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Abstract 

In the following, I offer a tentative effort at a novel contribution towards Marxian state theory. My 

main argument is that while debates in state theory have typically been concerned with the 

relationship between the state and the dominant class, the relationship between the state and markets 

has been somewhat neglected and is particularly relevant at the current juncture. To be more specific, 

I pick up on Marx’s descriptions of the way in which, through markets, the competitive interaction 

between a multitude of ostensibly rational actors appears as an ‘alien power’ irreducible to these 

constituent parts. I then suggest that, under neoliberalism, this understanding of ‘the market’ is an 

important means of analyzing the behaviour of state actors. While Block (1977) highlights the idea of 

the ‘state manager’ as a ‘rational’ counterpart to the short-termism of capital, the state’s capacity to act 

in such a way has been reduced. In the paper, I argue that this can be explained using the Marxist 

conception of ‘the market as alien power’. Put briefly, I suggest that the latter forces states to 

anticipate, using opaque criteria, the ‘judgment’ of a diffuse entity which cannot be fully described in 

the terminology of capitalist class power. 

 

Introduction 

In this theoretical paper I examine the position that ‘the market’ occupies in Marxian thought, and 

consider what relevance it has to state theory. By this, I do not mean to investigate a particular 

empirical form of market but rather ‘the market’ as a concept- that is to say, the free flow of 

transactions between competitive actors. The market’s role in the Marxian analysis of capitalism is a 

complex one, with the two terms sometimes being conflated- see, for example, Kołakowski’s 



(2008:1213) offhand invocation of ‘capitalism, i.e. the market’- and other times being placed in direct 

contradiction. To some degree, an analytical focus on what is ultimately a mechanism of circulation 

risks obfuscating the most important fact of capitalist society; the alienation of the worker from the 

means of production. Nonetheless, I argue here that considering the market as a concept serves a 

productive theoretical purpose, in particular as a useful route via which to revisit Marxian debates 

concerning the state. 

 

My argument will be as follows. Looked at from a Marxian perspective two images of the market can 

be discerned. In one, it appears as a mechanism for circulation, and hence to some degree subordinate 

to the strategic priorities of the capitalist class. In the other, it appears as an ‘alien power’ which itself 

wields a coercive influence. These images are not distinct, but instead are blurred together, 

particularly so under neoliberalism. I will suggest that an appreciation of this blurry dual character of 

the market can be helpfully applied to Marxian state theory. In particular, I am interested in how the 

‘alien power’ aspect of the market imposes its will on the state. Or rather, how the state itself attempts 

to infer a will from an ‘entity’ with limited powers of communication but substantial powers of 

judgment. Hence, my objective here is not to ‘explain’ the state under neoliberalism, nor to suggest a 

fundamental break with existing conceptions of it. Rather, I have the relatively modest goal of 

highlighting the relevance of ‘the market as alien power’ to the modern state, and discussing how it 

impacts the state’s role as the ‘managing committee’ for the capitalist class. 

 

The market as subordinate 

In Marxian theory, there is no ‘free market’ as such. Instead, the realm of circulation is characterised 

by the clashing of antagonistic tendencies, and consequently the degree of market competition that 

exists is perpetually in flux. Capitalist circulation is, of course, anarchic and competitive, but we also 

find actors seeking to impose some kind of order upon it; not just workers, or the state, but capitalists 

themselves. Marx (1976:779) writes of the impulses towards concentration and centralization 

characterising accumulation, and of the ‘violence’ by which powerful capitalists annex the less 



powerful, creating their own levers of control amid the atomisation of the marketplace. Harvey 

(2006), seeking to use Marx’s Capital to theorise the internal structure of organisations, writes about 

the need for a constant balance between market anarchy and the order provided by internal 

administration. The latter is clearly essential if large businesses are to have any control over the way 

in which their resources are moved around, and yet without the former capitalism will atrophy. Hence, 

the boundaries between market and plan are always changing, subject to antagonistic pressures, and 

accordingly any settlement between them can only ever be temporary.  

 

What this indicates is that we cannot in any sense present the market as a defining trait of capitalism. 

For Marxists, capitalism is defined by the alienation of the worker from the means of production in 

the form of the wage relationship, and it is this that ultimately makes it an exploitative system. 

Certainly, competition imposes imperatives that exacerbate antagonisms inherent in the relations of 

production, but it is the latter that provide the fundamental structure- the ‘hard core’ of the capitalist 

mode of production (Poulantzas, 2000)- which cannot be negated. Hence, to some degree we can say 

that the nature of the relations of production has a definitive importance in Marxian analyses that ‘the 

market’ as a particular mechanism of circulation could never attain. This leads to some important 

questions about the analytical status that the market should be afforded. For Fine and Lapavitsas 

(2000:368), the relations of production constitute an ‘independent variable’, and so their formulation 

and reproduction should be perceived as ‘a far more profound process than the emergence of society-

wide markets’. Lebowitz (2009:215) points to the futility of invoking the competitive market as a 

means of explaining the ‘basic drives of capitalism’. Capitalists see themselves as being (and indeed 

are) driven by competition with others, but this reciprocal compulsion is merely the playing out of 

inherent tendencies within a system defined by the extraction of surplus value in production. 

 

Therefore one of the most important insights Marx offers to any discussion of the market lies in his 

demystification of it. In the first volume of Capital, he writes of how deceptive conventional notions 

of ‘market forces’ are. What the classical political economists saw as immutable imperatives akin to 

natural laws- such as the principles of supply and demand- are in fact man-made products. They are 



brought about by the exercise of power, on the part of the capitalists, over the means of production: 

 

‘Les dés sont pipes. Capital acts on both sides at once. If its accumulation on the one hand 

increases the demand for labour, it increases on the other the supply of workers by “setting 

them free”, while at the same time the pressure of the unemployed compels those who are 

employed to furnish more labour, and therefore makes the supply of labour to a certain extent 

independent of the supply of workers. The movement of the law of supply and demand of 

labour on this basis completes the despotism of capital… As soon as, by Trades’ Unions, etc., 

[workers] try to organise a regular cooperation between employed and unemployed in order to 

destroy or to weaken the ruinous effects of this natural law of competition on their class, so 

soon capital and its sycophant, Political Economy, cry out at the infringement of the “eternal” 

and so to say “sacred” laws of supply and demand’ (Marx, 1976:793) 

 

Moreover, if capitalists defend the untramelled flow of competition when it suits their purposes, 

surely situations can also be envisioned where they would find it convenient to oppose the free 

market? Wherever ‘adverse circumstances prevent the creation of an industrial reserve army… 

capital, along with its commonplace Sancho Panza, rebels against the “sacred” law of supply and 

demand, and tries to check its inconvenient action by forcible means’ (Marx, 1976:793-794). 

 

These remarks serve a partly rhetorical purpose, prodding at the hypocrisy of capital and the political 

economists, hence it is necessary to be precise about what can be read into them. They raise the 

question of the extent to which we may consider the market to be controlled or manipulated by the 

capitalist class. At least to some degree, are those possessing the power in the realm of production (i.e. 

the capitalists) able to tamper with the market, distorting the free play of competition, perhaps through 

appeals to state power, or else by cooperation with each other? The potential extent of this 

subordination of the market is the subject of Rudolf Hilferding’s Finance Capital (1981), which offers 

perhaps the most striking depiction of a direct antagonism between capitalist class interest and the free 

market to be found in Marxian thought. Hilferding suggested that as investments become increasingly 



capital intensive, investors would become intolerant of the short-termism and instability inevitable in 

competitive markets (as exemplified by the stock exchange). Instead, the development of bank-led 

‘finance capital’- what may nowadays be termed ‘patient capital’ (Peck and Theodore, 2007)- would 

seek to suppress these destabilising forces through non-market cooperation. 

 

‘With the development of banking, and the increasingly dense network of relations between 

the banks and industry, there is a growing tendency to eliminate competition among the banks 

themselves, and on the other side, to concentrate all capital in the form of money capital, and 

to make it available to producers only through the banks. If this trend were to continue, it 

would finally result in a single bank or group of banks establishing control over the entire 

money capital… In credit transactions the material, business relationship is always 

accompanied by a personal relationship, which appears as a direct relationship between 

members of society in contrast to the material social relations which characterise other 

economic categories such as money; namely, what is commonly called “trust”. In this sense a 

fully developed credit system is the antithesis of capitalism, and represents organisation and 

control as opposed to anarchy. It has its source in socialism, but has been adapted to capitalist 

society; it is a fraudulent kind of socialism, modified to suit the needs of capitalism’ 

(Hilferding, 1981:180) 

 

These ‘trust’ relationships, he predicted, would bring to heel the only real regulator of the free market, 

price: 

 

‘The objective law of price can operate only through competition. If monopolistic 

combinations abolish competition, they eliminate at the same time the only means through 

which an objective law of price can actually prevail. Price ceases to be an objectively 

determined magnitude and becomes an accounting exercise for those who decide what it shall 

be by fiat, a presupposition instead of a result, subjective rather than objective, something 

arbitrary and accidental rather than a necessity which is independent of the will and 



consciousness of the parties combined’ (Hilferding, 1981:228) 

 

So for Hilferding, the idea of the ‘laws’ of the market being subordinated by administrative fiat was, 

far from impossible, a likely part of the development of capitalism. Hilferding’s reading of the market 

was an influential one on later Marxists, informing the economic backdrop to the Frankfurt School’s 

discussions of ‘state capitalism’, as well as Baran and Sweezy’s writing on ‘monopoly capital’ (1966). 

For the latter, Hilferding had even underplayed these developments, and the defining paradigm of 

post-War capitalism should was ‘organisational man’, disdainful of the ‘jungle’ of the competitive 

market. This economic analysis of trends towards 'state' or 'monopoly' capital is also implicit in the 

most important contributions to Marxian state theory of the period; a point to which I return below. 

 

From these perspectives, it would be a grave mistake to speak of ‘the market’ with undue reverence. 

Indeed, for Marx the market is ultimately an arena of ‘mystification’. In it, real relationships of 

dominance are obscured, and instead appear as a series of abstracted quantitative equivalences. Hence 

to some degree the market must be demystified, revealed as synthetic- and therefore potentially 

subject to human control- where it was in danger of being understood as a natural ‘law’. This analysis, 

however, should not allow us to overlook a second Marxian insight. Certainly, the market is the 

product of human agency, but when human agency is as atomised as it is under capitalism, the market 

can come to escape human control as surely as if it were created by supernatural methods. Indeed, 

with the benefit of hindsight, Hilferding’s predictions about the squeezing out of market mechanisms 

and the suppression of the stock exchange were severely undermined by the progress of neoliberalism, 

and with it the idea of a long-run historical trend away from the market (Lapavitsas, 2004). The fact 

that any settlement between market and plan in capitalism can only be unstable and contested means 

that the image of the subordinate market is inevitably an impermanent one. In short, we should 

demystify the market, but not too much. 

 

The market as ‘alien power’ 

 



While in one image of the market we see its ephemerality, and its subordination to the realm of 

production, in another we see its ‘laws’ assume alarming power. In Marxian theory, this power is not 

bestowed upon it a priori, but is the product of the interaction of competing individual capitals 

reproduced on an ever-greater scale. Marx (1973:649) refers to- 

 

‘…the absurdity of regarding [competition] as the collision of unfettered individuals who are 

determined only by their own interests- as the mutual repulsion of free individuals, and hence 

as the absolute mode of free individuality in the sphere of consumption and exchange… It is 

not individuals who are set free by free competition; it is, rather, capital which is set free… 

By its means, what corresponds to the nature of capital is posited as external necessity for the 

individual capital; what corresponds to the concept of capital, is posited as external necessity 

for the mode of production founded on capital.’ 

 

The fact that individual market participants are atomised means that the product of their mutual 

interaction turns out to be beyond their control. Moreover it assumes what may be colloquially termed 

a ‘life of its own’ which is irreducible to these individual atoms. In this sense, the market is, indeed, 

an external force which acts upon on its participants while also being created out of them. This point 

is made even more clearly elsewhere in Grundrisse: 

 

‘Circulation is the movement in which general alienation appears as general appropriation and 

general appropriation as general alienation. As much, then, as the whole of this movement 

appears as a social process, and as much as the individual movements of this movement arise 

from the conscious will and particular purposes of individuals, so much does the totality of 

the process appear as an objective interrelation, which arises spontaneously from nature; 

arising, it is true, from the mutual influence of conscious individuals on one another, but 

neither located in their consciousness, nor subsumed under them as a whole. Their own 

collisions with one another produce an alien social power standing above them, produce their 

mutual interaction as a process and power independent of them’ (Marx, 1973:196-197) 



(emphasis added) 

 

Hence the second image of the market as the ‘alien power’. The market has the capacity to impose 

demands, but there is no guiding intelligence forming these demands, only a plethora of mutually 

repellent individual constituent parts. Some of its requirements are more immediately obvious than 

others. For example, the interest that the capitalist has in degrading workers’ conditions in the 

production process is upgraded to an urgent imperative through the development of market 

competition. Another demand is the increasing velocity of circulation. The empirical mechanics of 

circulation- time spent in transit, time spent waiting for sale, even time spent making decisions- are, 

from the perspective of ‘the market’, parasitical. Capital is therefore perpetually driven to reduce 

circulation time to as close to zero as possible (Marx, 1978). Hence as the market is unleashed, 

concepts such as ‘time-space compression’ (Harvey, 1990; see also Altvater et al, 1997) come to 

greater prominence in Marxian scholarship. For these writers, the imperatives of the market as alien 

power do not just deepen the subordination of the worker in production, but also the rhythms and 

geography of daily life. I return to these ideas below. 

 

The mystification of the market, its transition from mechanism of circulation to alien power, reaches 

its apotheosis in the form of interest-bearing capital- ‘the irrational form of capital, the 

misrepresentation and objectification of the relations of production, in its highest power’ (Marx, 

1981:516). In this guise, capital appears as simply creating itself from itself, ‘as it is the property of a 

pear tree to bear pears’ (Marx, 1981:516). This kind of capital is particularly ‘marketised’ because it 

introduces a separation between enterprise managers and capitalists, with the latter absolved of the 

responsibilities of the former and thus able to move their investments more freely and more rapidly. 

As Marx argues in the third volume of Capital, this means that the antagonism between worker and 

manager in the realm of production is to some extent defused. Both parties are forced to look 

‘upwards’ towards a market of freely-moving speculators, whose operations are often highly indistinct 

from the vantage point of the workplace. 

 



Thus, as capitalism becomes more complex, we can trace a strange development in the market. What 

initially appears as a mechanism used by- and potentially subordinate to- rational individuals working 

strategically, eventually attains an entirely abstract financial mode in which it disappears from the 

control of managers. In this transition, its authority becomes stronger, but also more opaque, no longer 

embodied in the figure of the manager, but in a multitudinous swarm of exchanges and speculation. 

The idea of the capitalist class as dominant class remains relevant, of course, because this build-up of 

interest-bearing capital does not emerge from a void, but rather the putting-to-use of hoarded surplus 

value. Nonetheless, the proliferation of interest-bearing capital makes economic authority far more 

diffuse and impersonal, exercised primarily through the ‘collective power of opinion’ (Aglietta, 

2000b:149) of market participants. 

 

These comments about ‘the market’ intersect with Marxian state theory at an awkward angle. Marxian 

state theorists have not directed much attention to the relationship between the state and the market. 

This is in part understandable because a central theme of state theory is power. In Marxian thought, 

power is derived in the realm of production, and it is potentially a severe error to attribute too much of 

it to a mechanism of circulation such as the market. Hence state theory has typically concerned itself 

with the relationship between the state and the capitalist class, and is interested in the ways in which 

the former bolsters, preserves and legitimates the interests of the latter. However, much as Poulantzas 

(2000) criticised the perception of the state as a ‘thing-instrument’- i.e. something which is simply 

used as a tool by the dominant class in pursuit of their own interests- the above has argued that 

Marxian thought contains clear warnings against the analytical subordination of the market. Indeed, 

Marx was clear that the market had another aspect; that of the external ‘alien power’ which exercises 

force over its participants rather than vice versa. In this sense, an analysis of the state, as the primary 

concentration of authority, must also consider this particularly esoteric kind of ‘power’. 

 

The place of ‘the market’ in Marxian state theory 

 

Marxian state theory receives its first, albeit very brief, airing in the Communist Manifesto. Here, the 



state is described by Marx and Engels as ‘but a committee for managing the common affairs of the 

bourgeoisie’. This statement underpins all Marxian analyses of political authority, but it has been 

interpreted in various different ways. In this section I review some of the major contributions to 

Marxian state theory, considering their relevance to the issues discussed previously. Skocpol (1980) 

points towards three main currents in 20
th
 Century Marxian state theorising, and below I pick up on 

each of these with the following question in mind: to what extent do they help explain not just the 

relationship between the state and the capitalist class, but also the position of the market? While I 

devote particular attention to some key ideas drawn from Poulantzas, I will ultimately follow Block 

(1977) in arguing that attention should focus on the state’s capacity to act ‘rationally’ within the 

constraints of capitalism. However, I will depart from all of these accounts in suggesting that under 

neoliberalism, the capacity for the state to act in such a way has been diminished, as a consequence of 

the expansion of the market as ‘alien power’. 

 

The most important intellectual episode in post-War Marxian state theory is the Miliband/Poulantzas 

debate, conducted in the pages of New Left Review (see Miliband, 1969, 1970, 1973; Poulantzas, 

1969, 1976). Both writers sought to fill a gap in Marxian political thought, which had always assumed 

that the state ultimately acted in the interests of the capitalist class, but had rarely progressed beyond 

the remarks made in the Communist Manifesto. As various authors (Barrow, 2002; Skocpol, 1980) 

have noted, along with the participants themselves, the way in which the debate has been presented 

has tended to mischaracterise the actual views advanced by both parties. Nonetheless, as Barrow 

(2002) points out, the wider interpretation of the debate as being between Miliband’s 

‘instrumentalism’ and Poulantzas’s ‘structuralism’ has defined the key theoretical fault lines ever 

since, despite the fact that both authors vehemently disputed these respective labels. 

 

The accusations of ‘instrumentalism’ directed at Miliband stem from the emphasis which his text The 

State in Capitalist Society (1969) places on the personal attitudes and interconnectedness of those 

within the state apparatus. For Miliband, the state (defined not just as the ruling central 

administration, but also including the judiciary, the military, local government, and the civil service) is 



a place of suffocating conservatism. It is dominated by privileged elites, who are reflexively on the 

side of business and who have a vested interest in preserving the status quo. Ostensibly radical new 

entrants to the state apparatus- for example left wing politicians- will either prove impotent in the face 

of these powerful forces of inertia, or else will themselves get far too comfortable and moderate their 

views. In this sense, the dominant class has privileged access to the state and will inevitably receive a 

more sympathetic hearing than trade unions or other social movements. Hence the state, we can infer 

from his account, is in many respects subservient to capitalist elites and hence to some degree can be 

described as an instrument of them. 

 

Miliband’s argument, however, is ultimately not an instrumentalist one because he remains conscious 

of the deep-rooted structural constraints which act upon the state and which go beyond these personal 

factors. He refers, for example, to ‘the real economic power which business enjoys’ (1969:173) as a 

result of its ownership of the means of production. The confusion arises because his work is much 

more interested in why this power is seemingly accepted as inevitable within the state apparatus rather 

than being challenged, and it is here that, for Miliband, personal attitudes and influences play a 

determining role. The path that state policy will take will, then, be guided by the wishes of the most 

powerful actors in that society, and in post-War industrial capitalism these were the monopoly 

capitalists. 

 

Hence Miliband is more concerned with the manner in which this elite dominance is perpetuated and 

agnostic, even disinterested, in the tension between market and plan. Indeed the latter is almost 

incidental to his argument. For Miliband, the primary relationship that must be accounted for in state 

theory is that between the state and the capitalist class. Pro-monopoly or pro-competition policies are, 

in this respect, a ‘dependent variable’ to the ‘independent variable’ that is this central relationship. In 

this sense, the image of the market as subordinate implicitly informs Miliband’s analysis, and the 

image of the market as ‘alien power’ is nowhere to be seen. The latter implies a diffuse and 

impersonal kind of power, where the depiction in The State and Capitalist Society is highly 

concentrated in particular institutions dominated by particular groups of people. 



 

Poulantzas was more vehement than Miliband in rejecting the perception of the state as in any sense 

subservient to the capitalist class. For Poulantzas, the state is not a ‘thing-instrument’ fused to 

particular dominant class actors, but neither is it a Hegelian ‘subject’, on its own progressive 

trajectory. Indeed, it cannot even be considered an ‘entity’ in its own right, but rather as the 

crystallisation of class relations. Class conflict is internalised within the state, and thus is both 

embodied and regulated by it. Hence, as Barrow (2002) and Skocpol (1980) both argue, rather than 

labelling Poulantzas a structuralist, his conception of the state is a functionalist one. It is a stabilising 

force, endowed with the capability to detach itself from the various ‘class fractions’ in the interest of 

the longer-term maintenance of capitalist dominance. 

 

In fulfilling this function, its role is in part a political and ideological one. The state under capitalism, 

for Poulantzas, does various things. It shifts conflict from the economic sphere into the political one, 

seeking to individualise and contain the grievances of those outside the dominant class. Moreover, it 

is responsible for creating widespread notions of the ‘general interest’ that can prevail within the 

nation at large. Related to the latter point, in particular, is the state’s role in the production and 

regulation of knowledge. The capitalist state needs to develop a framework of technocratic ‘facts’, 

which are ostensibly depoliticised but which in fact serve the interests of the dominant class. ‘Power 

is ideologically legitimized in the modality of scientific technique, as if it flowed automatically from a 

rational scientific practice’ (Poulatnzas, 2000:55). The result this scientific legitimation is ‘a series of 

rituals and styles of speech, as well as structural modes of formulating and tackling problems’ (ibid, 

60) over which, of course, the dominated classes have no influence. 

 

Nonetheless, for Poulantzas the state cannot be said to be a wielder of power in its own right. The 

primary sources of power in capitalist society- i.e. those rooted in the relations of production- go far 

beyond its reach: 

 

‘If class powers are not reducible to the State and always outmeasure its apparatuses, this is 



because, being rooted in the social division of labour and in exploitation, these powers have 

primacy over the apparatuses that employ them, notably the state’ (Poulantzas, 2000:38) 

 

The state is the ‘site and a centre of the exercise of power, but it possesses no power of its own’ (ibid, 

148). This means that, as class structures and the balance of power between classes change, it must 

remodel itself. Hence Poulantzas refers to its subordination in the period of ‘competitive capitalism’, 

compared to its expanding and remodelled role under post-War monopoly capitalism. Ultimately it 

reconfigures itself in order to assume forms that can best enable a healthy rate of profit. The 

functionalism of Poulantzas's account is particularly evident in passages such as the following- 

 

‘Our investigation must take as its guiding thread the tendency of the falling rate of profit: 

state intervention in the economy should be essentially understood as the introduction of 

counter-tendencies to this tendency… In the last analysis, all state economic intervention is 

articulated around this basic pole’ (ibid, 173) 

 

And later: ‘the principal and dominant long-term counter-tendency to the falling rate of profit is the 

state-inspired rise in the rate of surplus-value and exploitation’ (ibid, 176, emphases in original). 

 

It is remarks such as these that, in the light of developments since the publication of Poulantzas’s 

book, force us to bring the market as alien power into the analysis. In Carnoy and Castell’s (2001) 

effort to extend Poulantzas’s theory into the era of neoliberalism, they refer to the state’s functional 

role in initiating the expansion of the global market: 

 

‘Globalization was, in fact, induced by the state, as a way out of the crisis [of post-War 

Keynesianism]. Not under the command of corporations, but certainly with corporate interests 

as a fundamental concern: this is the kind of policy that Poulantzas could have characterised 

as an expression of the relative autonomy of the state’ (2001:6) 

 



In this sense, efforts by states to resolve the global economic crises of the 1970s are explained in 

Poulantzasian terms; the state uses its autonomy to impose market mechanisms as a means of 

revitalising the fortunes of the capitalist class. Hence, the image of the ‘subordinated market’ emerges 

again but with a twist: the market remains the tool of the dominant class (albeit wielded through the 

state on its behalf) but it is extended, rather than reined in. This reflects the historical conditions of the 

time: the atrophy of Keynesianism, reduced profits, union power, and various other rigidities acting 

upon the free accumulation of capital. But the key point to note is that we cannot discern one image of 

the market without also encountering the other with which it blurs. As Carnoy and Castells (2001:6) 

note, ‘once the process of globalization was set in motion, it slipped largely out of the control of 

states’. Later they write that ‘the greatest historical change for the state is the dramatic decline in its 

autonomy. The state becomes dependent on the collective capitalist represented by global financial 

markets’ (ibid, 16, emphasis added). Thus the diffuse multiplicity that constitutes 'the market as alien 

power' poses a threat to the state. Not just in terms of its autonomy and its authority, but by extension 

its ability to perform its functional tasks. The state's technocratic regulatory role is forced to adapt, in 

ways which are explored in the final section. 

 

Skocpol (1980) points to Block’s work as an alternative Marxian perspective on state theory, removed 

from the ‘instrumentalist/functionalist’ debate pursued by Miliband and Poulantzas. I argue here that 

his article The Ruling Class Does Not Rule (1977) offers a useful lens through which to view this 

apparent loss of functionality on the part of the state. In it, Block sought to explore the idea of 

‘rationality’ as it is exercised by the state in capitalist society. He argues that the state is best 

understood as a ‘manager’ class, which is entirely distinct from the capitalist class. The latter, for 

Block, cannot have any concept of the long-term stability of the system. By contrast the ‘managers’ of 

the state apparatus ‘are forced to concern themselves to a greater degree with the reproduction of the 

social order’ (1977:10). The problem, however, is that the jobs of state managers depend on the 

maintenance of a ‘healthy economic climate’, and this is dependent on the capitalists’ willingness to 

make investments. So state managers find themselves in a complicated and compromised position, 

seeking to impose some kind of rational administrative planning on society while remaining 



dependent on the whims of people interested mainly in immediate-term profits. 

 

Block’s separation of ‘managers’ and ‘capitalists’ recalls Marx’s own discussion of the implications of 

interest-bearing capital from the third volume of Capital. As noted in the previous section, the 

proliferation of interest-bearing capital has important effects. In particular, it subordinates the 

manager, subjecting them to a much less restricted market dominated not by those with a long term 

concern for the stability of production, but an opaque class of speculators- ‘private production 

unchecked by private ownership’ (Marx, 1981:569). In Block’s account, this opacity confronts state 

managers as well, in the form of ‘business confidence’- an entirely intangible variable with little 

discernable guiding criteria, which nonetheless acts to scare managers away from a whole range of 

measures. ‘Business confidence’ is thus the enforcement device associated with the market as 

constituted by financial capitalists. This point should be combined with what I have said about the 

state's loss of functionality under globalization. It is not simply that the state is overpowered, but that 

it has to answer to a more diffuse and nebulous 'authority' than before. 

 

To conclude this section, I want to make three suggestions based on what has been said so far. 

 

1. In Marxist theory the market appears simultaneously as a mechanism and as an ‘alien power’. 

However, like the state in Poulantzas’s account, it is not a distinct entity with an autonomous 

source of power in its own right. Rather, the power it wields is the crystallisation of the 

relationships between mutually-repelling individual capitalists taken in totality. It is in this 

sense that it imposes ‘demands’ on the individual parts of this totality, as well as on state 

managers. 

2. The idea of the market as alien power is generally neglected in writings on state theory. 

Reflecting the time at which the most important 20
th
 Century contributions to state theory 

were made, a period which was typically referred to by Marxists as ‘monopoly’ or ‘state’ 

capitalism, the extent to which the market could take on a ‘life of its own’ over and above 

capitalists and the state was not high on the agenda of Marxian scholarship. 



3. However, under neoliberalism the market, driven by the liberation and proliferation of 

interest-bearing capitalists, has indeed been resurgent as an ‘alien power’ in many respects, 

and insofar as it has done so it has weakened the capacity of the state to act ‘rationally’; i.e. in 

the interests of long-term stability and according to clearly-defined criteria. 

 

Regarding the latter point, I do not mean to suggest a fundamental transformation in the role of the 

state but rather a modification- primarily, a weakening of the ‘managerial’ capabilities and behaviour 

of the state. In the final section, I will describe in more detail what I mean by this. 

 

Between managing committee and devotional order? The market and state under neoliberalism 

 

The preceding sections introduced the analysis of ‘the market’ and the state under neoliberalism as a 

blurring of the two ‘images’ of the market identified above. Under neoliberalism, various writers have 

observed what might be termed a widespread, though uneven, process of ‘marketization’ across 

industrial and post-industrial societies (Greer and Doellgast, 2013). This has been at the expense of 

the relative ‘decommodification’ under various post-War Keynesian regimes and takes a number of 

forms: 

 

-The expansion of labour supply, through the opening of new labour markets, welfare 

reforms, and immigration. 

 

-The opening up of spaces for private capital, for example through privatisations and 

outsourcing. 

 

-The liberalisation of financial markets and the expansion of financial speculation. This may 

be considered a move from ‘voice’ to ‘exit’ (Greer and Doellgast, 2013); i.e. an increasing 

short-termism on the part of investors, seeking to extract value rather than remain ‘patient’. 

 



Here, I want to consider the relationship between the state and these processes. I will argue that these 

changes cannot be explained by ideology alone, nor necessarily as a project of ‘class war’ waged by 

elites, though both of these factors are clearly important. Instead, I suggest that these changes should 

be considered while placing the blurry ‘dual image’ of the market as discussed above in the 

foreground. 

 

As Carnoy and Castells (2001) argued, states initially sought to manufacture the expansion of 

globalisation by extending market mechanisms- not at the behest of the capitalist class, but certainly 

in its interests. As indicated previously I agree with this analysis but seek to add my own elaboration. 

This action by states should be understood as reflecting the image of the ‘subordinate market’, 

because it involved the employment of market mechanisms as a tool. However, in the light of 

historical conditions (the relative power of organised labour, squeezes on profits, and build-ups of 

‘rigidities’ preventing profitable new investments) these mechanisms were extended rather than 

restrained (as Hilferding and others had expected). It is this fact which, as noted above, means that the 

alternative image of the ‘market as alien power’ also gains prominence. In the remainder of this 

section I consider the ways in which this has happened. 

 

Contrary to Hilferding’s (1980) depiction of a trajectory towards patient capital, the concept of 

‘shareholder value’ has accrued more and more weight since the 1970s, encapsulated in the rise of the 

institutional investor (Aglietta, 2000a, 2000b; Lazonick and O’Sullivan, 2000). As was argued 

previously, from a Marxian perspective these developments herald important changes in the nature of 

‘the market’. Above, I suggested that it moves the market ‘upwards’, giving it greater authority, and at 

the same time making this authority more diffuse and hence more opaque. Carnoy and Castells 

(2001:16) refer to the ‘collective capitalist’, but I would express it slightly differently. Where 

previously, the imperatives of the market were mediated through identifiable manager-capitalists, they 

now appear as an intangible mass of individual investors, whose ‘confidence’ must be won. Hence the 

‘authority’ here is an ongoing process and complex of relations: the ‘logic’ generated by a swarm of 

mutually-repellent individuals, rather than the eloquently-expressed demands of an identifiable class 



actor. 

 

The more prevalent this logic, the more important ‘business confidence’ becomes. Hence the first 

thing to note is that business confidence is not readily discernible- it is not like the enterprise manager, 

whose behaviour can be observed and who is directly tied to a particular place or productive process. 

The ‘decisions’ of a mutually-repellent swarm are only apparent after the fact. Therefore I would like 

to put the question as follows: how do state managers work out what actions to take in pursuit of 

business confidence? I argue here, with particular reference to the work of Sinclair (1994a, 1994b, 

2000), that their capacity to make 'rational' decisions is greatly disrupted, as a result of the intentional 

extension of market mechanisms. In consequence, the state’s privileged position as a ‘managing 

committee’ is profoundly impacted. In certain respects, the state’s management- and along with them 

its lexicon and the implications of the ‘knowledge’ it formalises- assume quite mystical overtones. 

Much state activity is consecrated to a highly nebulous entity typically described as ‘the markets’ 

(plural) whose motives can only ever be guessed at, whose actions can be only tenuously predicted, 

but in whose name nevertheless sacrifices must be made. There are three main causes of this 

disruption. 

 

The first of these is acceleration. The rise of institutional investors occurred at the expense of the 

‘retain and reinvest’ model that had characterised the giant corporations of the post-War era (Lazonick 

and O’Connor, 2000). In other words, the ‘patient’ relationships between companies and investors 

have been marginalised in favour of a sharper focus on immediate market returns (Aglietta, 2000a). In 

consequence, the manager of the firm is required to become more responsive to these immediate 

external demands than to the internal life of the company. State managers, themselves, therefore need 

to adapt to the requirements of those whose confidence they seek to gain. This, primarily, means 

removing barriers to ‘entry’ and ‘exit’ for transnational capital. If the markets can move quickly, then 

any state seeking their favour must facilitate fast movement. 

 

These ideas of acceleration are extremely important in recent Marxian, as well as non-Marxian, 



scholarship in the social sciences. Most influential on the subject is Harvey’s (1990) discussion of 

‘time-space compression’. Here, Harvey extends the idea of acceleration far beyond Marx’s remarks 

in Capital Volume II. Beyond simply demanding shorter storage times, faster transport times, and so 

on, Harvey argues that in order to find newer sources of investment capital seeks to speed up every 

facet of life- from cultural fashions to the building of cities. Most importantly from the perspective of 

this article, if the state is forced to deal with an acceleration in the rate at which capital can come and 

go, then clearly its own time-horizons for planning are diminished. The ‘historical time span’ of the 

market- 

 

‘…is reduced to a single point in time whose coordinates are to be found in the economic 

rather than the natural domain of reason. Even within non-economic social sub-systems, the 

market economization of transactions has meant forgetting the past, just as it has meant losing 

the future as a project.’ (Altvater et al, 1997: 456) (italics added) 

 

Clearly, the prestige of a managing committee is much reduced if ‘the future is lost as a project’. 

 

The second aspect is the increasing opacity of decision-making criteria under these conditions. As 

noted above, the dominance of interest-bearing capital subjects state governance to what Aglietta 

(2000b:149) referred to as ‘the collective power of opinion wielded by capital markets’. But such a 

thing cannot be gauged in advance through observation and polling. Because investment moves so 

quickly, the concrete reality of these collective opinions can only be discerned in the moment, and can 

be subject to rapid fluctuations. Policies which have pleased or displeased ‘the market’ can only be 

judged by their results and rarely predicted with accuracy. 

 

This latter point is made especially clear in Sinclair’s (1994a, 1994b, 2000) work. What Sinclair calls 

‘disintermediation’- i.e. the abrogation of banks’ roles as ‘patient’ investors who can offer clear 

knowledge about business prospects- creates a knowledge gap for investors regarding the 

creditworthiness of recipients of investment. This is only partially addressed by the proliferation of 



institutions such as credit ratings agencies, whose judgements come to hold great sway over state 

managers’ pursuit of investment. Sinclair has shown how the variables taken into account by such 

organisations in rating states’ creditworthiness can be highly subjective and sometimes hard to 

discern. Inevitably so, because of the vast complexity of the social formations which find themselves 

encapsulated in a letter rating. Hence under financialisation, states pursue ‘business friendly’ policies 

according to criteria about which they have little understanding, and which is ‘largely opaque to the 

outside world’ (Sinclair, 1994a:454). 

 

The final aspect is anticipation. Because financial markets and the institutions which guide them have 

the power to severely obstruct the flow of resources to states, ‘their views on what is acceptable shape 

the actions of those seeking positive responses from them’ (Sinclair, 2000:496). Sinclair calls this the 

‘anticipation effect’. Rather than seeking to react to and solve specific problems, states need to predict 

in advance what will impress financial markets. As noted in relation to the preceding point, under 

conditions of acceleration and opacity the means by which they can do this become increasingly 

imprecise. Not only this, but states have to behave in such a way that the market has no reason to 

suspect that it might have anything to anticipate. 

 

To consider what, taken together, these mechanisms mean, we should return to the remarks Carnoy 

and Castell’s have made in revisiting Poulantzas. For them, globalisation is characterised by 

‘information turbulence’, and the opacity of the ‘collective capitalist’ cracks the technocratic façade of 

the state; a key part of its function in Poulantzas’s theory. My point here is that the knowledge-

regulating role of the state therefore changes, to something more nebulous and ‘upwards looking’. The 

advance of austerity, of liberalisation, and of the undermining of working conditions, are being 

enacted by the state, not directly at the behest of the capitalist class but in the name of ‘the markets’- a 

considerably more abstract thing. Unlike in accounts such as that of Ralph Miliband, where the role of 

the state is defined by its intimate and often very personal closeness to the dominant class, here the 

state seeks to infer a ‘will’ from the ‘collective capitalist’, i.e. the market as alien power; it does so 

according to increasingly short time spans, using increasingly opaque criteria, and in advance of any 



judgement being meted out. This is the market as alien power; imposing a surreal despotism of 

guesswork and future denial on state managers, which cannot be fully encapsulated by instrumentalist 

or functionalist theories of the state. 

 

In this sense, the state looks less like a managing committee and more like a devotional sect. As 

Sinclair notes, in the absence of the possibility for clearer thinking, marketization- or at least an image 

and a rhetoric of it which is sufficient to win ‘confidence’- becomes a universal remedy. Because it is 

‘the markets’ that wield the power, states need to remould themselves in their image. Relative success 

versus other competitor-states depends on being able to adopt a market-friendly form, which 

essentially is understood as becoming more like a market, along with the occasional sacrifice. Thus, in 

the absence of a more concrete understanding of how markets will react in particular situations, the 

need to guarantee entry and exit becomes at least one quasi-tangible straw to grasp (Sinclair, 1994). 

Hence state managers seek to latch on to the concrete ‘knowledge’ of market preferences in the 

absence of the possibility for a rational assessment of the situation. Thus from the strategic reassertion 

of market mechanisms, we arrive at a rationality gap, in which states compete to marketise the most 

enthusiastically- or at least put on the most enthusiastic show of doing so. 

 

Conclusion 

 

What I have tried to do in this article is consider Marxian state theory from a slightly different angle. 

Whereas its key historical contributions have tended to concern the connections between the state and 

the capitalist class, I have sought to sketch out a triangle between state, class and market. This is a 

risky business, because of the dangers of mystification and fetishization. But I have tried to justify it 

by re-examining the Marxian conception of the market. I identified two ‘images’ of it: in one the 

market is a tool of capitalist class interest. This is the image that informs the work of theorists such as 

Poulantzas and Miliband. In the other, the market appears as an ‘alien power’. Particularly important 

here is the idea that, when we look at financialisation and the dominance of interest-bearing capital, 

this alien power of ‘the market’ becomes more potent. States need to gain its ‘confidence’. But this 



confidence is such a diffuse and abstract thing, that the idea of class power cannot do it full justice. 

Instead, we have to recognise, as Marx did, that in creating and accelerating markets for strategic 

reasons, we also create something else as well, which has an important impact on the ability of 

supposedly democratic governments to act on the world. 
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