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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Ultimate Political Entities.

The Example of The State

15.1.

If the phenomenon of ‘the state’ is taken as a de facto starting point in a discussion
of political philosophy, it has to be admitted that our remarks about the proliferation
of political doctrines are well exemplified. Every philosophy of note has had a
theory of the state and it would be idle, for our purposes, to attempt any
consideration of them, even some of them ‘in turn’, as it were. Let us be clear. We
are most certainly not saying that nothing is to be learned from a study of ‘the
classics’. What is being suggested is that such theories are always manifestly and
almost entirely a product of their times and, when produced for argument in some
contemporary context, are always chosen and adapted for that purpose. For
example, put perhaps more directly: in political judgements about contemporary
Iraq, nothing can be asserted with confidence as to whether having read or studied
Hobbes’ Leviathan or Machiavelli’s The Prince adds or takes away from anything so
judged, even though such study might be thought to produce all manner of other
psychological results. As far as the English language is concerned, the word ‘state’ has
a very recent currency. It seems to appear with increasing frequency towards the
latter part of the nineteenth century, largely as a result of the need to translate Hegelian
metaphysics into English, and then in the hands of proponents and opponents of that
period’s philosophical idealism. It would be just such an historical enquiry we have
referred to above - namely, to trace very precisely the origin and actual use of the term
at the hands of economic and political theorists; quite fascinating in itself but of
limited value, except in a preliminary way, as a guide to firm, practical and ethically
unquestionable political action, national or international today – or to trying to
understand actions of both the meek and the powerful in that region.
Contemporary discussion of the state is very largely about its characteristics as a

global or world phenomenon. What might be called the orthodox or ‘folk’
conception seems largely to be derived from Weberian sources as a political entity
with fixed and publicly justifiable geographical boundaries (lines on the earth’s
surface), a unified system of public law and regulation, systems for dealing
consistently with internal social and physical structures, and the whole ‘backed up’,



as it were, by publicly justified and absolutely determinative features. Nobody
within the relevant intellectual orthodoxies seriously doubts, if such language be
permitted, ‘the existence’ of the state, or seriously believes that informed discussion
could nowadays do without it. And yet the above remarks about the recency of the
use of the term might remind us how historically novel are our modern ways of
thinking about this political phenomenon.

15.2.

It has been more or less argued in the previous section that it is largely a question of
historical scholarship as to precisely how the use of the word ‘state’ spread through
the awareness of the relevant publics. Further, it is partly a matter for etymologists
to speculate on the meaning and significance of the possible inter-translatability of
such words. The political philosopher, however, cannot leave these matters
completely to one side, even though little of a conclusive nature can be expected to
emerge. In other contexts, the philosopher’s yearning for what we have called
‘ultimateness’ has been discussed. More often, the yearning we refer to has linked
these terms to contemporarily invoked concepts and, depending on the historical
condition in which philosophy has found itself, has seen the desired ultimateness as
capable of expression in appropriately disseminated ways. We must therefore go on
to ask (as well as what the word ‘state’ means today and to what extent previous
political arrangements were really simply predecessors of the same phenomena
going under different names), but also whether the use of the term actually
represents a fundamental sociological or intellectual change representing, in turn,
something quite new - even though, by ordinary common sense daily standards, of
slow evolution.
Ultimate entities are not mere philosophical starting points. They are entities

which of course can be doubted, analysed, speculated about and treated in all the
usual philosophical ways, but which are best thought of as being those entities
which are thought of as fundamental to all speculative effort. Sometimes the
ultimateness can take the form of some philosophical puzzle, problem or mystery;
some unresolved question which, according to the intensity of its realisation, will
preoccupy contemporary philosophers. We suggest that the state is such an entity,
even though, historically, it has gone under various names. We have called it
therefore an ‘ultimate political entity’, by which the human might try to satisfy his
or herself as to the nature of political experience; and progress our discussion by
treating it as such, and not be led too far into verbal and relatively trivial sociological
or institutionally descriptive speculation.

15.3.

We have coined the expression ‘ultimate political entity’ and suggested that the word
‘state’ purports to express such a notion. In its use, it might be claimed, is to be
found those features by which all aspects of the life of some humans living in some
sense, collectively may be judged. Two questions immediately present themselves.
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They are: who is doing the judging, and how are we to define the ‘all aspects’? The
‘who’ of the origin of any aspect of political philosophy need not detain us too long,
as it must include even the ‘ultimates’; for it has always been thought to be the most
necessary of questions as to how humans, when considered as single creatures,
somehow come to be joined together into social entities of ever-increasing size, until
some point of completion is reached. Philosophers are forced, when presented with
their own contemporary social orders, to account to themselves and others for those
forms, and to relate whatever degree of intricacy and complexity they observe in
their own times to the yearning for some ‘ultimate’ entity against which they can
judge the practicalities of the arrangements they see around them. Thus philosophers
have almost without exception attempted to seek out some key lesser entity, by
which we might ‘explain’ the nature of the larger – the ultimate.
In the case of the state, such a lesser entity might take the form of many particular

lesser social units - for example, the social class, or socio-economic groupings of all
kinds, or blood/kinship groupings (extended families) and so forth. We are now at
the edge of what is to be our chief claim in respect of the modern version of the state
as an ultimate entity; that is to say, its fundamental instability. It will be recalled that
the ultimateness of the state is expressed in the claim that it represents in some sense
a totality of application over the humans which it comprises. This totality covers
geography, physical movement, economic accumulations and interpersonal
relations, and indeed any system of social relation and any interaction that might be
envisaged. For we argue, once the yearning for ultimateness has been applied to
political entities, its modern expression must inevitably involve the expectation of
complete and total application. And yet the expression of the powers of the state, as
the total and ultimate entity, can only be made in practical terms through the sub-
entities - a few of which we have itemised above. In turn, any individual human,
pursuing his or her daily progression through life, can only be aware of a most
limited particularity of experience, no matter where he or she might be actually
placed in any social order or in the formalities of the organisation of public
institutions. (By ‘public’ here we mean not ‘official’ or ‘government’, but ‘publicly
observable’.).
Such a situation has two important results from our point of view. The first is the

endemic disorganisation, which permanently attends both the internal and external
life of the state. This can take many forms, some of which have a special
contemporary aptness. The other is that the individual human, when attending to his
or her relations with the modern state, cannot but be characterised once more, in a
special sense, with that modal indifference which inevitably permeates interactive
experience.

15.4.

We have suggested in the last few sections that the state, as an ultimate political
entity, has been interpreted by writers (including philosophers, political activists and
others) as needing explanation, which can only be made through claims which imply
some lesser entity as the prime mover in its origin and subsequent life. Thus a
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Marxist might say: ‘The state represents the interests of the ruling class’ – or a
contract philosopher might argue: ‘The state owes its origin to some covenant or
contract between individuals who agree with one another to surrender their rights or
powers to some institution or other - e.g. government’. Other examples could be
given, but they all share the quality of relating such explanations or descriptions,
and the political theoretical claims and arguments that follow to some lesser entity
as mentioned in the above examples.1 If such explanations - since the entity of the
state or whatever term has been used to describe its formulation according to
historical circumstances (whether or not these need or can be known in any great
detail) - are already supposed by the explanation to be a lesser part of the also
presupposed ultimate entity, then the deduction from the one to the other (i.e. from
the lesser to the greater – again, however this is expressed in any contemporary
language) must always leave some element, as it were, philosophically unaccounted
for. It is a kind of philosophical loose end, not particularly elusive or difficult to
grasp, but of so general a nature as to be often overlooked or thought of minor
significance.
And of course it can take the most diverse character. Someone might say, for

example, when facing a contract explanation: ‘I never agreed to any such contract’,
and so he didn’t; and perhaps neither did any one else. Further, anti-Marxists can,
for example, always cast doubt on the central notions of the doctrine by giving
counter examples of the inoperability of class concepts. Similar remarks can
undoubtedly apply to any other broad political philosophy, it should be stressed.
Moreover, this is not simply a question of some ‘whole or part’ analysis, claiming
that the whole is always greater than the part, or any other combination of these
classic philosophical ideas. Such an analysis is inapplicable, since any combination
of all the persons who have to be supposed to come under the aegis of any ‘state’
(or whatever it might have been named before translation into modern English) can
and do combine and recombine themselves into very many and divers elements
which far exceed any simple summation into a totality any ultimate conception of
the state may comprise.
We have alluded above to the necessity of the expression of the powers of the

ultimate entity (the state) through the experience of the particular in terms of
practicality, at the point of experience, so that it is not surprising that theoretical
doctrine should be so presented. It is therefore quite normal and easy to see the state
as the expression of some sub entity of itself. But these claims are largely empirical
in spirit, presupposing empirical knowledge which may well be indeterminate, and
it is what follows for political philosophy which is our chief subject matter.

15.5.

We are taking largely for granted the previously mentioned empirical basis for our
discussion, and it is certainly true that the ‘modern state’ has been taken to be the
only form of government that could hope to provide the political stability thought to
be the major criterion of successful political life, particularly in the large scale
societies of the contemporary world. Furthermore, because of the very general
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nature of its connotations, a wide variety of actual institutional arrangements can be
covered by the term - some resulting from consciously created forms, others the
unintended result of particular historical circumstances. Many adjectives have been
prefixed to the term, as far apart as ‘welfare’ and ‘garrison’ and many others.
In recent years (largely as the result of American foreign policy) the worldwide

study of different degrees of institutional elaboration of the state has become the
chief preoccupation of political analysts. This makes clearer the obvious truth that it
is possible to list the finite number of states in the world and so classify them
according to any criteria one might choose. Thus we get the terminology of the
‘failed’ state or the ‘rogue’ state. We will not follow the path of any more detailed
presentation and empirical analysis of these conditions, informative though this
would certainly be, but may remark that the terminology of the ‘failed’ state is itself
clearly pejorative.2 This implies, first, that the state as we know it is the criterion of
‘success’ and second (though with rather less clarity of implication), that the
contemporary ‘capitalist-democratic’ state is also such a criterion. Neither need be
taken for granted. It also has to be noted that such a complete classification of all the
states of the world would indicate many which would lack the coherence
presupposed by the Weberian criteria; and such cases, some borderline, draw
attention to the misleading character of their universal application. A more extreme
prosecution of this view would marshal systematically the many examples of serious
internal administrative and economic dislocation (one example is ‘black’ and
similar fringe economies) which strike even the most stable of the modern Western
states not that infrequently, as well as internal purely political but violent challenges
to state control. Included here we must mention organised criminal life which, it
might be alleged, flourishes in the mature state and, it might be suggested, can
underpin purely formal and politically determinate activity on a more or less
developed scale. The perspective adopted embraces all the states of the world, of
course. Further, any such judgements, including the well-known cases of the
publicly totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century, themselves presuppose an
evaluative stance which has to be stated, explicitly and systematically if possible. If
such a line is taken, such regimes do represent ‘state phenomena’ and must be part
of any assessment of the state as a political institution, capable of theoretical
evaluation. What we must therefore ask is: How is the state to be judged as a human
institution? And, whatever answer is given to this question, what are the
consequences for the judgement of human behaviour and the nature of political life?
- and are there any larger questions about behaviour in a political context, to which
convincing answers can be given within the larger context of political philosophy?

15.6.

It will be apparent that political philosophy has almost without exception treated the
larger entity of the state as accretions made up from the smaller. This necessarily
leads to the treatment of the theoretical character of the state as composed of the
relations between this ‘ultimate political entity’ and its component elements. If, as
it appears, public political philosophers hold this broad perception, as do
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intelligentsias of all kinds, as well as the less aware or interested publics, then
critical appraisal of doctrine inevitably grounded in such perception is made
increasingly less likely to appear. Yet simple analysis of, say, how firmly beliefs
concerning any sub groups within any incipient or already existing state may be
held, immediately undermines such entities as necessarily capable of fusion into any
ultimate entity (state); or, perhaps more significantly, as being capable of sustaining
the continuity through socially perceived time, necessarily presupposed by the
larger conception of the state. If the institutions developed by states over time, in our
present epoch and in former ages, are treated in a similar way, and by expanding this
critical stance when applied to them (again depending on very precise historical
circumstances), the state emerges as a fundamentally quite unstable political form.
Political historians, political philosophers and others have often been tempted

(though it is much less fashionable these days) to seek out grand theories which
‘explain’ the creation, growth, decline and general ‘ups and downs’ of the life of
states, and thence of the state. But such treatment merely sketches in some rough
background for any political philosophy applicable in the modern world. For
example, one such conception might be that, some sub group might be thought to be
exercising some overall control of an allegedly coherent state at any time. This sub
group may be purely resultant on other supposed social forces, such as economic
groups or simply those who happen to be supposedly ‘in charge’ at the relevant time.
It might be supposed then that this sub group will themselves attempt to increase
that control according to the socially and technically available facilities of the
moment, and will divert economic resources to that end. Such an analysis is
however, merely one case of some class of theories, with the struggle of sub-state
entities as its main explanatory presupposition. Such an analysis might be
illustrated further by supposing that the combination of smaller groupings, including
the limiting case of individual humans combining in one unique act into the ultimate
entity of the state, can only provide the theoretical alternatives of ‘anarchy’ at one
extreme, and some all-inclusive state at the other. But this is only one among a range
of possible outcomes of this line of reasoning.

15.7.

So how far have we advanced in our discussion of the state and its place in political
philosophy? We find the Weberian model unsatisfactory, for its geographical
determination is always ultimately arbitrary. This often leads to serious internal
dislocation in even the most advanced conditions as contemporary events once again
demonstrate. Current explanations related in one way or another to internal sub-
groupings (though trivially and crudely acceptable) provide no firm basis for
authoritative theoretical guides to judgement and action in terms of the evaluation
of political conditions and the resolution of perceived sources of serious instability.
We have said little or nothing about inter state dislocation and disorientation,
although it would be difficult to hold up the state as some kind of institution bound
to succeed, as even the most simplistic account of twentieth century events
indicates. Indeed, one could easily argue that the modern state - when considered

280 MY PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS



alongside the vastly increased public awareness of global perspectives and the
increased availability of controlling technology - provides the best basis for both
internal and external social dislocation. But what of the claim that the most powerful
institutional invention of our post-eighteenth century world has been the awareness
of and the institutional application of such awareness in all the devices of limited
government?
Yet how has such application been instituted? The answer is through the only

means available – that is, through written law and regulation and through the use of
such information backed up by the ultimate powers of the ultimate political entity
(i.e. the use of the force and the violence of the state). Despite the many ways in
which this situation can be expressed in day-to-day living, what we have previously
argued remains apt. Such conditions must necessarily be applied through the
practicalities of this everyday life and at the point of experience of those involved.
Individual experience can only be of quite limited application. It follows that the
attempt at serious distortion of the perception of that experience is the norm rather
than the exception, and the activities of government are ultimately uncontrollable,
because those individuals in the higher reaches of government cannot know anything
like enough about what they are actually doing to exercise the presupposed
influence.3 It further follows that the activities of these higher reaches of government
are preoccupied more or less totally in creating illusions of stability and control and
that the degree of practical dislocation of affairs is variously unpredictable.
Among others, two further major implications of the above should be mentioned.

First, it by no means follows that all states are permanently on the edge of imminent
and catastrophic collapse of one kind or another. What does follow in this respect is
that the relative stability and general economic development of allegedly
‘successful’ states is due not to the insights of political philosophy and their
institutional expression, but must be found elsewhere. Second, it is necessary that
we distinguish clearly between ‘state’ and ‘government’. The forms and institutions
of limited government can and do change overnight but the state, as the supposed
ultimate criterion of political activity and awareness, persists through all such
change and is readily available for any degree of manipulation.

15.8.

It follows from what has been claimed in the last few sections that the notion that
some ultimate political combination can bind those who might be thought to have
undertaken it in some way - such that it both can, and therefore should, determine
their future lives in some way - is, if not an outrageous one, then one that could
never be sustained as a political argument or as some basis for political practice. The
realisation that this might actually be the permanent social condition of the human
being does not, as is often supposed, necessarily lead to some immediately
disintegrative situation. It seems that, as a matter of fact, ‘anarchy’ as an actual
political phenomenon, one might suppose, is an extremely rare if not a socially
impossible condition borne of the imagination of political philosophers. This arises
from their quest for some theoretical entity against which to compare the observed

ULTIMATE POLITICAL ENTITIES. THE EXAMPLE OF THE STATE 281



scepticisms which are always to be found in actual historical situations - that is,
scepticisms which challenge the current justifications for any proximate ultimate
entities, usually some form of ‘state’. Even in the most seriously dislocated
conditions - whether through the internal collapse of civil war or revolution, or
invasion from the “geographical without” or even from any near collapse due to
governmental disorientation - the need for the preservation of some basic economic
life on a day-to-day basis preserves more than a modicum of non-disintegrative
activity. What emerges from this line of analysis is that, thinking in at least some
hundreds of years, we see the modern state with its seeming permanence and
continuity as an institution of the most recent and almost of a temporary creation, its
particular forms due to the accidental vagaries of forces and pressures which have
no very clearly determinate origin, strength or direction of possible change. Indeed,
one might almost go so far as to say that even the words used to describe what we
are alleging to be the processes thought to be relevant to this kind of analysis render
an illusion of stability unwarranted by experience. For example, we refer to the ideas
of some coherent historical ‘force’ or some ‘direction’ of historical development.
Might it not be better to see the modern state not as some ‘ultimate political entity’
which requires of its supposed internal components ultimate relations with itself
(even when characterised by the institutions of so-called limited government) but
rather, one might almost say, merely an administrative unit within which some
hoped-for smooth organisation of the affairs of its inhabitants might proceed? If, for
the time being, we accept the state as some meaningful point of reference, it
immediately becomes apparent that the state itself can be only one among various
(if not many) political entities to which we might accord such a status. Further, we
have exposed the weakness of the theories of action and choice. It follows that all
we can expect of any supposed ‘individual’ is some personal stance of modal
indifference with regard to the theoretical analysis of his or her relations with the
state, again in the special sense outlined previously, with regard to any current
perceptions or attitudes to social order.

15.9.

It might be asked: How we can reconcile the clear and obvious immanence of the
modern state with the claims we make concerning its fragility as a unit of human
consciousness which purports to provide some ultimate unit for the judgement of
human action and affairs? What exactly do we mean by conceiving it in such a
sense? It has to be recalled that, if the state were to provide such a function, we
would feel confident in applying to the state some clear and undoubted evaluative
function, by which we could compare behaviour and situations according to criteria
deduced from the activity of the state. The identification of individual persons
physically within the state and their capacity for envisaging association with others,
both within and without any physical or mental determination, reduces to a
minimum the capacity of any one of these combinations to apply evaluative
conceptions to the life of those persons. It therefore appears that, with the
multiplication of the many associations that individual humans have both within and
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outside any supposed state, the attempt to sustain the state as the only ultimate
political entity (UPE) available to the human consciousness, must fail. This would
appear to entail the notion that the simpler and more isolated the culture, the stronger
and more all-embracing must be the state, so that the paradox of the modern state
alluded to at the beginning of this section becomes apparent. The explanation would
appear to be that, as the scale of both local and international activities has grown in
the modern world (as has the interaction between them), so has the awareness of
world populations of those perspectives which transcend all state criteria. This has,
in turn, meant that only the more rigorous application of local ‘state’ values and
criteria can sustain the intellectual coherence necessary for, at the very least, the
rudiments of some systematic political awareness which retains the state as its single
most enduring ultimate political entity.
What are the consequences of this situation for political philosophy? It then

becomes a question of ‘what is to be expected’ of political philosophy; and the
answer turns on who is doing the expecting and what is the expectation of, if the
matter can be put in this slightly convoluted way. It seems that the chief
consequence of the theory that we have outlined so far would appear to be that, in
the modern world, it is unlikely if not impossible that any comprehensive political
philosophy could be produced which could command widespread acceptance; so
that readily available partial perspectives find themselves successively ranged
against the ever-increasing technical potentialities of any partial entities which aim
to command the existing institutions of the state. As the technical apparatus of the
state grows ever more total in its aims and perspectives, so does the individual
human’s awareness of a dislocated consciousness prove to be more apparent. Yet,
because only the individual person can be aware and active at the point of
experience, wherever situated in the institutions of the state, so that person must
constantly seek to reinvigorate any sense of personal identity remaining, as the state
seems to increasingly absorb all such awareness into itself.

NOTES AND REFERENCES

1. It might be thought that there are many examples whereby entities which are not ‘lesser’,
as when the origin of the state is to be found in some ‘higher’ source, such as some
version of ‘the absolute’ of idealist philosophy. This is unconvincing since any
expressions of these theories must take place through historically contingent socially
extended forms. (15.4.)

2. An interesting attempt to explore the consequences of seeking a rigorous discussion of
the meaning of ‘failure’ when applied to the modern state is to be found in Dan Bulley:
Foreign’ Terror? London Bombings, Resistance and the Failing State. The British
Journal of Politics and International Relations. August 2008. (15.5.)

3. The suggestion here is that contemporary developments in science, technology and
administrative complexity place senior politicians in situations of permanent
impossibility of resolution. The greatest tensions appear when institutions require the
broadest of expression of political values, whereas the practical application of ‘policy’
envisages idiosyncratic solutions at the point of experience. The avoidance of state-wide
dislocation consists of removing this perception from the popular consciousness. (15.7.)
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