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Abstract  

Addressing social 

conflict in Third World 

Countries like Nigeria 

has remained a source 

of apathy, unrests and 

general 

underdevelopment in 

such societies. This 

paper is a qualitative 

attempt at assessing 

the Marxist theory of 

the state as a possible 

panacea for Nigeria as 

it relates to social 

conflict of class. 

Secondary sources of 

data were utilized for 

the study. As part of its 
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INTRODUCTION  

For centuries political 

thinkers have shown 

great concern in the 

concept of the state, 

its origin, structure 

and relevance 

(Vermani, 2005:60). 

Political philosophy in 

contrast to natural 

sciences makes it 

possible for old and 

new ideas or theories 

to co-exist, each 

insisting on its 

superiority. Only 

through persistent 

and continuous 

examination and co-

examination can one 

determine their 

validity. 

According to Alavi 

(1979) Post-colonial 

states like Nigeria 

enjoy not only relative 

anatomy but distinct 

relative anatomy due 

its apparent role in 

the economy as well 

as production. This 

means the state is  

Keywords:   

Capitalism, 

Governance, Nigeria, 

Social Conflict, and 

Theory of State 

 



 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCE 

(VOL. 10 NO.4) JUNE, 2019 EDITIONS 

 

 
 
 

108 

findings; the 

characteristics of the 

Third World states due 

to their under-

developed nature 

under the 

metropolitan 

patronage of 

international capital 

lack the autonomy for 

economic 

development and the 

Nigerian state has 

successively inherited 

public policies 

development from 

liberalist international 

capital, which ensures 

continued denial of 

citizen’s right to basic 

and fundamental 

amenities. It is the 

recommendation of 

this paper that Nigeria 

as well as other Third 

World states must as a 

matter of principle 

adopt this (Marxist 

theory of state) 

guiding principle to 

ensuring the basic 

needs of the people, 

such as water, housing, 

electricity, and 

affordable health care, 

etc. The Nigerian state 

must be philosophical 

as well as realistic in 

handling public affairs 

to achieve “good life” 

for the majority. 

 

under-developed obviously due to certain attributes peculiar to the under-

developed institutions. 

Considering the successive failures of the Nigerian under-developed social 

formation, this paper will now examine the Marxist Theory of the state as 

possible panacea for development.  

This is because there are two dominant ideological positions of the state; 

the liberalists and the Marxists. Also the current Nigerian state is one 

modeled more and more to conform to the liberalist thinking, with the 

presence of a class struggle. 

Abbass (1990) supports the above assertion when he stressed the fact that 

states in under-developed countries are mainly dominated by the petty 

bourgeoisies, giving the state a false sense of being autonomous and 

independent.  

Karl Marx (Karl Heinrich Marx) was born on the 5th of May, 1818, 

Prussia(Germany) and died on the 14th of March, 1883 in London, England.  

He was a revolutionary, historian, sociologist and economist. Karl Marx 

published the pamphlet popularly called the communist manifesto with 

Friedrich Engels, which was the most respected pamphlet to the socialist 

movement. Das Kapital “the socialist movements most celebrated book 

was authored by Karl Max. These works and others done by Marx and 
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Engels was the foundation for the body of thought and belief called 

Marxism”. 

Friedrich Engels, was also born in Prussia (Germany) on the 28th of 

November, 1820. He died on the 5th August, 1895 in London, England. Engel 

was a German socialist philosopher and an inseparable collaborator of 

Marx. The two co-authored the communist manifesto in the year 1848. 

Engels edited the second and third volumes of “Das Kapital” after the death 

of Karl Marx in 1883. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

As a methodology, the paper will adopt the qualitative type of research via 

the conceptual approach. This involves utilizing already existing data from 

various sources on the subject matter. It is from examining these data that 

we would draw our conclusions. It is an attempt at addressing social 

conflict in Third World Countries with particular interest on Nigeria (case 

study). 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

A universally acceptable definition of the state remains elusive as there is 

no joint agreement by the two major ideological paradigms. Even within 

liberalism and Marxism various thinkers perceive the state differently. 

(Shaapera, 2009). 

Marx and Engels in their “Manifesto of the communist party” asserted that 

“the executive of the modern state is but a community for managing the 

common affairs of the whole bourgeoisies”, usually to the detriment of the 

poor (Marx and Engels, 1975:37).  

The Marxist view of state is an institution having formed structures 

intended to defend and sustain class domination and exploitation. 

Therefore, the ruling elites control state apparatus to serve the interest of 

the bourgeoisies (Abbass, 1990, Shaapera, 2009 and Abbass 2010). 

Political and economic powers of state are established powers of one class 

used to oppress another (Miliband and Saville, 1965). 

For Lenin (1945) the state is the dictatorship of the bourgeoisies. Engels 

(1975) refers to state (capitalist) to being where means of production and 

others are in private hands used to subjugate the peasants and even the 
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working class. Arguing that concept of democracy and its attendant 

principles such as elections and universal suffrage etc, are just mirages 

used to distract from the reality of the state. This is controlling state power 

by the ruling class primarily to dominate other classes within the state 

(Abbass, 2010). 

Thus the Marxist productive force development in liberalist (capitalist) 

states create surplus value and therefore, appropriation of property to 

private hands necessitating the constitution of the state. The Marxist urge 

in this state the dominant class use it (state) to acquire and exploit the 

dominated class of the society. Hembe (2003) and Fadahunsi (1988) 

further argue that in such a society, the state serves as an agent of 

exploitation not able to initiate policies aimed at ensuring the overall 

interest of everyone.  

Alavi (1971) insists that due to the lack of a developed indigenous class in 

usually the under-developed economies, the state remains mainly an agent 

for the facilitation of capitalist promotion with the pretense of promoting 

national development. Thus, government policies are dependent on 

international financial capital through the local (national) bourgeoisies in 

formulating and implementing the economy-national (George –Genyi, 

2005).  

 

MARXISM: THEORY OF THE STATE (THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK) 

Marxist believed that the state is mainly an agent utilize by “haves”for 

suppressing and dominating the “have-nots” which according to Marx 

came-up at a certain level of the historical development of human society. 

This view therefore implies that the state as a political power is not a 

natural thing or inevitable, because there were stages in development of 

the society where the state as a political power did not exist. As such there 

will be a stage in society’s development when it will no longer exist. 

In the development period of society where production was essentially 

rudimentary while production relations largely undifferentiated presented 

the lack of any need for a state. Implying that the state was not a natural 

toevery humansociety. Meaning there were societies without a state and 

points to the fact that prior to the creation of private property in societal 
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history since from the slave mode of production, the state was not existent 

(Oladipo, 1991:165, Onimode, 1985:203, Oba and Coker, 2014:531). 

Also a pertinent aspect of Marxist theory of the state is the concept of 

“withering away of the state”. They believe that the state will eventually 

wither away as part of the development of society is founded on the 

thinking of Marxist on the nature and origin of the state. Because the State 

is a child of division of society into opposing classes and functions to 

maintain conflict among these classes in check, it then will collapse 

(Wither) when the classes no longer exist, thus, leading to a classless 

society.  

Engels (1969) argues that the working class (proletariat) will eventually 

size power (state), make the means of production to function as an 

instrument of the state and down the line. There will be no existing social 

class oppressed; no class rule, no individual struggle for survival. Therefore 

also no need for a state (a special coercive force). To Engels, the capitalist 

states will not “Wither away” rather it is “abolished” by the working class 

(proletariat) during the revolution. He opines that it is the proletarian state 

or semi-state that will wither away past-revolution (Lenin, 1984:9 and 20). 

Another understanding of the state (theory) is the idea of “dictatorship of 

the proletariat”. It means upon seizure of state powers, the proletariat 

would then become seize power. This new class would repress and sub-

due the other classes in order to safe-guard the revolution and prevents a 

counter-revolution. This period would mark the performance by the state 

amongst others the role of instituting and promoting a new and higher 

mode of social production “substitution of large scale socialist production 

for capitalist production” (Heywood, 2007:95; Aladapo, 1991:17; Oba and 

Coker, 2014: 532). The state in that era would become an instrument for 

defense and promotion of the workers interests in the society. 

 

MODELS OF MARXIST THEORY OF THE STATE 

The Instrumentalist Model 

This model states that all the instruments of the state , like the police, the 

military and the bureaucracy are primarily for the protection of the 

interest of the ruling class. That this is inevitable as the lower class is 

oppressed and opposed to the capitalist class.  As a result both classes and 
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interests are irreconcilable. Therefore the exploitation by the ruling class 

is done through the instrument of coercion. 

 

Relative Autonomy model 

This model connotes that the state is relatively free from the control of the 

capitalist. The state may act independently of the capitalists in certain 

matters. Miliband supports this position, asserting that this kind of 

autonomy is necessary to balance the powerful forces in the country. It is 

also important to preserve the sovereignty and credibility of the state. 

Miliband equally noted that the character of the capitalist class does not 

disappear even though the state becomes neutral at some point. 

 

CRITIQUE OF THE MARXIAN THEORY OF THE STATE 

As part of the criticism of the Marxist view of the state, it is argued that the 

state cannot be seen as an agent of exploitation and oppression by the 

ruling class over other classes because it is an instrument of public good 

(Welfare). 

Also the assertion that the state will wither away after the down fall of 

classes in the society is argued to the contrary. “You may get of class 

struggle in the Marxist sense, and will find that men will persist in 

quarrelling”. This criticism rests on the fact that Marxists failed to make a 

distinction between the state and social power. “It (social power)will live 

on in one disguise or the other long after the disappearance of the state. 

That social power will then handle any quarrels that may come up in 

society (Oladipo, 1991: 172-173; Obo and Coker, 2014:532)” 

There is confusion as to which of the models of the state is acceptable, the 

instrumentalist or the relative autonomy model. This is because both 

models were not adequately explained by Marx and Engels. 

Another area of criticism is that most states are simple formations with 

sincere intentions to bring about development and not to oppress the poor 

which is different from that ascribed to them by Marxists. 

Marx and Engels did not emphasis on the other roles of the state which are 

very essential for the survival of the state. The singling out of the 

oppressive tendencies of the state negates the welfare and developmental 

role of the modern state particularly in industrial societies. 
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Again, the state is not permanently in support of the ruling class. The 

constitution of modern states makes the capitalists amenable to the state 

and its laws. Therefore the state cannot be in total support of the 

propertied class. 

The theory emphasized that due to the irreconcilable differences between 

the capitalist class and the preliterate that the state will wither. However, 

even the advanced societies the tendency for the state to wither or 

disappear is not conceivable. Mechanisms have been introduced to reduce 

conflicts in the work place through various methods of bargains. 

 

THE STATE AND SOCIAL CONFLICT IN NIGERIA 

The state undertakes the economic functions in any state regardless 

(bourgeoisies or proletariat) with a varying degree in character with what 

makes up the society and ideology of the class in power (ruling class). 

Therefore, connection the state and policies (public)for economic 

development remains fundamental. Though,this is dependent upon 

relationship of the character of the state and policies effecting social 

development and progress. 

Nigeria pre-independence was characterized as a state forced on external 

and foreign dependence as a colony, and intended to change and go into 

external domination via the nominated leaders who inherited the state 

apparatus (Abbas, 1999). 

So, independence in 1st of October 1960 came with different manners of the 

international capitalist trapping, in addition to form of technocratic 

reformist agenda that further gave rise to class contradictions rather than 

address them for socio-economic development. The state at independence 

was incapable of ensuring the needed socio-economic amenities, mainly 

for two reasons:  

(i) The leaders were not a paper with the social and economic 

desires of their people.  

(ii) To provide and amenities would go against their privileges and 

status (Abbass, 1990). 

 

Nnoli (1986) support  the above arguments by asserting that the obvious 

pervasiveness of state activities inherited by African leaders at 
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independence was supported and magnified by the fact that the new 

colonial state remained the only channel for African ruling class could 

effectively take part in serious economic activities of the their states. Thus, 

in Neo-colonial Africa, the private sector of the economy was high jacked 

by foreign multinational and the Africans leaders who administer the 

political set-up entered the economic system through the public service. In 

essence, Nigerians became dependent upon the state for majority of their 

welfare actions which sheds light on their continued dependence on the 

state for their needs, unlike those in the advanced liberalist states.  

Therefore the post-colonial state in Nigeria by virtue of its character has 

been promoting social crisis in the following ways: 

i. By promoting class contradictions in the society and 

differentiation in purchasing and consumption powers of the 

people. 

ii. By political divisions through party politics. They use politics to 

divide the people and sometimes even arm them against one 

another. 

iii. The struggle for scarce resources among the people pitches them 

against each other. This tendency is manifested in ethnic and 

religious crisis, boundary disputes, etc. 

iv. Poor wages is a characteristic of the capitalist class. This places 

the poor in perpetual servitude and under the control of the 

ruling class. This enables the ruling class to use them as political 

and religious thugs when necessary. 

v. Depriving the people of the basic necessities of life, like water 

supply, good roads, medical care, electricity, etc.  

 

CONCLUSION (FINDINGS) AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

It would be heard to eliminate the concept of the state in the study of 

politics. Political thinkers are generally occupied with “what constituted 

the end of the state”; of which is the grounds for moral philosophy. This 

theoretical examination in this research shows that the main reason for the 

state is to facilitating “good life” to majority of its citizenry. However, it has 

generally served as an agent in the clutches of the ruling class to exploit 
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and dominate the other classes and not to serve the interest of majority of 

the people.  

Despite this, it has been asserted that for state to “continuously exist to 

exploit the exploited”, it occasionally benefits relative autonomy and takes 

the obligation of providing for the welfare of the society. The 

characteristics of the Third World states due to their under-developed 

nature under the metropolitan patronage of international capital lack the 

autonomy for economic development. 

The Nigerian state has successively inherited public policies development 

from liberalist international capital, which ensures continued denial of 

citizen’s right to basic and fundamental amenities. 

Thus, recommendation is pertinent if we are to find solutions to this vicious 

circle. 

Nigeria as well as other Third World states must as a matter of principle 

adopt this(Marxist theory of state) guiding principle to ensuring the basic 

needs of the people, such as water, housing, electricity, and affordable 

health care, etc. The Nigerian state must be philosophical as well as realistic 

in handling public affairs to achieve “good life” for the majority. 

The proletariat must engage the state as a pressure group in ensuring that 

the state lives up to its main purpose. This could be attained through 

negotiations, strike actions, law suits, enlightenment campaigns and 

mobilization of the masses etc.  
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