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This volume of edited papers had its origins in a conference at the European
University Institute, Florence, in 2000. The editors are both Professors of
Modern History, at Cambridge, England and Florence, Italy, respectively.
In their introduction they note the growing literature on the decline of the
modern state and argue that its demise is not imminent or even readily
imaginable. Taking the importance of the state as their point of departure,
contributors to the volume look at its ‘history, its theoretical underpinnings
and its prospects in the contemporary world’. Six of the contributors are
based in the UK, three in Florence, two in Paris and one each in Switzerland
and the Netherlands. The majority are historians with various specialisations
– Late Medieval History, Early Modern History, Contemporary History,
European Intellectual History, etc, with political scientists, political theorists
and political philosophers making up the balance.

The book is very much a European production. The editors have
deliberately concentrated on the Western European experience of the state,
which, it has to be said, is fully justified in terms of its importance as the
cradle of the modern form which was then exported via colonisation and
conquest to the rest of the globe, where it has had a very chequered history.
State formation in Japan and China is not covered, neither do the two
federated states which confronted each other for much of the twentieth
century, the USA and the USSR, receive any attention. The only ‘non-
European’ state to receive attention is India, the world’s greatest post-
colonial democracy. The book is divided into five parts, with a total of 13
chapters and an introduction. Part one, with three chapters, is entitled
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‘States and citizens: setting the scene’, parts two and three, with two
chapters each, deal with ‘The medieval background’ and ‘Early-modern
developments’. Parts four and five, with three chapters each, are entitled
‘Citizens, states and modernity’ and ‘After the modern state’.

The first of the conceptual, scene-setting chapters, by Quentin Skinner,
examines the idea of state power in relation to the freedom of citizens in the
Anglophone context. Skinner provides a very useful review of leading
traditions of thought about the concept of civil liberty. As one of the central
issues in political philosophy today, the suggestion that the fundamental
confrontation is between states and citizens is a modern one, in the sense
that the issue first arose in the course of the constitutional upheavals of the
seventeenth century in England. It was only once the opponents of the Stuart
monarchy seriously began to question the powers of the crown in the 1640s
that they started to describe themselves as freeborn citizens rather than
subjects of their king. In the eighteenth century the idea that the freedom of
citizens consisted in an absence of interference in their rights began to take
hold, and has never really lost its dominance since then, despite attempts in
the nineteenth century to expand the concept of freedom to take in the notion
of real human interests. Skinner ends by looking at the moral limitations
inherent in such a vision of the relationship between the freedom of citizens
and the power of the state.

David Runciman’s chapter ‘The concept of the state: the sovereignty of
a fiction’ focuses on the elusiveness of the idea of the state, and the difficulty
of identifying it with anyone or anything in particular. He emphasises the
classic importance of Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) and then uses analogies
with another powerful institution – money – to make the case that the
fictional nature of the state does not undermine, but rather helps, explain its
continued power over us.

Gianfranco Poggi’s chapter looks at how the experience of citizenship has
been conceptualised. He begins by asking what citizens look like when
viewed from the vantage point of the state. He is very clear that they are in
the first instance subjects, but have represented themselves to the state in a
number of ways, as soldiers, as tax-payers, as right-holders in the Marshallian
sense, etc. The second part of his chapter looks at some recent and current
developments in the state-citizen relationship, especially globalisation and
the formation of supra-national agencies, which render it problematic.

The middle of the book is historically based and deals with the medieval
background and early modern developments in state-citizen relations. In
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‘Freedom, law and the medieval state’ Magnus Ryan traces the way in which
the concept of civic liberty first emerged from the background of medieval
law. When the concept of law first became a dominant preoccupation of
medieval theorists they did not see it as a way to ensure the liberty of those
living under it. Rather it was conceived of as a means of punishing the evil
and rewarding the good, and for the maintenance of order. One of the
traditional ways of rewarding the good was to give them liberties – special
privileges – often in the form of limited rights of self-government. This
process often had the effect of creating communities by bringing entire
populations under the control of one lord, which then began to add a
territorial dimension to the extension of liberties.

In his chapter on the later Middle Ages Almut Hofert looks at the much-
debated question of how far the civic traditions and experience of that
period contributed to the crystallisation of the modern state. He notes that
recent historiography has discredited the idealisation of the medieval city
as an island of free burghers in a sea of feudal arrangements. But what
remains is the Weberian view that the urban legal systems of the late Middle
Ages made an important contribution to the establishment of the impersonal
legal rule of the modern state. Hofert argues that we should abandon this
view too, and replace it with a concept of a social system based on hierarchy
and honour which saw city councils establishing an almost complete
sovereignty over citizens, and thus creating the concept of the subject. This
authoritarian relationship was eventually transferred from the city to the
sovereignty of the state.

Martin van Gelderen critically analyses the tendency for histories of the
development of the state, its rise and triumph, to be written in teleological
terms. He argues that the power of the meta-narrative of the state has
obscured the continued existence, until relatively late in Western European
history, of rival conceptualisations of political community. His
historiographical essay argues that historians and theorists of modernity
have oversimplified a complex picture by failing to pay due attention to the
conflict between the state and its rivals in the early modern period.

Annabel Brett focuses on the emergence of the discourse of rights from
the early modern period. The idea of being citizens, and not just subjects,
and thus having rights as against both fellow citizens and the state is central
to European political self-consciousness. But she argues that on examination
of the historical development of both these notions – ‘rights’ and ‘citizens’–
that there is something problematic about their association in the modern
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idea of ‘citizens’ rights’. She argues that the concepts developed
independently of each other in very different contexts. When they were
drawn together, in the seventeenth century, the inherent theoretical conflict
between rights and citizenship was not resolved. She concludes that this
theoretical dilemma has never been finally overcome.

Part Four of the book is entitled ‘Citizens, states and modernity’. Judith
Vega in her chapter focuses on Enlightenment conceptions of identity and
citizenship, and specifically on the place of women’s rights within these
debates. She shows how the struggle for women’s rights gave rise to a
language of gender difference which was distinguishable from claims to
universal equality or group identity.

Lucien Jaume’s chapter discusses the French Revolution and its influence
on the history of citizenship in France. He distinguishes three different
views of the citizen associated with the revolution. One was that of the
moderates in 1789 for whom citizenship was not an end in itself but a means
of protecting private individuals and rights. The second view was associated
particularly with Condorcet, for whom the aim of citizenship was the
creation of ‘public reason’ – largely through the use of education. Thirdly
there were the Jacobins. They saw citizens as members of the people, parts
of a whole and thereby subject to the common norms of civic virtue. He goes
on to show how, in the two centuries after the revolution, the French concept
of citizenship came to be characterised by its universalist and abstract
nature, irrespective of all horizontal ties, whether communitarian or
associative. These elements have been radically questioned of late by the
extension of pluralism, by the growing autonomy of civil society and by the
forms of standardisation introduced by the European community.

The eighteenth century saw the crystallisation of the modern concepts of
state and citizen in Western Europe. This also coincided with the beginnings
of the great phase of Western European imperialism. The case of India
discussed by Kaviraj is of great importance, not only by virtue of its scale,
but also because it illustrates the successful implantation of a modern state
form in a non-Western society and its conversion to popular government.
Sudipta Kaviraj’s essay stood out from the collection both for its singularity
and for its fascinating insights into state-society relations in a context that
is much more akin to that with which we grapple when we think about
politics in this country. Kaviraj argues that outside of Europe the modern
state succeeded in two senses – first as an instrument, and second as an idea.
The organisation of European societies produced by the modern state was
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an essential factor in Europe’s ability to bring the rest of the world under its
colonial control. Pre-modern forms of political authority were utterly
inadequate in dealing with the power of the modern European state. This
power could be restrained and eventually effectively opposed only through
a movement that organised the power of entire populations against European
colonial regimes. The European state also succeeded a second time as an
idea. Successful nationalist movements on decolonisation, enthusiastically
accepted the idea of a modern society centred on the state’s sovereignty –
a principle of social construction that was radically different from the pre-
colonial ones.

Kaviraj begins by considering the organisation of power in pre-colonial
Indian society. This operated through the caste system, which segmented
society and subjected political power to an inflexible religious order,
thereby denying sovereignty to the state. He shows that colonial power in
India did not enter through a conflict with the Mughal state but through a
slow insidious process of commercial, administrative and cultural control.
By the mid-nineteenth century it had established a state structure which
claimed sovereignty over society. The unwillingness of the colonial state to
overextend itself gave increasing opportunities to Indian elites, who
eventually shaped the nationalist ambition to seize control from the British.
Kaviraj ends by suggesting that the most significant elements in the
evolution of the Indian state since independence have been the immense
expansion of bureaucracy together with an irresistible impulse towards
democracy. The democratic effects of lower-caste electoral mobilisation
have undermined the caste-based society, a transformation of enormous and
continuing significance.

The final section of the book is entitled ‘After the modern state’. Bo
Stråth traces the challenges to the idea of the state as a key instrument of
social planning from the 1960s. He emphasises the individualistic thrust of
the social movements, inspired by a Marxist critique of the state as an
instrument of bourgeois repression. This critique developed within a
framework of disintegration; the optimistic image of Western modernisation,
industrialisation and democratisation was seriously undermined by the
dollar collapse, the oil-price shock and the recurrence of mass unemployment
in the first half of the 1970s. The outcome was not the triumph of the
working class, but its gradual dissolution as an historical category, and the
emergence of the surprisingly robust structure of the neo-liberal state.
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Michèle Riot Sarcey looks at the issue of citizenship and gender equality
in the context of the French experience. Although the French democratic
system is nominally constructed on the basis of liberty and equality, the
establishment of representative democracy in the nineteenth century went
hand in hand with a social hierarchy grounded on inequalities of class and
gender. Women were regarded as naturally inferior, and were limited to
their reproductive role, thereby creating a social difference, over time,
which became a difference of kind. Politics was the prerogative of free men,
and men alone were accorded the privilege of representation. Eventually a
new word – parity – was invented to allow women to participate in the
representative system. But parity is very different from liberty and equality,
and Riot Sarcey feels that a genuinely democratic state, in which men and
women are equally gathered together, has still to be created.

Andrew Dobson asks whether it is possible to create a more internationalist
conception of citizenship. He considers the question in relation to the
environmental questions that now face every state. As many of these
problems are global in character states cannot be the only focus of
environmental action, but since they remain dominant in our political
thinking they make it difficult to generate internationalist conceptions of
citizenship. Dobson argues that it is a mistake to link citizenship too firmly
to the state. He proposes a ‘non-bounded’ view that could underpin an
environmentally oriented concept of citizenship, arguing that the obligations
of citizenship are not exhausted by the citizen-state relationship.

The collection of essays contained in this volume is ample demonstration
that transformation can be a very long process indeed. Its appeal to a general
audience will be somewhat limited, by virtue of its focus. But the quality of
the scholarship and the detail of the focus ensure that it will be of interest
to the specialist readers that the contributors address.




