• Critique Western political thought for its colonial assumptions and Eurocentric bias. 

• Figures like Frantz Fanon, Ashis Nandy, and Partha Chatterjee highlight the need for local 

epistemologies and decolonized theory. 

These diverse approaches enrich political theory and make it pluralistic and responsive to real-world 

complexities. 

 

6. Political Science vs Political Philosophy: A Nuanced Contrast 

Although interconnected, political science and political philosophy have different orientations: 

• Political science is primarily concerned with what exists — 

institutions, behavior, systems, and structures. It believes in objectivity 

and often mimics the natural sciences in methodology. 

• Political philosophy asks what should exist — it is ethical, visionary, 

and prescriptive. It reflects on justice, moral authority, and the meaning 

of good life. 

For instance, while studying democracy: 

• A political scientist investigates electoral systems, turnout rates, and 

party competition. 

• A political philosopher probes whether democracy promotes real 

freedom, equality, and participation. 

This distinction is vital because a society guided only by facts without moral 

inquiry may lose its ethical foundation. 

7. Why Political Theory Matters Today 

In an era marked by rising authoritarianism, identity conflict, technological 

disruption, and ecological crisis, political theory becomes indispensable.  
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It matters because: 

• It enables critical thinking on justice, rights, and power. 

• It cultivates intellectual humility and ethical reflection. 

• It helps citizens distinguish legitimate authority from brute power. 

• It reveals hidden biases in dominant discourses and opens space for marginalized voices. 

As Sheldon Wolin argued, political theory is an act of resistance—a space where the ideals of democracy are 

revived and re-imagined. 

 

8. Final Reflection: Political Theory as Moral Vision 

Political theory is not just a collection of doctrines. It is a living tradition of questioning, debating, and 

imagining a better world. It bridges the realm of ideas with the demands of real-life governance and justice. 

As Leo Strauss remarked, “Political theory is the attempt to replace opinion with knowledge about the good life 

and the just society.” 

In a time when politics is increasingly reduced to populism, manipulation, and raw power, political theory 

remains the ethical heart of political thought—a light that guides, questions, and aspires. 

 

Political Theory Versus Political Science: A Deeper Contrast 

"While science seeks to explain the political world as it is, theory dares to imagine what it ought to be." 

 

1. Exploring the Divide: Theory and Science in Political Thought 

The relationship between political theory and political science has been a subject of continuous academic debate. 

Although often used interchangeably, these terms denote different orientations and purposes in the study of 

political life. 

Political science is essentially empirical and analytical. It aims to observe, describe, and explain political 

behavior and institutions based on data and observable realities. It draws heavily from the natural sciences in 

its method and aspires for objectivity, often through measurable generalizations about power, institutions, and 

political actors. 

In contrast, political theory, while overlapping with science in parts, takes a normative and prescriptive stance. 

It is equally concerned with values, goals, and the ethical dimension of politics. 

Andrew Hacker aptly describes political theory as a never-ending conversation among theorists, a reflective 

engagement across time, ideologies, and civilizational questions. 

2. The Example of Democracy: Science vs Philosophy in Practice 

To understand the distinction more clearly, let us take the example of democracy: 
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• A political scientist would study how democracy functions — the behavior of voters, the design of 

electoral systems, institutional accountability, etc. 

• A political philosopher, however, would focus on what democracy means, whether it ensures justice, 

how it balances freedom and equality, and whether its ideals align with human dignity. 

This shows that while science analyses political systems, theory evaluates their moral purpose and future 

direction. 

4. The Domain of Political Science 

Political science is a comprehensive academic discipline that includes: 

• Political thought: Historical ideas and philosophies 

• Political theory: Analytical and normative reflection 

• Political philosophy: Moral and 

ethical foundation of governance 

• Political ideology: Systems of 

beliefs (liberalism, socialism, etc.) 

• Law and institutions: Study of 

rule-making bodies and 

frameworks 

It covers both the structural-functional 

aspects of politics and the observable 

behavior of individuals and institutions, 

relying on empirical evidence and 

scientific methodology. 

 

4. The Role of Political Theory in 

Political Life 

Political theory takes the inquiry deeper — 

it examines what goals should be 

pursued, how power should be used, 

and what values should shape political 

decisions. 

• It asks prescriptive questions 

about justice, equality, rights, and 

obligations. 

• It seeks to generalize about right conduct, not just effective governance. 

• It proposes ethical goals for the state, society, and citizenry. 

According to David Held, in the absence of political theory and its rigorous pursuit, politics risks being left to the 

uninformed and uncritical, which can endanger democratic reasoning. 

 

Significance of Political Theory: Guiding Political Understanding 

Political theory is much more than abstract speculation — it is a tool for systematic reflection, evaluation, and 

reconstruction of political life. It enables deeper understanding of both contemporary challenges and timeless 

philosophical questions. 

The key functions include: 

1. Descriptive Analysis – Interpreting and organizing political incidents in meaningful ways. 

2. Philosophical Inquiry – Understanding political problems through moral and logical lenses. 

3. Goal Setting – Identifying legitimate political objectives worth striving for. 

4. Ethical Justification – Providing moral grounds for systems of governance and law. 

By doing this, political theory helps us not only comprehend political problems, but also think of alternative 

frameworks and institutions for collective betterment. 

It synthesizes science and philosophy — enabling political discourse that is both critical and constructive. 
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Tradition of Theory: A Dialogue, Not a Monologue 

The tradition of political theory has been marked by civilized disagreement and rational engagement between 

opposing views. Its two branches — political science and political philosophy — together perform three vital 

functions: 

• Description – Making sense of existing structures and behavior 

• Criticism – Questioning and evaluating prevailing ideas and ideologies 

• Reconstruction – Offering new visions and alternatives to guide society 

The relevance of political theory is growing in the contemporary global context, which is characterized by: 

• Inequality and injustice 

• Poverty and population crisis 

• Corruption and governance failures 

• Ethnic conflict and ecological challenges 

In such a scenario, theory equips political leaders and thinkers with tools for ethical decision-making and long-

term policy vision. 

 

Evolution of Political Theory: From Idealism to Scientific Rationality 

Political theory is not static — it is shaped by the temporal and spatial realities of its age. As Andrew Hacker 

observes, it is a perpetual conversation, evolving in method, language, and scope across historical epochs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Ancient Greek Foundations: Ethics and Politics as One 

• Socrates: Denied any separation between ethics and politics. His aim was to lead a life governed by 

knowledge and virtue. 

• Plato: Built a model of an ideal state governed by philosopher-kings. He integrated metaphysics, ethics, 

and political vision. 

• Aristotle: Considered the state as a natural institution, necessary for achieving a virtuous life. Though 

more empirical than Plato, he still upheld order, justice, and teleology. He is regarded as the Father of 

Political Science for introducing a more systematic and comparative approach. 

However, their focus on the collective good often came at the cost of individual dignity, as seen in Aristotle’s 

justification of slavery. 

 

B. Medieval Period: The Eclipse of Reason by Religion 
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The medieval era saw the decline of political thought due to the dominance of religious authority. The 

Church overshadowed the State, and political authority was justified through divine right. 

• Political science during this time became subordinate to theology, and reason was stifled by dogma. 

• The Divine Rights Theory legitimized absolute monarchs, suppressing dissent and ethical questioning. 

This period is often referred to as the “Dark Age” for political theory in the Western tradition. 

 

C. Renaissance and Enlightenment: Humanism and Rationality  

The Renaissance, Reformation, and Scientific Revolution triggered a radical 

transformation. 

• Niccolò Machiavelli, in The Prince, separated politics from ethics, laying 

the foundation for modern realism. 

• Thomas Hobbes and Descartes applied scientific methods to political 

questions, emphasizing rationalism and social contract theory. 

• Utilitarian thinkers like Bentham and Mill placed human pleasure and 

pain at the center of political reasoning. 

This era reasserted the centrality of human agency, and political thought turned 

toward individual rights and secular governance. 

 

D. Liberal Democracy and Revolutions 

• Thinkers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau introduced ideas of natural rights, popular 

sovereignty, and consent. 

• Their work inspired the American and French Revolutions, ushering in an age of liberal democratic 

thought where liberty, equality, and justice became central values. 

 

E. Reaction to Capitalism: Socialism and Marxism  

The rise of capitalism and industrialization created massive economic disparities: 

• Utopian Socialists like Charles Fourier, Saint-Simon, and Robert Owen 

envisioned equitable societies free from exploitation. 

• Karl Marx offered a radical critique of capitalism, describing it as a 

system of class domination. 

• His concept of dialectical materialism replaced Hegel’s idealism with a 

materialist interpretation of history, asserting that ideology is false 

consciousness and revolution is the only path to justice. 

 

F. Contemporary Shift: From Perfection to Pragmatism 

• Classical theorists emphasized harmony, moral order, and the search for 

ideal forms of political life. 

• Modern theorists moved toward scientific objectivity, facts, and the 

reality of political power. 

Today, theory has embraced interdisciplinarity — combining political economy, sociology, ethics, and law to 

build a more comprehensive science of politics. 

Even opposing traditions like liberalism and Marxism now claim to be scientific frameworks for understanding 

political life. 

 

Conclusion: The Living Tradition of Political Theory 

From Socrates to Marx, from divine kings to liberal citizens, political theory has evolved with civilization itself. 

It has shifted from idealism to realism, from norms to facts, from faith to critique. Yet, its core mission 

remains: 

To understand, to question, and to imagine a political world that balances power with justice and freedom 

with responsibility. 
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Approaches to the Study of Political Theory 

"An approach is not merely a direction—it is a commitment to a way of seeing, valuing, and interpreting the political 

world." 

 

1. Introduction: The Meaning and Role of an 'Approach' 

In political theory, an approach serves as a conceptual framework that informs how we understand and analyze 

political phenomena. It is a philosophical and methodological orientation, which guides the selection of 

themes, structuring of questions, identification of relevant data, and ultimately, how 

conclusions are drawn. 

• According to Vernon Van Dyke, an approach helps in determining “which 

problems are worth  studying, what constitutes valid evidence, and what 

techniques should be used to interpret that evidence.” 

• An approach is broader than a method. While method is a tool or procedure 

(like a case study or survey), an approach shapes the intellectual attitude 

behind such tools. 

• Thus, while all approaches utilize methods, not every method reflects a 

distinct approach. 

In the study of politics, the choice of approach influences both substance and style 

of inquiry—whether one aims for ethical evaluation, institutional analysis, or data-

based explanation. 

 

2. Traditional and Contemporary Approaches: A Civilizational Transition 

The division of approaches into traditional and contemporary is based on the historical context and 

dominant intellectual ethos of each era. It reflects a shift from values to facts, and later to synthesis. 

a) Traditional Approaches 

• Rooted in philosophy, legalism, and historical narrative, these approaches are normative and often 

prescriptive. 

• They focus on ethical ideals, institutional design, and constitutional frameworks. 

• Thinkers like Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau operated within this tradition. 

b) Contemporary Approaches 

• Emerged prominently after World War II, particularly in the United States, when political science 

sought to distinguish itself from philosophy and history. 

• These approaches focused on 

empirical rigor, behavioral 

patterns, and 

interdisciplinary 

integration. 

• Inspired by natural sciences, 

they aimed to make politics a 

value-neutral and objective 

discipline. 

However, the distinction is not 

absolute: 

• Aristotle’s comparative 

analysis of constitutions 

shows empirical traits. 

• John Rawls, despite being a 

contemporary thinker, 

employs a normative 

approach. 
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This demonstrates that chronology does not determine methodological identity. Instead, it is the purpose 

and orientation that defines the approach. 

 

3. Normative vs Empirical Approach: Contrasting Foundations 

a) Normative Approach – The Moral Core of Politics 

The normative approach is concerned with evaluating political institutions and actions through ethical 

standards and ideals. It asks “what should be?” and aspires to define the just, the good, and the ideal in political 

life. 

Key features: 

• Engages in value judgments. 

• Uses deductive logic from first principles (e.g., the idea of justice or liberty).  

• Frames ideal political arrangements for guiding real-world reform. 

Prominent normative theorists include: 

• Plato – envisioned a just society ruled by philosopher-kings. 

• Aristotle – sought a balanced polity based on virtue. 

• Rawls – imagined a just society via the “original position” and “veil of ignorance.” 

Strengths: 

• Provides moral clarity in an otherwise power-driven discipline. 

• Offers a visionary dimension essential for reform and ethical leadership. 

• Encourages critical thinking about injustice, oppression, and ethical responsibility. 

Criticisms: 

• Subjective and pluralistic – different societies hold different views on justice. 

• Often utopian and impractical (e.g., Plato’s ideal state, which rejects democracy). 

• Lacks scientific testability – no objective proof of “right” or “wrong.” 

Despite critiques, normative theory is indispensable. It reminds political thinkers and institutions that not 

everything lawful is just, and not everything real is desirable. 

 

b) Empirical Approach – Observing the Political World as It Is 

The empirical approach seeks to describe and explain actual political phenomena through observation and 

evidence. It is rooted in the philosophy of positivism, which assumes that reality can be known through sensory 

experience and logical analysis. 

Key features: 

• Emphasizes facts over values. 

• Uses inductive logic—starting with observations to build general theories. 

• Relies on measurement, data collection, and testing. 

Core themes studied empirically: 

• Voting behavior and elections 

• Political participation 

• Policy outcomes 

• Leadership styles 

• Decision-making under institutions 

Strengths: 

• Increases objectivity and reliability in political inquiry. 

• Bridges political science with other empirical social sciences like sociology and economics. 

• Makes theory testable, falsifiable, and policy-relevant. 

Criticisms: 

• May become data-obsessed, ignoring deep philosophical concerns. 

• Describes “what is” without challenging “what should be.” 

• Can ignore invisible structures of power, such as ideology or culture. 
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As Robert Dahl argued, inaction is also a political act. A purely empirical discipline risks legitimizing injustice 

by silence. 

 

4. Why Normative Thinking Endures: Beyond Science 

In times of global inequality, authoritarianism, identity conflict, and ecological crisis, normative political 

theory becomes a moral compass. It enables political systems to self-correct, self-question, and self-transform. 

Philosophical revivalists like:  

• C.B. Macpherson (participatory democracy), 

• Ronald Dworkin (rights as trumps), 

• Amartya Sen (capability and justice), 

have shown that values can be defended with rational clarity and ethical 

responsibility. 

Even post-behavioral thinkers (e.g., David Easton) accepted that value-free 

science is both impossible and undesirable in politics. 

Thus, normative theory grounds politics in purpose, and rescues it from 

becoming a managerial activity stripped of meaning. 

 

5. Traditional Approaches: Conceptual Foundations of the Discipline 

A. Philosophical Approach 

• Seeks to understand politics in terms of moral order, metaphysics, and 

ethics. 

• Uses deductive reasoning — deriving conclusions from a set of philosophical assumptions. 

• Foundational texts include Plato’s Republic, Hobbes’s Leviathan, Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. 

Criticism: 

• Risk of abstraction, bias, and elitism. 

• May overlook lived experiences, social structures, and empirical constraints. 

Yet, this approach remains the bedrock of political thought, as it confronts the essential question: What is the 

good political life? 

 

B. Historical Approach 

• Interprets political ideas as products of historical context.  

• Emphasizes change, continuity, and causality in the evolution of 

political thought. 

Prominent names: Machiavelli, Montesquieu, John Seeley, Laski 

Seeley famously remarked: “History without political science has no fruit; 

political science without history has no root.” 

Criticism: 

• Risk of over-contextualizing political thought, treating it as merely 

narrative. 

• Karl Popper condemned historicism as manipulating history to 

prove a theory (e.g., Marxism). 

Despite criticism, this approach remains crucial for understanding the 

genealogy of ideas. 

 

C. Legal Approach 

• Emphasizes laws, constitutions, and judicial authority as the core of political order. 

• Thinkers: Cicero, Jean Bodin, Jeremy Bentham, A.V. Dicey 

Merits: 

• Clarifies structural and procedural legitimacy. 

• Essential for understanding rule of law, constitutionalism, and legality. 

Criticism: 
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• Narrow legalism fails to account for informal institutions, culture, or 

actual power dynamics. 

• May ignore justice in favor of legality (legal ≠ ethical). 

 

D. Institutional Approach 

• Focuses on formal structures of governance, such as parliament, 

executive, judiciary, bureaucracy, political parties.  

• Seeks to analyze organization, functioning, and reform of institutions. 

Prominent scholars: Polybius, James Bryce, Duverger, Laski, G. Almond 

Criticism: 

• Neglects informal power, ideology, individual agency, and political 

culture. 

• Limited use in non-Western and transitional political systems, where 

institutions may exist in name but not in practice. 

 

Contemporary Approaches in Political Theory 

"As political reality became more complex, so did the ways of understanding it." 

 

6. Rise of Contemporary Approaches: Science Comes to Politics 

In the early 20th century, especially after the two World Wars, there was a growing sense that traditional 

political theory had failed to address the real challenges of society—such as war, mass movements, industrial 

capitalism, and political authoritarianism. 

This triggered a new wave of approaches that: 

• Rejected abstract speculation and metaphysical assumptions 

• Embraced empirical observation, quantification, and interdisciplinary research 

• Aimed to make political science more scientific, objective, and socially relevant 

This shift laid the groundwork for Behavioralism, and later, its corrective evolution in Post-Behavioralism. 

 

7. The Behavioral Approach: Politics as a Science of Human Behavior 

The Behavioral approach, also known as Behavioralism, emerged as a movement in the United States in the 

1930s and gained institutional strength after World War II. 

a) Foundational Thinkers and Roots 

• Graham Wallas (Human Nature in Politics) emphasized the psychological complexity of political 

behavior. 

• Arthur Bentley (The Process of Government) argued that politics is not made by laws or institutions but 

by the interaction of groups. 

• Charles E. Merriam of the Chicago School criticized traditional political theory for being historical and 

formalistic, lacking real-world relevance. 

• G.E.G. Catlin insisted that political analysis should be value-free, and focused on power as the core of 

politics. 

They argued that if politics is about human action, it must be studied like other human behaviors—through facts, 

observation, and empirical generalizations. 

b) Core Tenets of Behavioralism (David Easton, 1967) 

David Easton, a central figure of modern political science, outlined eight principles that define Behavioralism: 

1. Regularities – Human behavior follows observable patterns that can be theorized. 

2. Verification – All claims must be empirically tested and supported by evidence. 

3. Technique – Use of advanced tools for data collection and interpretation. 

4. Quantification – Emphasis on numerical data and measurable outcomes. 

5. Value-neutrality – Separation of facts from normative judgments. 

6. Systemization – Theories must be logically structured and internally consistent. 

7. Pure Science – Knowledge must be pursued for its own sake, not just application. 
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8. Interdisciplinarity – Integration of psychology, economics, and sociology into political analysis. 

These principles aimed to establish political science as a ‘hard’ science, akin to physics or biology. 

c) Major Contributions and Areas of Study  

Behavioralism broadened the field by introducing: 

• Studies of political socialization (how individuals develop political 

attitudes) 

• Political culture and ideologies 

• Voting behavior and electoral participation 

• Role of elites, leadership, and mass movements 

• Use of surveys, interviews, statistical models, and quantitative data 

analysis 

It led to influential works like: 

• Robert Dahl – Pluralism and power structures 

• Phillip Converse – Political attitudes in democracies 

• Almond and Verba – The Civic Culture 

d) Criticisms of Behavioralism: The Limits of Science in Politics 

Despite its innovation, Behavioralism was soon criticized for failing its own promises: 

• Mindless empiricism: Focused more on collecting data than building meaningful theory. 

• Over-quantification: Treated politics like physics, reducing complex realities to numbers. 

• Under-theorizing: Lacked depth in addressing power, morality, or 

justice. 

• Disregard for values: Ignored the normative foundations of political 

life. 

Leo Strauss called Behavioralism the “death of political philosophy”, 

accusing it of ignoring the moral purpose of political theory. 

Sheldon Wolin lamented that political scientists had become technicians 

rather than thinkers, failing to challenge political power or inspire change.  

Dante Germino famously described it as “over-quantification and under-

theorizing.” 

Behavioralism thus came to be seen as incomplete and ethically 

disengaged. 

 

8. Post-Behavioralism: The Return of Relevance and Values 

In response to the limitations of Behavioralism, a new intellectual movement 

emerged in the late 1960s—Post-Behavioralism. 

It was not a rejection of scientific rigor, but a reformulation that reintegrated values, relevance, and action 

into political inquiry. 

 

a) David Easton and the Credo of Post-Behavioralism  

In his 1969 Presidential Address to the American Political Science Association, David Easton declared the 

“post-behavioral revolution”. He emphasized: 

• The need for “Relevance and Action” 

• The idea that political science must engage with real-world issues 

• Theory should not retreat into data alone, but address pressing problems like: 

o Poverty and hunger 

o Authoritarianism and injustice 
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o Environmental degradation 

o Human rights and peace 

Post-Behavioralism synthesized normative 

concerns with scientific tools, creating a more 

balanced, responsible political inquiry. 

 

b) Key Features of Post-Behavioralism 

• Bridges the fact–value divide: Accepts 

that science and ethics must go hand in 

hand. 

• Maintains empirical rigor, but refuses 

to ignore moral responsibility. 

• Encourages activism, not just 

observation. 

• Recognizes that knowledge without 

action can be complicit in injustice. 

As a result, political theory began to re-engage 

with: 

• Justice and democracy 

• Power and resistance 

• Decolonization, gender, ecology, and 

inequality 

This laid the foundation for the later emergence 

of Critical Theory, Feminist Political Theory, 

and Post-Colonial Approaches. 

 

9. Behavioralism vs Post-Behavioralism: A Philosophical Reorientation 

Behavioralism Post-Behavioralism 

Focus on what is Focus on what is and what ought to be 

Value-neutral Value-conscious 

Data-driven Problem-driven 

Scientific knowledge for its own sake Scientific knowledge for public purpose 

Political scientist as technician Political scientist as engaged thinker and reformer 

Post-behavioralism doesn't deny the gains of behavioralism; it builds upon them to recover the ethical soul of 

political inquiry. 

 

10. Significance of Contemporary Approaches Today 

• Behavioral tools are still used in election studies, policy research, leadership evaluation, and 

institutional reform. 

• Post-behavioralist insights are essential for: 

o Human rights advocacy 

o Participatory governance 

o Climate justice debates 

o Global inequality and development 

• The combination of both has enabled the rise of new fields such as: 
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o Political psychology 

o Public choice theory 

o Comparative political development 

o Policy evaluation and impact analysis 

 

11. Final Reflection: A Continuum of Thought, Not a Rupture 

From normative idealism to empirical realism, and then to ethical synthesis, the journey of political theory is 

not one of abandonment—but of dialogue and growth. 

• Traditional and contemporary approaches are not adversaries but complements. 

• Just as fact without value becomes sterile, value without fact becomes dangerous. 

Hence, from philosophy to behavior, and from behavior to engagement, political theory continues to evolve—

reflecting the changing needs of society and the expanding capacities of human understanding. 

 

The Decline and Resurgence of Political Theory 

"Political theory may fade from the mainstream, but it re-emerges every time society questions its moral compass." 

 

1. Introduction: A Discipline in Crisis, Not in 

Death 

In the aftermath of World War II, political science 

witnessed a crisis of identity and purpose, and 

political theory—its normative core—began to 

lose its central place. The rise of empiricism, 

behavioral methods, and the demand for scientific 

precision led to the belief that political theory had 

become outdated, non-rigorous, and irrelevant to 

real-world politics. 

Theorists like David Easton, Alfred Cobban, and 

Dante Germino acknowledged this decline but saw 

it as a failure of direction, not a death of inquiry. 

What followed was a transformation, a philosophical 

and methodological introspection that ultimately led 

to a resurgence of political theory. 

 

2. Decline of Political Theory: Causes and 

Intellectual Concerns 

a) Historicism: Theory Reduced to History 

According to David Easton, political theory became 

overly historical and descriptive, especially in the hands of thinkers like George H. Sabine, C.L. Wayper, and 

the Carlyles. Their works focused on cataloguing the historical evolution of political ideas rather than 

constructing new theoretical frameworks. 

• Political theory, instead of offering analytical tools for present challenges, became museum-like, 

preoccupied with interpreting old texts. 

• This created a gap between theory and contemporary needs, rendering it a retrospective discipline 

rather than a guiding force. 

“They retold political values, rather than reimagining them,” Easton noted, emphasizing the need to return theory 

to critical relevance. 

 

b) Moral Relativism: Abandoning Ethical Responsibility 

Easton criticized the moral relativism of thinkers such as David Hume and Max Weber, who treated values as 

subjective, suggesting that science should remain value-free. This approach, though philosophically rigorous, led 

to dangerous apathy in the face of moral crises. 
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• The rise of Nazism and fascism posed a fundamental challenge to liberal values, yet political theorists 

failed to critically examine or reconstruct normative frameworks in response. 

• Political theory, without moral anchors, became detached from the ethical purpose of politics. 

Easton argued that theory should once again become the bridge between normative ideals and practical 

realities, a “critical theory” in the truest sense. 

 

c) Confusion Between Science and Theory 

Many political scientists during the behavioralist wave equated theory with science, leading to confusion about 

their distinct purposes. 

• Science seeks explanation through observation, while theory, particularly normative theory, seeks 

meaning, guidance, and justification. 

• This conflation marginalized philosophical reflection, leading to an intellectual vacuum. 

Easton urged that theory must not merely describe, but also prescribe—engage with value-laden questions that 

science cannot fully answer. 

 

d) Hyper-factualism: The Behavioralist Trap 

With the rise of behavioralism, political science began to prioritize quantifiable data, patterns, and behavior. 

But this led to an overload of facts without substantive theorization. 

• Scholars focused on voting data, public opinion surveys, institutional outputs, etc., while ignoring 

deeper issues of power, legitimacy, and justice. 

• Easton himself later admitted that behavioralism had gone too far, failing to generate systematic, 

value-sensitive theories. 

“We had facts but no philosophy, methods but no meaning.” 

 

e) Other Thinkers on the Decline  

Alfred Cobban 

• Argued that in both capitalist and communist systems, theory lost its critical 

function: 

o Capitalism became corporatist and militarized. 

o Communism degenerated into bureaucratic oligarchy. 

• In both cases, political theory became servile to power. 

Dante Germino – Beyond Ideology (1967) 

• Identified two causes: 

1. Obsession with positivist science (craving objectivity). 

2. Closure of ideological debate after Marxism’s dominance. 

• Germino called for reviving theory as a moral and philosophical inquiry into 

“the right order of human existence.”  

Leo Strauss 

• Warned that treating politics as science leads to normative blindness. 

• Believed that classical political philosophy held essential tools to resist 

authoritarianism and restore human dignity. 

Seymour Martin Lipset 

• In Political Man, claimed that American democracy was already a "good 

society", implying there was no need for further normative theorizing—a 

dangerously complacent view. 

 

3. Resurgence of Political Theory: Intellectual Awakening 

Despite these criticisms, political theory began to reclaim its lost space through new ideas, deeper ethical 

concerns, and the reassertion of philosophy within political inquiry. 

 

a) Isaiah Berlin – The Voice of Political Pluralism 
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Berlin strongly rejected the idea that political theory was obsolete. According to him: 

• “Political theory cannot die because politics is an inescapable part of human existence.” 

• As long as humans exercise rational curiosity and moral agency, normative political thought will thrive. 

• Berlin revived interest in liberalism, negative liberty, and value pluralism—arguing that no one value 

system could capture all of human aspirations. 

 

b) George Sabine’s Rebuttal 

Sabine, though associated with historicist tradition, defended political theory: 

• “As long as political theory is the disciplined investigation of political problems, it cannot be said to be dead.” 

• He called for methodological renewal, not abandonment. 

c) Landmark Contributions in the Revival 

 

 

John 

Rawls – A Theory of Justice (1971) 

• Reinstated normative theory with analytical rigor. 

• Introduced concepts of original position, veil of ignorance, and justice as fairness. 

• Challenged the myth that normative theory cannot be rigorous or scientific. Argued that moral theory 

uses data too—only they are moral judgments. 

Robert Nozick – Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974) 

• Defended libertarianism and minimal state. 

• Though opposed to Rawls, he reaffirmed the need for philosophical engagement in political discourse. 

C.B. Macpherson 

• Developed the concept of “possessive individualism” and later a substantive, participatory theory of 

democracy. 

• Rejected procedural liberalism and demanded that democracy must enhance human capacity and 

creativity. 

Herbert Marcuse 

• Critiqued technical rationality as a form of domination. 

• Argued that scientific language hides exploitation, as when voter turnout is treated as proof of 

democracy while ignoring deeper alienation or manipulation.Hannah Arendt – The Human Condition  

• Criticized behavioralism as mechanistic and anti-humanistic. 
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• Stressed the importance of action, plurality, and responsibility in public life. 

• Her work on totalitarianism, power, and freedom restored political theory’s ethical and existential 

foundations. 

 

4. New Themes in Revived Political Theory 

This intellectual resurgence also brought forward entirely new paradigms that addressed diversity, power, 

identity, and justice beyond earlier liberal and Marxist frameworks: 

 

a) Communitarianism 

• Thinkers: Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre 

• Critique: Liberalism’s concept of the self 

is too atomistic and disembedded. 

• Argument: Individuals are shaped by 

communities, and political theory must 

reflect collective goods, traditions, and 

belonging. 

b) Post-Modernism 

• Thinkers: Jacques Derrida, Michel 

Foucault, Jean-François Lyotard 

• Rejected universal truths and meta-

narratives (like liberalism, Marxism). 

• Emphasized: 

o Deconstruction of dominant 

discourses 

o Power-knowledge nexus 

o Fluidity of identity 

• Political theory must recognize 

fragmentation and contingency in 

human experience. 

c) Multiculturalism 

• Thinkers: Will Kymlicka, Bhikhu Parekh, Iris Marion Young 

• Criticized liberal neutrality for ignoring cultural identity and group rights. 

• Advocated for group-differentiated citizenship, cultural autonomy, and inclusive democracy. 

d) Feminist Theory 

• Thinkers: Carole Pateman, Susan Moller Okin, Nancy Fraser 

• Exposed how traditional theory excludes women, treats the public-

private divide as neutral, and masks structural patriarchy. 

• Called for rethinking justice, power, and participation through the 

lens of gender equality and relational ethics. 

e) Environmental Political Theory 

• Thinkers: Arne Naess, Vandana Shiva, Robyn Eckersley  

• Critiqued dominant models of progress and development. 

• Advocated for ecocentrism, intergenerational justice, and green 

democracy. 

• Political theory must place ecological limits at the center of moral 

and policy decisions. 

5. Conclusion: The Eternal Return of Political Theory 

Political theory’s temporary decline was a moment of philosophical pause 

and disciplinary reorientation, not its end. The demands of justice, freedom, 
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identity, dignity, and ecological balance ensure that theoretical reflection remains vital. 

As the world evolves, so must theory—reimagining its assumptions, broadening its concerns, and sharpening its 

tools. 

In an era of: 

• Digital surveillance 

• AI-driven governance 

• Global inequality 

• Climate crisis 

• Cultural fragmentation 

… political theory is not just relevant — it is indispensable. 

 

Keywords 

Normative Core – Political theory seeks to evaluate what ought to be in politics, not just what is. Philosophy of 

Politics – Political theory is the moral and conceptual foundation behind political practices. Empirical Turn – 

Shift from values-based to fact-based political analysis in post-behavioural era. Theory-Laden Reality – All 

political facts are interpreted through the lens of underlying theoretical assumptions. Behavioural Revolution – 

A 20th-century movement pushing political theory towards scientific and quantifiable methods. Post-

Behaviouralism – A corrective approach demanding relevance and value orientation in political studies. 

Historicist Trap – Excessive reliance on history in traditional political theory, criticised by David Easton. 

Decline and Revival – Political theory faced crisis post-WWII, but revived through normative and feminist 

engagements. Political Realism – An approach emphasizing power and national interest, often associated with 

Machiavelli and Hobbes. Liberal Universalism – The belief in universal values like rights, liberty, and justice, 

central to liberal theory. Communitarian Challenge – A critique of liberalism's atomistic individualism, 

favouring community-based ethics. Critical Theory – Originating from the Frankfurt School, it questions power 

structures and ideologies. Constructivist Approach – Emphasizes that political reality is socially constructed 

through discourse and norms. Feminist Political Theory – Highlights gender bias in traditional political 

thought and reclaims female political agency. Marxist Lens – Views politics through class struggle and 

materialist interpretation of history. Libertarianism – A theory emphasizing minimal state and maximum 

individual freedom. Deliberative Democracy – A modern theory focusing on dialogue and reasoning in 

democratic participation. Pluralism – Recognizes multiple centres of power and interests in a political system. 

Anarchism – Advocates for a stateless society based on voluntary cooperation.Justice as Fairness – John Rawls’ 

principle asserting that a just society ensures equal liberty and fair opportunity for all. 

 

PYQ 

Q. Elucidate the meanings inherent in the term ‘political’ with appropriate illustrations. 

(UPSC CSE 2024 – PSIR Paper I) 

 How to Write the Answer – Strategy Outline 

• Directive Word: Elucidate – demands a clear explanation of multiple meanings or dimensions with 

appropriate clarification. 

• Focus Areas: Deconstruct the term ‘political’, explain its multiple interpretations across time and 

schools of thought, and support with examples. 

• Structure: 

1. Introduction – define the term ‘political’ 

2. Core Meanings – classical, modern, critical, and feminist perspectives 

3. Illustrations – real-world political processes or events 

4. Conclusion – reflect on the evolving nature of the political 

1. Introduction 

The term ‘political’ is one of the most contested concepts in political theory, evolving across time, ideologies, 

and contexts. While traditionally seen as the art of governance and statecraft, the political today encompasses a 

wider spectrum of power relations, contestation, public decision-making, and identity struggles. Political theorist 

Sheldon Wolin rightly argued that “the political is the site where power meets possibility.” 
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2. Core Meanings Inherent in the Term ‘Political’ 

(a) Classical Interpretation – Polis and Civic Virtue 

• In ancient Greece, the political referred to participation in the polis (city-state), where politics was a 

virtue and public life was privileged over the private. 

• Illustration: In Athens, only citizens (not women, slaves, or foreigners) were considered political 

actors. 

Keyword: Civic Republicanism – prioritising common good through active public engagement. 

(b) Institutional/State-Centric Meaning 

• The political was traditionally associated with the state, law-making, and public authority. 

• Illustration: Electoral democracy, functioning of legislatures, or foreign policy are all political 

processes under the state-centric model. 

Keyword: Political Realism – politics as struggle for power (Machiavelli, Hobbes). 

(c) Conflict and Power Dimension 

• Modern theorists like Harold Lasswell defined politics as “who gets what, when, and how”, emphasising 

distribution of resources and interests. 

• Illustration: Reservation policies in India show how political decisions reflect competing claims over 

power and justice. 

Keyword: Power Relations – politics as a contest of interests in public life. 

(d) Everyday Politics – The Personal is Political 

• Feminist and critical theorists argue that the political also includes private spheres where power is 

exercised—like family, education, or culture. 

• Illustration: Debates on marital rape, menstrual leave, or same-sex marriage reflect how private issues 

become political. 

Keyword: Feminist Political Theory – blurring public-private divide to redefine the political. 

(e) Politics of Identity and Recognition 

• The political today includes struggles for recognition by marginalized communities based on caste, 

race, gender, or sexuality. 

• Illustration: The LGBTQ+ movement in India leading to the reading down of Section 377 is an example 

of identity politics gaining political status. 

Keyword: Politics of Recognition – coined by Charles Taylor and Axel Honneth. 

(f) Global Political Arena 

• In the age of globalization, the political transcends borders—covering issues like climate change, 

migration, terrorism, and global governance. 

• Illustration: India’s stand on climate equity at COP summits or vaccine diplomacy during COVID 

reflects political decisions on global issues. 

Keyword: Global Political Order – shift from localised politics to transnational decision-making. 

3. Conclusion 

The term ‘political’ is not a static or singular idea—it is an evolving, dynamic construct shaped by power, 

context, and contestation. From the narrow realm of the state to the everyday and global, the political today 

signifies any domain where decisions are made, values are negotiated, and power is exercised. As Jacques 

Rancière argues, “the political begins when the natural order of domination is interrupted by the voice of the 

excluded.” 
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2-Theories of state: Liberal, Neo-liberal, Marxist, Pluralist, Post-colonial, and Feminist 

 

Section 1: Understanding the State – Theories and Their Significance 

“The state is not the mastery of men over men, but the organization of justice.” – Kant 

“All political ideas are variations of the idea of the state.” – Carl Schmitt 

 

The concept of the state lies at the very core of political theory. However, it is not a monolithic or universally 

agreed-upon institution. It has been understood, contested, and reconstructed by different ideological 

traditions, each bringing its own normative vision and empirical critique. Hence, to grasp the foundations of 

political theory, one must begin by unpacking the various theories of the state. 

 

Why Do We Study Theories of the State? 

Theories of the state help us answer fundamental 

political questions such as: 

• What is the origin of political authority? 

• Why should people obey the state? 

• Who controls the state and for whose 

benefit? 

• How should the power of the state be 

limited or exercised? 

These theories function as interpretive 

frameworks through which we understand political 

institutions, law, policy, governance, and resistance. For 

example: 

• Thomas Hobbes saw the state as a necessary evil 

to escape the chaos of the "state of nature". 

• John Locke envisioned it as a protector of 

property and natural rights. 

• Karl Marx denounced it as an instrument of class 

domination. 

• Michel Foucault viewed the modern state as a 

network of disciplinary mechanisms. 

• Antonio Gramsci added that state power is as 

much ideological as it is coercive, exercised 

through hegemony. 

 
The State: A Multi-dimensional and Contested Concept 

• The word “state” is derived from status regni, 

meaning the condition of rule. In modern terms, 

Max Weber defined it as an entity with a 

“monopoly over the legitimate use of physical force 

within a given territory.” 

• However, what counts as legitimate varies dramatically: 

o For liberals, legitimacy comes from popular consent. 

o For Marxists, it is a bourgeois illusion to maintain capitalist control. 

o For post-colonial theorists, it is often the leftover machinery of colonial domination. 

o For feminists, the “neutral” state actually reflects the patriarchal interests of men. 

Hence, the state must be studied as both a material reality (institutions, bureaucracy, military) and an 

ideological construct (norms, culture, identity). 
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The Evolution of State Theories: Historical Context Matters 

• In classical philosophy, Plato's Republic envisioned an ideal state ruled by philosopher-kings. Aristotle’s 

Politics saw the state as a moral community aimed at the good life. 

• Social contract theorists like Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau laid the foundations of liberal theory, 

arguing that the state emerges from a voluntary agreement to protect life and liberty. 

• In the 19th century, Hegel gave a spiritual and rational justification for the state, calling it “the actuality 

of the ethical Idea.” 

• In reaction, Marx and Engels argued that the state is not an impartial ethical entity but a tool to suppress 

the working class. 

• The 20th century saw the rise of: 

o Behaviouralism (David Easton), which focused on empirical and scientific study of political 

systems. 

o Pluralism (Robert Dahl, Harold Laski), which considered the state as a neutral arena among 

competing interests. 

o Feminism (Carole Pateman, Iris Marion Young), which revealed the gendered biases of 

supposedly “universal” state practices. 

o Post-colonialism (Frantz Fanon, Partha Chatterjee), which emphasized how the state continues 

to carry imperialist legacies in the global south. 

 

Contemporary Relevance of State Theories 

• In an age of globalisation, digital surveillance, and identity-based politics, the classical theories alone 

are insufficient. 

• Newer questions emerge: Can the state regulate AI? Can it resolve climate justice? Can it represent 

indigenous or transgender identities? Can it challenge neo-imperialist structures? 

Thus, theories of the state are not just historical or abstract—they are tools of critical inquiry into real-life 

political institutions and social hierarchies. 

 

Section 2: Liberal Theory of the State – The Custodian of Individual Liberty 

“The liberty of the individual must be thus far limited; he must not make himself a nuisance to others.” – 

J.S. Mill 

“The state is a necessary evil.” – Thomas Paine 

“Where law ends, tyranny begins.” – John Locke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Origins and Intellectual Foundations 

The liberal theory of the state emerged as a historical product of the Enlightenment era and the bourgeois 

revolutions in Europe. It was born in reaction to feudal absolutism and religious dogma, aiming to establish a 

political order based on reason, consent, and individual freedom. The liberal state is primarily a contractual 

creation—its legitimacy derived not from divine right or tradition, but from the voluntary consent of rational 

individuals. 
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• Philosophical Roots: Inspired by social contract theorists—Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau—liberalism 

views the state as a tool for securing individual rights rather than controlling human behavior. 

• It stresses natural rights, especially life, liberty, and property, as inalienable entitlements, preceding 

the existence of any political authority. 

Core Claim: The liberal state is not an end in itself but a necessary instrument to protect and promote the 

autonomy and dignity of individuals. 

 

II. Key Features of the Liberal State 

1. Primacy of the Individual 

o Individuals are viewed as rational, autonomous, and self-interested agents. 

o Society is understood as a collection of individuals whose rights must be protected from 

coercion, especially by the state. 

2. Social Contract and Consent-Based Rule 

o The state arises from a voluntary contract among individuals (Locke: Two Treatises of 

Government). 

o Political authority is 

legitimate only if it is 

based on popular consent 

and accountable to the 

governed. 

3. Rule of Law and 

Constitutionalism 

o The liberal state is bound 

by legal-rational 

authority, not arbitrary 

power. 

o Emphasizes a written constitution, fundamental rights, and independent judiciary. 

4. Limited Government (Minimal State) 

o Classical liberalism calls for a ‘night-watchman state’ that performs only essential functions like 

maintaining law and order, protecting property, and enforcing contracts. 

o State should be a passive umpire, not an active player in economic or moral matters. 

5. Separation of Powers and Checks and Balances 

o Montesquieu’s theory ensures that legislative, executive, and judicial powers are institutionally 

separate to avoid concentration of power and ensure liberty. 

6. Neutrality in Public Sphere 

o The liberal state does not impose any particular conception of the good life; it allows individuals 

to pursue their own ends, provided they respect others' rights. 

 

III. Thinkers and Their Contributions 

• John Locke: Viewed political authority as a fiduciary trust. Citizens have a right to revolt against tyranny. 

Emphasized protection of property as a core purpose of the state. 

• Thomas Hobbes: Although he supported strong sovereign authority (Leviathan), he laid the groundwork 

for contractual thinking in political theory. 

• J.S. Mill: Advocated for individual liberty, freedom of speech, and representative democracy as tools 

for moral and intellectual progress. 

• Adam Smith: Promoted the idea of economic liberalism—free markets with minimal state 

interference—under the theory of the ‘invisible hand’. 

 

IV. Two Phases of Liberalism 

1. Classical Liberalism (18th–19th Century) 

o Focused on negative liberty (freedom from external interference). 
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o Advocated laissez-faire capitalism, minimal taxation, and limited government. 

o Emphasized procedural democracy and legal equality. 

2. Modern or Welfare Liberalism (20th Century Onward) 

o Recognized that formal equality is insufficient without substantive capabilities. 

o Introduced the idea of positive liberty (freedom to act upon one’s will). 

o Thinkers like T.H. Green, L.T. Hobhouse, and John Dewey redefined the liberal state as an 

enabler of social justice and economic opportunity. 

o Laid the foundation for welfare state policies—universal education, healthcare, pensions, etc. 

 

V. Critiques of Liberal Theory of State 

• Marxist Critique 

o Karl Marx viewed liberal rights and legal equality as an ideological façade to protect capitalist 

exploitation. 

o The liberal state is not neutral but serves the bourgeois class interest under the illusion of 

universality. 

• Feminist Critique 

o Carole Pateman in The Sexual Contract revealed how liberalism excludes women by 

universalizing the male experience. 

o Liberal neutrality ignores gendered power relations, leading to the reproduction of patriarchy. 

• Communitarian Critique 

o Michael Sandel and Alasdair MacIntyre argued that liberalism’s abstraction of the 

“unencumbered self” neglects community, culture, and moral context. 

o Overemphasis on individualism undermines civic virtue and social solidarity. 

• Post-Colonial Critique 

o Bhikhu Parekh challenged liberalism’s Eurocentric bias, noting its failure to accommodate 

cultural diversity and non-Western conceptions of political life. 

o Liberalism universalized values rooted in Western historical experiences. 

 

VI. Contemporary Relevance 

The liberal theory of the state continues to influence global political discourse in multiple forms: 

• Liberal constitutionalism underpins democratic regimes across the world. 

• Human rights, freedom of expression, and market economies are globalized liberal ideals. 

• The debate between individual rights and collective justice remains central to policymaking. 

While liberalism has evolved to accommodate critiques (e.g., multicultural liberalism, liberal feminism), its core 

commitment to liberty, dignity, and equality under law remains foundational to modern political theory. 

 

Section 3: Neo-Liberal Theory of the State – The Market as Morality 

“The government that governs least, governs best.” – Ronald Reagan 

“There is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families.” – 

Margaret Thatcher 

 

I. Emergence and Context of Neo-Liberalism 

Neo-liberalism represents a resurgence of classical liberal economic thought in response to the failures of 

Keynesian welfare states and the economic crises of the 1970s (such as stagflation and oil shocks). Unlike 

classical liberalism, which emerged during the rise of industrial capitalism, neo-liberalism evolved during late 

capitalism—an era dominated by finance, global corporations, and information economies. 

• The movement drew inspiration from Austrian economists like Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von 

Mises, as well as the Chicago School, led by Milton Friedman. 

• It gained political traction through leaders such as Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in 

the USA, and was institutionalized globally via organizations like the IMF, World Bank, and WTO. 
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II. Core Features of the Neo-

Liberal State 

1. Market 

Fundamentalism 

o Neo-liberalism 

sees the market 

as the most 

efficient, 

rational, and 

moral allocator 

of resources. 

o It calls for 

deregulation, 

privatization, and free trade, arguing that the state's role should be confined to creating 

conditions conducive to the functioning of markets. 

2. Retreat of the Welfare State 

o Neo-liberalism promotes a lean state that rolls back welfare provisions, considering them as 

distortions in market signals and moral hazard. 

o The “nanny state” is replaced by a “competition state” that disciplines citizens to be self-reliant 

entrepreneurs. 

3. Commodification of Public Goods 

o Services like education, healthcare, and even water are viewed as commodities rather than 

rights. 

o Neo-liberalism fosters Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) and user-pays models to deliver 

these services. 

4. Individual as Entrepreneurial Subject 

o Citizens are expected to be competitive, self-investing agents who must continuously upgrade 

their “human capital.” 

o Welfare is redefined as ‘activation policies’ (e.g., skill training, microcredit), not state 

responsibility. 

5. Globalization and Transnational Governance 

o Neo-liberalism promotes the global free flow of capital, goods, and labor, weakening the 

autonomy of nation-states. 

o Institutions like WTO, IMF, and World Bank enforce neo-liberal conditionalities in the Global 

South. 

 

III. Key Thinkers and Intellectual Architects 

• Friedrich Hayek: Warned that state planning leads to “The Road to Serfdom”, i.e., totalitarianism. 

• Milton Friedman: Advocated for monetarist economics, floating exchange rates, and school voucher 

systems. 

• James Buchanan: Developed public choice theory, arguing that politicians and bureaucrats act in self-

interest, so state intervention must be restrained. 

• Robert Nozick: In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, defended the minimal state and rejected redistributive 

taxation as a form of “forced labor”. 

 

IV. Criticisms and Challenges 

1. Social Inequality and Exclusion 

o Neo-liberalism exacerbates income and wealth disparities. 

o Oxfam reports consistently show widening global inequality as a direct consequence of 

deregulated markets. 

2. Erosion of Democratic Accountability 
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o Neo-liberal policies are often imposed through technocratic institutions or unelected bodies, 

bypassing democratic debate. 

3. Environmental Degradation 

o The logic of unlimited growth and privatization undermines environmental sustainability. 

o Ecological economists argue that market logic cannot handle commons or inter-generational 

equity. 

4. Commodification of Human Life 

o Critics like David Harvey argue neo-liberalism converts citizens into consumers, education 

into an investment, and democracy into market rationality. 

5. Global South Exploitation 

o Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) imposed by the IMF led to austerity, food insecurity, 

and sovereign debt traps in many developing nations. 

o Joseph Stiglitz criticized the “Washington Consensus” for ignoring social realities and 

imposing Western economic blueprints on diverse societies. 

 

V. Contemporary Debates and Resilience 

Despite recurring financial crises (e.g., 2008 meltdown, post-COVID inequalities), neo-liberalism has shown 

adaptability rather than disappearance: 

• The “neo-liberal state” today combines free-market policies with surveillance, biometric IDs, and 

behavioral nudges. 

• It has incorporated data capitalism, where tech giants operate transnationally and amass power 

surpassing some states (e.g., Amazon, Google, Meta). 

• The rise of “authoritarian neo-liberalism”—seen in states that combine market reforms with curtailed 

civil liberties (e.g., China, Hungary)—points to its evolving hybridity. 

 

VI. Conclusion: Neo-Liberalism as Hegemony and Contradiction 

The neo-liberal state, while claiming to be neutral and minimal, actively reshapes society through market 

rationality. It subtly redefines citizenship as economic productivity, transforming democratic aspirations into 

cost-benefit calculations. As critics argue, neo-liberalism is not merely an economic policy but a governing 

rationality that extends deep into our institutions, ethics, and selfhood. 

Understanding the neo-liberal theory of the state is crucial to analyzing the political economy of development, 

global capitalism, and the changing relationship between the state and citizen in the 21st century. 

 

Section 4: Marxist Theory of the State – State as an Instrument of Class Domination 

“The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole 

bourgeoisie.” – Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto 

 

I. Historical Background and Context 

The Marxist theory of the state emerged in the mid-19th century as a critique of capitalist societies and liberal 

democratic states. It challenged the dominant notion that the state is a neutral arbitrator above society. For 

Marxists, the state is inherently class-biased and functions to protect the interests of the ruling (bourgeois) class 

at the expense of the working class (proletariat). 

• Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, reacting to the exploitative structures of industrial capitalism in 

Europe, developed a materialist conception of history, known as Historical Materialism. 

• Their critique of the state was deeply tied to the capitalist mode of production, which they argued 

produced not only material inequality but also ideological hegemony. 

 

II. Core Tenets of Marxist Theory of the State 

1. State as Superstructure 

o Marxist theory posits a base-superstructure model of society. 
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▪ The economic base (mode of production) determines the political, legal, and 

ideological superstructure. 

▪ The state, thus, is not autonomous but reflects the interests of the ruling class that 

controls the means of production. 

o Quote: “Law, morality, religion, are so many bourgeois prejudices” – Marx. 

 

2. Instrumentalist View 

o Early Marxists argued that the 

state is a tool directly controlled 

by the bourgeoisie to maintain 

their dominance. 

o All state institutions—

bureaucracy, police, judiciary, 

education—are designed to 

safeguard private property, 

uphold capitalist law, and 

suppress dissent. 

3. Class Struggle and the State 

o The state emerges historically 

from irreconcilable class 

antagonisms. 

o In capitalist societies, this conflict 

is between capital (bourgeoisie) 

and labor (proletariat). 

o The ultimate goal of Marxism is the overthrow of the capitalist state and establishment of a 

classless, stateless communist society. 

4. Dictatorship of the Proletariat 

o Marx envisioned a transitional phase where the working class seizes state power to suppress 

the bourgeoisie and abolish capitalism. 

o This phase is not tyranny but a necessary instrument of emancipation, leading eventually to 

the withering away of the state itself. 

 

III. Key Thinkers and Their Contributions 

• Karl Marx: Argued that in all historical societies, the state served as the “organized power of one class for 

oppressing another.” 

• Friedrich Engels: In Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, linked the emergence of the state 

to the development of property and patriarchy. 

• Vladimir Lenin: In The State and Revolution, emphasized the need to destroy the bourgeois state and 

replace it with a proletarian state. Advocated Soviets (workers’ councils) as the basis of governance. 

• Antonio Gramsci: Shifted the focus from economic coercion to ideological hegemony. He showed how 

civil society (media, education, religion) manufactures consent for bourgeois domination—making the 

state appear neutral. 

• Ralph Miliband: In The State in Capitalist Society, argued that the capitalist class dominates the state not 

through conspiracy but via class background, ideology, and interlocking networks of elites. 

• Nicos Poulantzas: Criticized Miliband for underestimating the structural constraints of the capitalist 

state. He proposed that the state has relative autonomy but remains committed to reproducing 

capitalist relations. 

 

IV. Criticisms and Counter-Arguments 

1. Economic Determinism 
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o Critics argue that early Marxist theory reduces all social and political phenomena to 

economic class struggle, neglecting gender, caste, ethnicity, and culture. 

o Gramsci’s work attempts to address this limitation by incorporating ideology and culture into 

the analysis. 

2. Failure of Communist States 

o The authoritarian nature of regimes in the USSR, Maoist China, and North Korea challenged the 

claim that the proletarian state would be democratic or temporary. 

o Instead of withering away, these states entrenched state power under a new elite. 

3. Neglect of State Autonomy 

o Critics like Weberians and Pluralists argue that Marxism ignores the relative autonomy of the 

state to act in the national 

interest or mediate between 

classes. 

o The state is not always 

under direct control of the 

bourgeoisie and can at 

times regulate capital, as 

seen in welfare capitalism. 

4. Static View of Class 

o Marxists are often faulted 

for assuming a binary class 

structure, whereas modern 

societies show complex 

class stratification and 

intersectionality. 

 

V. Contemporary Relevance and Applications 

Despite its limitations, the Marxist theory of the state remains a powerful lens to understand power, inequality, 

and exploitation in capitalist societies. 

• Global Financial Crisis (2008): Showed how the state bailed out private banks while ignoring the 

working class—confirming Marx’s thesis of state serving capitalist interests. 

• Neoliberalism and Austerity: Even democracies today promote corporate interests over welfare, 

privatize public goods, and limit trade union rights—analyzed aptly by Marxist scholars. 

• Surveillance Capitalism: The state-corporate nexus in collecting data (e.g., via Aadhaar, Google, or 

Amazon) represents a new form of digital control and accumulation, where the state enables private 

tech monopolies. 

 

VI. Conclusion: State as Site of Struggle, Not Stability 

Marxist theory transforms our understanding of the state from a protector of general welfare to an arena of 

class struggle and domination. It warns that what appears as neutral legal or institutional arrangements often 

conceal underlying economic interests and power asymmetries. 

In today’s world of rising inequality, corporate lobbying, and crony capitalism, Marxist insights continue to remain 

intellectually relevant and politically provocative. The theory pushes us to reimagine the state—not as a 

finished structure—but as a contested terrain of emancipation and exploitation. 

 

Section 5: Pluralist Theory of the State – A Mosaic of Competing Interests 

"Democracy is not the rule of the majority but the rule of competing minorities." – Robert Dahl 

 

I. Intellectual Context and Emergence 

The pluralist theory of the state developed as a counterpoint to both the classical liberal and Marxist theories. 

While liberals viewed the state as a neutral umpire and Marxists saw it as an instrument of class domination, 
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pluralists emphasized the fragmented and competitive nature of power in modern societies. Rooted in the 

Anglo-American democratic tradition, pluralism evolved in the 20th century in response to increasing 

diversity of social groups, rise of organized interests, and the expansion of democratic participation. 

The pluralist perspective found intellectual nourishment in the works of thinkers like Harold Laski, Robert Dahl, 

David Truman, and Ernest Barker. They argued that power is diffused among various groups, rather than 

monopolized by a single class or institution. 

 

II. Foundational Assumptions of Pluralism 

1. Society as an Aggregation of Competing Groups 

Pluralists view society not as a monolith but as a complex web of associations—political parties, trade 

unions, pressure groups, religious bodies, professional associations—each seeking to influence public 

policy. These groups continuously engage in interest articulation and aggregation, aiming to shape the 

direction of governance. 

2. The State as an Arena of Negotiation 

Contrary to Marxist reductionism, pluralists 

argue that the state does not represent any 

one class. It serves as an arena for 

dialogue, bargaining, and conflict 

resolution among diverse social forces. The 

state's role is to mediate, not dominate. 

3. Power is Dispersed, Not Concentrated 

According to Robert Dahl, political power is 

polyarchic, meaning no single group 

dominates across all issues. Different 

groups hold influence in different policy 

spheres—teachers’ unions in education, corporates in economic policy, farmers’ lobbies in agriculture, 

etc. 

4. Democracy as Organized Competition 

Pluralism equates democracy with the free and fair competition of groups. The political system 

operates through interest pluralism, where no voice is silenced, and policymaking becomes a result of 

continuous interaction and compromise. 

 
III. Key Thinkers and Contributions 

• Harold Laski: Emphasized the 

importance of voluntary associations 

in a democratic society. He believed that 

the sovereignty of the state should be 

shared with other social institutions to 

avoid tyranny and enable 

decentralization. 

• David Truman: In The Governmental 

Process, he argued that interest groups 

act as intermediaries between the 

people and the state, allowing for a more 

dynamic and responsive political system. 

• Robert Dahl: In Who Governs?, 

introduced the concept of polyarchy—a 

political order where multiple centers 

of power compete, and citizens enjoy 

rights to form associations and express opinions. 
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• Ernest Barker: Viewed the state as a cooperative association, evolving through deliberation and 

reflecting a plurality of values in society. 

 

IV. Theoretical Strengths and Enrichments 

• Civil Society Empowerment: Pluralism highlights the vibrancy of civil society and its role in 

democratic deepening. It assumes that active citizenship, organized participation, and discursive 

engagement form the backbone of a democratic polity. 

• Institutional Responsiveness: It implies that institutions adapt to the pressure exerted by various 

groups, making governance more participatory and less elitist than in Marxist analysis. 

• Checks on Power: Through institutional plurality—legislature, judiciary, executive, media, and 

decentralized bodies—pluralism envisions an in-built mechanism to prevent power centralization. 

• Neutral Bureaucracy and Rule of Law: It assumes that bureaucracy is responsive to public interest 

due to group pressures, and the rule of law protects minority interests from majoritarian excesses. 

 

V. Criticisms and Limitations 

1. Neglect of Structural Inequalities 

Critics argue that pluralism overestimates the equality of access to power. Not all groups have the 

same resources, reach, or resonance. For instance, corporate lobbies possess economic capital that 

poor farmers' groups may lack. 

2. Elite Pluralism – A Hidden Hierarchy 

Scholars like C. Wright Mills and Schattschneider criticized pluralism as elitist pluralism. They 

asserted that even in pluralist democracies, the agenda is set by dominant elites, while marginalized 

voices remain unheard. 

3. Over-reliance on Formal Participation 

Pluralism places excessive faith in institutional mechanisms, often overlooking informal power 

networks, identity politics, and systemic discrimination based on caste, gender, or race. 

4. State Autonomy Undermined 

Some critics argue that pluralism underplays the state’s autonomous capacity to shape outcomes. In 

issues like environmental protection or digital regulation, the state may act against influential 

interests. 

 

VI. Relevance in Contemporary Democracies 

• In India, pluralist assumptions are reflected in constitutional values of diversity and federalism, the 

presence of interest groups like farmers’ unions (e.g., 2020–21 protests), and caste/community-

based organizations influencing electoral politics. 

• The Right to Information (RTI), Panchayati Raj Institutions, and civil society movements exemplify 

pluralist mechanisms working to expand participatory democracy. 

• However, decline of institutional neutrality, state surveillance, and corporate-political nexuses 

challenge the assumptions of equal group competition and open policy access. 

 

VII. Conclusion: Pluralism – Between Ideal and Reality 

The pluralist theory provides a hopeful normative vision of democratic politics—where no one group 

dominates, every voice matters, and the state is a site of negotiated authority. Its emphasis on power 

diffusion, associational life, and discursive democracy offers a powerful counter to authoritarian tendencies. 

Yet, in unequal societies, pluralism risks becoming a façade of participation, where formal access masks 

structural exclusions. To remain relevant, pluralism must be reimagined to include intersectional justice, 

voice to subaltern groups, and mechanisms for equitable resource redistribution. 

 

Section 6: Post-colonial Theory of the State – A Critique of Colonial Continuities 

"The nation-state in post-colonial societies is not merely a transplant of Western modernity, but a battlefield of 

historical residues, native aspirations, and imported institutions." 
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I. Emergence and Intellectual Context 

The Post-colonial theory of the state emerged as a critical response to the Eurocentric frameworks of 

liberalism and Marxism, both of which failed to capture the unique political, historical, and cultural 

trajectories of former colonies. Post-

colonial thinkers argue that state formation 

in post-imperial societies is marked not by 

classical contract or class struggle, but by 

colonial legacies, identity assertion, and 

nation-building dilemmas. 

This theory rose in prominence during the 

mid to late 20th century in the backdrop of 

decolonization, non-alignment, and the 

rise of Third World nationalism. It focuses 

on how colonial modes of governance, 

knowledge systems, and legal-

administrative structures continue to 

shape post-colonial state behaviour. 

 

II. Foundational Assumptions and Themes 

1. The State as a Colonial 

Inheritance 

Post-colonial states did not emerge organically from society but were created through imperial 

designs, with boundaries drawn arbitrarily, often disregarding cultural and ethnic diversities. 

Thus, the post-colonial state carries the structural imprint of colonial domination. 

2. Continuity of Colonial Institutions 

While political independence was achieved, institutions like bureaucracy, police, judiciary, education 

systems, and civil-military relations were not radically transformed. The Weberian rational-legal 

authority was replaced not by participatory democracy, but by bureaucratic centralism and elite 

dominance. 

3. State as Developmentalist and Authoritarian 

The post-colonial state was tasked with rapid modernization, nation-building, and economic 

transformation. In this pursuit, it often adopted a top-down approach, using coercive apparatuses 

inherited from colonial rule to achieve developmental ends. 

4. Crisis of Legitimacy and Identity 

Unlike European states where political legitimacy was based on social contract or class reconciliation, in 

post-colonial societies, legitimacy often stemmed from the liberation movement. However, absence 

of strong social cohesion, ethnic pluralism, and 

elite-driven politics led to chronic legitimacy 

deficits. 

 

III. Key Thinkers and Perspectives 

• Partha Chatterjee: In his influential work The 

Nation and Its Fragments, he introduced the idea of 

the "derivative state", arguing that post-colonial 

states tried to imitate Western modernity while 

dealing with non-modern, diverse societies. He 

emphasized the split between civil and political 

society in India. 

• Sudipta Kaviraj: Emphasized that the Indian state is 

not a liberal rational construction, but a 

bureaucratic Leviathan, rooted in colonial 
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practices. He explored the "asymmetric modernity" of Indian democracy—where a formal democratic 

framework coexists with social hierarchies. 

• Frantz Fanon: In The Wretched of the Earth, he viewed the post-colonial state as inherently violent and 

alienated, often reproducing the structures of colonial rule. He warned against the emergence of a 

native elite that mimics the oppressor. 

• Ashis Nandy: Argued that colonialism affected not just politics, but cultural and psychological 

consciousness. The post-colonial state often internalized Western notions of development, order, and 

rationality, marginalizing indigenous knowledge systems. 

 

IV. Salient Features of the Post-colonial State 

• Centralized Authority: Despite democratic structures, post-colonial states tend to be highly 

centralized, often suppressing regional aspirations in the name of unity. 

• Authoritarian Developmentalism: The state takes on the role of a modernizer, using bureaucratic 

planning (e.g., Five-Year Plans) and economic intervention, but often without public accountability. 

• State-Society Disconnect: The political elite (mostly Western-educated) remain alienated from 

vernacular masses, leading to a democratic façade but limited political participation and voice. 

• Informal Power Networks: Formal institutions are often overridden by clientelism, patronage 

networks, caste/community alliances, and ethnic mobilization. 

 

V. Indian Context and Post-colonial Challenges 

• In India, the Indian Civil Services, IPC (Indian Penal Code), and police structure remain colonial in 

logic and often function with limited democratic accountability. 

• The sedition law, AFSPA (Armed Forces Special Powers Act), and centralized planning reflect 

colonial continuity in governance methods. 

• While India is the world’s largest democracy, the persistence of top-down policy imposition, 

bureaucratic inertia, and judicial delays reflects the post-colonial dilemma of institutional adaptation 

without decolonization. 

 

VI. Criticisms of Post-colonial Theory 

1. Overemphasis on Colonial Determinism 

Critics argue that post-colonial theory sometimes underplays 

agency of post-colonial societies. Not all failures can be 

blamed on colonialism—indigenous corruption, casteism, 

and communalism also play major roles. 

2. Romanticization of Pre-colonial Past 

Some thinkers are accused of idealizing pre-colonial 

institutions, overlooking their own hierarchies and 

exclusions (e.g., caste, gender oppression). 

3. Ambiguity in Prescriptions 

While critique of Western models is strong, post-colonial 

theory often lacks clear alternatives for building inclusive 

and effective governance institutions. 

 

VII. Contemporary Relevance and Enrichment 

• Decolonization of Knowledge: There is renewed emphasis 

in India and Africa to indigenize curricula, revive local 

governance models, and question epistemic violence of colonial systems. 

• Grassroots Movements: Movements like Narmada Bachao Andolan, Bhoodan, and RTI campaigns 

symbolize reassertion of political society as per Partha Chatterjee’s framework. 

• Intersectionality with Feminism and Subaltern Studies: Post-colonial theory has opened up space to 

link caste, tribe, and gender concerns in the analysis of state power. 
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VIII. Conclusion: Rethinking the State Beyond the West 

The post-colonial theory of the state invites us to critically re-examine the normative assumptions of 

Western political theory, asking whether imported models can truly deliver justice in societies shaped by 

colonial trauma, inequality, and diversity. It urges for a contextual, decolonial, and people-centric vision of the 

state, where institutions are not mere legacies but are transformed through local knowledge, participatory 

engagement, and subaltern assertion. 

 

Section 7: Feminist Theory of the State – Power, Patriarchy, and Political Structure 

"The state is not gender-neutral; it reflects and reinforces patriarchal values." – Catharine MacKinnon 

 

I. Conceptual Foundation: Gendering the State 

The feminist theory of the state questions the assumption of 

neutrality in political structures, especially in how power, rights, and 

justice are distributed. It critiques traditional theories—liberalism, 

Marxism, and pluralism—for treating the individual as genderless 

and ignoring the systemic marginalization of women and other 

gender minorities. 

For feminist scholars, the state is not a passive or neutral entity, but 

an active agent in producing, maintaining, and legitimizing 

patriarchy—a system of male dominance institutionalized in law, 

policy, culture, and everyday practices. 

 

II. Evolution of Feminist Political Thought and Its Approach to the 

State 

Feminist engagements with the state evolved through multiple waves, 

each offering distinct critiques and strategies: 

1. First-Wave Feminism (19th to early 20th century) 

o Focused on legal and political rights—especially 

women’s suffrage, property rights, and access to education. 

o Viewed the state as a vehicle of 

emancipation if properly reformed. 

2. Second-Wave Feminism (1960s–1980s) 

o Shifted focus to social, economic, 

and cultural inequalities. 

o Questioned the private–public 

divide, arguing that personal is 

political (as coined by Carol 

Hanisch). 

o State policies on family, 

reproduction, and labour were 

seen as tools of structural 

oppression. 

3. Third-Wave and Intersectional Feminism 

(1990s onwards) 

o Emphasized intersectionality 

(term by Kimberlé Crenshaw) 

showing how gender interacts with 

caste, race, class, sexuality, and 

ability. 
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