
FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN POLITICS 

NOTES AND REVISION 

POLITICS: the activity which people make, preserve and amend the 

general rules under which they live. 

The Modern State 
 Customary object of analysis for political scientists (represents highest form of power) 

o Power being defined as the ability to do something 

 The ability to achieve a desired outcome through whatever means. 

o Power as multifaceted 

 Decision Making – an action that produces an outcome, one dimensional, 

readily observed, expressed in the processes of making concrete decisions. 

 Agenda Setting – the ability to mobilise bias to the benefit and/or detriment 

of some. Values, beliefs, rituals and institutional procedures limit the range 

of options presented at the time of making a decision. 

 Thought Control – the ability to manipulate beliefs, thoughts and 

preferences. Shapes preferences of actors; secures compliance, unaware of 

power intervention, socialized into viewing things a certain way. 

 COERCION: Creates obedience at a high cost in manpower and equipment authority can 

control both the minds and the behaviour of individuals at a very low cost. 

o Ideological Control: rulers are able to maintain control through manipulating the 

preferences of the rules so that these preferences reflect the interests of the 

rulers. 

 Elitist thinkers and Marxist critiques of capitalist society. 

 Obviates the need for permanent scrutiny and coercion of the ruled. 

o Sociological Analysis: authority is linked with right, with what ought to be, while 

power if conceived of as an empirical concept, with what if. 

 Product of manipulation? 

o Violence can be used as a tool of control to draw people into ongoing relationships 

of authority and obedience. 

 The modern state is regarded as an historically unique institution, even if political 

communities and state forms have existed previously. 

 The most important attributed of the modern state are it claims to external (claim to non-

interference) and internal (sole holder of monopoly of force within its own borders) sovereignty. 

o Internal – the state has the right to make decisions for those living within that 

territory and can use force against them if they so choose. Sole judge of its 

own interests. Recognises no other power as higher than its own within its 

territorial borders. 



o External – free from external interference from other states (claims the 

exclusive right to that territory). Protects those interests of those who live 

within their territory; self-governed, independent, autonomous; formally equal to 

one another (in principle). 

 At its most basic, the modern state is an entity which claims sovereignty over a 

particular territory and possesses the capacity to defend and maintain its control 

over this real estate. 

o Different to government: 

 State is a sovereign entity which exercises absolute authority within a 

prescribed geographical area, but the government exercises power in trust. 

 State represent the permanent interests of society, but governments may be 

more inclined to represent particular segments within society. 

 State is more or less permanent, but a government’s tenure is limited. 

 State stands above all other groups and associations, including the 

government. 

  

Characteristics of the Modern State 

 Centralised rule (one predominant site of rule, even is some sharing of sovereignty) 

 Commands a monopoly over the legitimate use of force in a given territory. 

 Recognised territory (both symbolic and of practical importance) 

 Marks scope of the state’s legitimate power- determines reach of authority. 

 Physical aspect of the state’s identity- reflects very ground of the state’s existence 

and historical community. 

 Forms of legitimacy based on legal rational authority (impersonal rather than located in 

tradition or charisma) as reflected by rule of law (constitutional systems) 

 Democratic Legitimacy: 

 CONSENT: assent or permission; in politics, usually an agreement to be 

governed or ruled. 

 Citizens implicitly give their consent to be governed by investing 

political authority with a formal 'right to rule' 

 Expanding opportunities for political participation -> binds 

government and the people. 

 COMPROMISE, CONCILIATION AND NEGOTIATION: through which rival 

interests and groups find a way of living together in relative peace, 

rather than resorting to force and the use of naked power. 

 Non-violent conflict resolution: elections, assembly debates, party 

competition 

 Ensure power is widely dispersed, each group having a political 

voice of some kind or other. 



 FEEDBACK SYSTEM: tends towards long term political stability -> brings 

the outputs of government into line with the inputs or pressures placed 

upon it. 

 Democracy provides a mechanism in which government can be 

removed and public policy changed. 

 Keeps 'disequilibrium' to a minimum, enabling legitimation crises to be 

managed effectively and substantially undermining the potential for 

civil strife, rebellion or revolution. 

 Non-Democratic Legitimacy: 

 Authoritarian regimes survive for many decades with relatively little 

evidence of mass political disaffection 

 Product of coercion and repression? Fear rather than consent 

being the principal means through which citizens are encouraged 

to obey the state. 

 Political control is exercised alongside claims to legitimacy. Three key forms 

of non-democratic legitimation; 

 Elections: one party, non-competitive, rigged -> impression of 

popular support. 

 Performance legitimation: based on their ability to deliver. 

 Improved healthcare, education, etc. 

 Ideological legitimation: attempt to uphold the leader's, military's or 

party's right to rule or to establish broader goals and principles that 

invest the larger regime with a sense of rightfulness. 

 The state’s political authority derives from it having secured or attained legitimacy. 

 Authority is granted to an institution or an individual precisely because they have 

power. 

 Legitimacy is important because it allows the state to make demands against the 

populace and that these demands are obeyed without resorting to the use of 

force. 

 Forms of political authority: 

 TRADITIONAL: derived from longevity of belief of rightfulness, 

hereditary, religion. 

 CHARISMATIC: personality (SEE: Fascism) 

 Recognition of trust, appeal, status 

 LEGAL RATIONAL: power is expressed in accordance with the 

established rules, the rules are justified in terms of the shared belief of the 

state and the people, and there must be some indication or expression of 

consent. 

 An American president is obeyed, not because he is charismatic or 

because he claims to have a divine right to rule, but because he holds 

the office of the President. 


