On Society/State Relationships

1) Viewed from one perspective, it is society that creates the state. Society does so by calling it into existence, and establishing and using the state for different purposes society deems important. It also does so by giving the state the legitimacy that comes from acting with the sanction of the wider society and its ambitions. (Societies can be more or less communal, more or less egalitarian; devices society uses to shape state action can vary). 

2) Viewed from a different perspective, it is the state that constitutes society. It does so by setting boundaries around who is a citizen or member of the society, and by setting up a structure of social offices each with its own particular rights and responsibilities. Economic, social, and political life then springs up from the established social positions.

3) Because both things are true, it follows that both society and the state have the capacity to re-shape and re-build the other. Society can re-make the state in more or less bloody revolutions or external conquests. The state can re-make society by transforming economic conditions, and social and political relationships within the society.

4) In the background of discussions about state/society relationships lie concerns about the location and distribution of power and authority among individuals, institutions, and individuals operating within offices established within particular institutions.

5) Power and authority (in the sense that one actor can influence another actor’s actions) is always present in society.

6) Power and authority are not equally distributed across individuals, institutions or offices.

7) The distribution of power and authority, and how particular individuals, institutions or offices acquire it has an important effect on the functioning of society as well as the justice of a given society

8) Generally speaking, power and authority can be rooted in three different capacities: a) control over economically valuable assets that can be exchanged for effective influence (wealth, property, knowledge, technical skill); b) the ability to coerce through threats to a person’s life, liberty, and property; or c) the normative capacity to define what constitutes good or virtuous conduct, or a fair distribution of work or benefits, or a just solution to a problem. Control over these capacities gives the actor who has control over these assets some ability to influence the conduct of other actors by making economic rewards, punishments, or social humiliation contingent on the conduct of the other person. If the other actor wants the economic rewards, or seeks to avoid the punishment, and wants his status enhanced rather than degraded, the actor with power over these assets can shape the conduct of the other person. 

9) [Note: there is a different concept of power that involves a subjective experience of dominance.]
10) Different amounts and kinds of power accumulate among individuals, institutions, and offices in society

11) Government is a particular kind of actor in society that has certain kinds of powers, but also shapes and guides the relationships among other actors in the society.

