
The State of the State - In danger of extinction or will it 
mutate and survive? 

 
An ecological analysis 

 

The origins of the state, as a species of social organisation, are ancient.  Of 
course the state as we know it today did not emerge until a couple of 
centuries ago and the term “state”  OED defines state as an organised 
political community living under a single system of government.    
 
As the state evolved many sub-species emerged.  A symbiotic relationship 
between the state and another species; the church or religious organisation, 
has existed for much of history.  For the state and the church this has often 
been durable and beneficial to the elites of both if not for their citizens or 
perhaps more appropriately their subjects. 
 
In many instances, this was a very successful symbiosis and there are good 
examples today, particularly in the Muslim world.  Sub-speciation of the 
Christian religious organisation together with its general decline rendered the 
symbiosis of church and state non-viable in many communities. 
 
It is not easy to say which period in history saw the greatest sub-speciation 
of the state, but in the late 19th and 20th centuries there certainly have been 
a large number of sub-species.  At least in "northern" countries, with the 
curtailment of fascism and subsequently the demise of communism in 
Eastern Europe, a sub-species in another symbiotic relationship has become 
dominant.  This sub-species might be called quasi-democratic capitalist. 
 
The symbiosis is actually between state and multiple members of another 
species - the corporation.  The corporation has been utterly dependant on 
the state to give it the means of protecting itself (the corporate veil) and its 
intellectual property.  It is argued by some to be one of our greatest 
inventions.  Corporations in fact co-operate among themselves to obtain 
optimal benefit from the symbiosis. 
 
In some countries another species has been in symbiosis with the state, 
namely the labour movement, sometimes a three-way symbiosis has 
operated and still does to some extent in the so-called corporate states 
mostly found in Europe.  It seems that the corporation species now might be 
pushing the labour movement out of these three way symbioses in many 
countries and indeed becoming increasingly powerful with respect to the 
state itself.  The evidence is the extent to which it has succeeded in taking 
the state's territory away from it.  This is the privatisation and outsourcing of 
functions performed by the state which has been accelerating in many 
countries in recent years.  The driving idea has been that Pareto optimality 
(the efficient use of resources such that no-one can be made better off 
without making someone else worse off) is only achievable with a minimalist 
state.  The argument is that transactions costs of production by the state will 
nearly always be greater than those of private enterprise. 



 
However, what is overlooked is the possibility that these transactions costs 
can be reassessed as benefits.  Is it not possible that many of these 
transactions, much of what appears to be excessively ponderous state 
procedures, actually contribute to civility?  For the sake of argument, let us 
accept that private enterprise is the engine of wealth creation.  Let us set 
aside for a moment the likelihood that at least some of what the state 
produces, especially in the area of development of "human capital'' for 
example, probably could not be produced as efficiently by private enterprise.  
(see note).  It may well be that what the state contributes to the maintenance 
and enhancement of civility, that essential ingredient of civilisation, makes up 
for any negative impact it might have on wealth creation by limiting the scope 
of private enterprise.  What I want to suggest is that it is the state that 
formalises a community's shared ethical ideals.  This is done in large 
measure through a nation's constitution and laws that are made both by 
legislatures and judiciaries.  But, it is also important that the way the state 
and its servants do all the large and little tasks of governance provides 
templates upon which much else in the community can be and is modelled. 
 
It is not my argument that the state alone is the engine of civility.  It is rather, 
I think, again a symbiotic relationship between the state and various species 
of social organisations that provides this engine.  Organisations that are 
generated by the free association of citizens coming together to advance 
some common cause, but importantly a common cause informed by high 
ideals which represent civility.  In the 1997 ABC Boyer Lectures Martin 
Krygier suggested that the essential ideals or attitudes are a "sense of some 
sort of common belonging … trust between citizens … and - at minimum - 
tolerance of differences."  Churches or religious organisations and unions 
clearly are significant among the sorts of organisations of which I am 
thinking.  But there are many more.  They include the likes of establishment 
groups such as Rotary, The Scout Association, professional societies and 
sporting associations, which tend to uphold existing values.  Very important 
though are activist organisations such as environment, consumer and civil 
liberties groups, which try to reform values or promote greater civility in the 
market or in our relationship with our fellow human and non-human 
creatures, in response to changing socio-economic circumstances. 
 
It is evident that private enterprise or markets generally operate in a civilised 
way, but I argue that they are not inherently civilised, they do not of 
themselves generate civility.  There would in fact be little civilised about 
markets if the people engaged in them weren't civilised independently by 
other means.  Trade between people and peoples has a range of benefits, 
but this is not because of the act of trade.  It is partly because material inter-
dependencies usually reduce the risk of conflict, but I believe it is also 
because relationships of genuine mutual trust between people are 
established that otherwise would not have come into being. 
 
At the same time the corporate species is taking territory from the state 
domestically, it is a powerful competitor for global territory.  Formally, the 
institutions and processes of international governance are in the hands of 



freely negotiating national governments.  But in practice because we have 
not developed the means for citizens to participate in international 
institutions and processes (not to say they are well able to in domestic 
institutions and processes in many, if any, countries) in the international 
arena the corporation has been significantly ascendant.  The World Trade 
Organisation is a clear example.  It is my view that it has much to offer, but it 
is clear that many citizens of many countries want a real opportunity to 
participate in its processes and to change its charter so that it must take into 
account issues of public concern beyond economic efficiency. 
 
So it would seem the state is giving way to its symbiotic partner on both the 
national and the international sides.  Will the state become extinct and will 
the world be run by a few mega-corporations as some science-fiction writers 
have suggested, or can it survive?  I suggest that the state can survive, but 
not without the mutual development of the relationship between it and 
citizens’ organisations. 
 
This requires a more considered approach by government to citizens’ 
organisations of all kinds than we have witnessed in recent years in many 
countries and in Australia in particular.  I suggest those in government 
should rediscover such things as what the Royal Commission on Australian 
Government Administration had to say about the relationship between 
government and citizens' organisations. 
 
Globally, it means a much greater focus in international development on 
building in every country the institutions of civil society.  It means for 
example looking for ways that wealthy countries like Australia can help and 
urge others to help the growth of the kind of citizens’ organisations in the 
developing world which will promote the ideals Martin Krygier identified.  In 
some cases this will mean helping activist organisations and this will be hard 
because of the implications for existing relationships with the establishment 
of developing countries.  But because it is hard does not mean it must not be 
tackled. 
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Note:  The effectiveness of markets in equitably distributing wealth is related 
to the location of the majority of a community on Maslow's hierarchy of 
needs.  Intervention is needed in communities at the basic needs level 
where, for example, sustenance is not assured, and again where the high 
level needs, such as education, are to be satisfied.  Markets can be left 
largely to their own devices in relation to the middle levels. 
 


