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The Methodology of Theorizing the Theory of the State
in Sixteenth- to Eighteenth-Century Europe

Alireza Aghababagoli’
Seyed Mohammad Ali Hosseinizadeh™

The genesis of the modern state coincided with political theorists
moving beyond classical forms of rule and publishing treatises
articulating a distinct “theory of the state.” Due to the constitutive
(tall sis) character of this emergent organization of power, these
theories adopted a non-positivist methodology rooted in the tradition of
political philosophy to formulate an exhaustive and exclusive (jamil
wa manill ) prescription for establishing the optimal dimensions of the
state as an institution. The proliferation of these state theories provided
the groundwork for its religious legitimation and political acceptance.
Accordingly, this study’s hypothesis posits the feasibility of deriving a
methodology of theorizing the state in sixteenth- to eighteenth-century
Europe through a critical examination of Jean Bodin’s Six Books of the
Commonwealth, Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, and Montesquieu’s The
Spirit of the Laws. These seminal texts explain and justify the
alignment of the state’s “peripheral institutions” such as the
government, bureaucracy, and standing army around a theorist’s
specific  “central idea,” such as sovereignty, security, or
constitutionalism. By wuncovering the fundamental methodology
underpinning the theories of Bodin, Hobbes, and Montesquieu as a
practical guide for state-theorizing, one can envision the articulation of
constitutive theories of the modern state for non-European contexts.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

The central problem of this article arises from the relationship
between the emergence of the nation-state in Europe and the necessity of
theorizing the state. The modern European state in the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries was not merely another iteration of classical
governments; rather, it was a new form of power organization that
required comprehensive theories to achieve internal territorial
stabilization, legitimize authority, regulate relations between the
government and society, and enable its own external projection. From
this perspective, the theory of the state is neither a scattered reflection on
politics nor a historical report of power transformations, but a constitutive
text through which the theorist attempts to explain and prescribe the
creation, establishment, harmonization, and legitimation of their desired
state. Focusing on three important texts of the European political
philosophy tradition Jean Bodin’s Six Books of the Commonwealth,
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, and Charles de Montesquieu’s The Spirit of
the Laws the present article asks: Can a methodology for theorizing the
state be extracted from these works and utilized as a guide for state-
theorizing in new non-European societies? The importance of this
question stems from the fact that in many Persian studies, and even in
some general political science works, sufficient distinction is not made
between concepts such as the state, government, political system,
political theory, and theory of the state. The result of such conflation is
that any type of essay-writing on political power, without carrying a
coherent plan for establishing or reconstructing the state, is introduced
under the title of “theory of the state.”

Background and Research Gap

Research shows that a significant part of existing works on the state
either remain within the history of political thought, introduce types of
political systems, or conflate the state with the government and the
executive branch. Some works also equate the theory of the state with
political theory, while the relationship between the two is one of
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general-to-specific; every theory of the state is a type of political theory,
but not every political theory is a theory of the state. A theory of the
state emerges when the main subject of thought is the state itself as the
comprehensive institution of power, and the theorist attempts to explain
its main elements namely, the central idea, legitimacy, sovereignty,
territory, government, administrative apparatus, and military force in a
harmonious relationship with one another. In this regard, the article,
while using Thomas Spragens’s discussion on understanding political
theories critically, distances itself from the “live film” analogy and
compares the theory of the state to a “screenplay.” Just as a screenplay
is an antecedent text and a guide for making a film, the theory of the
state is also an antecedent text and a guide for establishing, stabilizing,
or reconstructing the organization of power. This analogy allows the
theory of the state to be examined not merely by testing the truth and
falsehood of its propositions, but in terms of its internal structure,
narrative order, crisis diagnosis, solution provision, and formulation of
the necessary institutions to realize the solution.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The article’s framework is based on the distinction between
foundational methodology and applied methodology. Foundational
methodology, instead of examining the application of a theory to
external subjects, addresses how the theory is formed, its
epistemological and logical foundations, its relationship with the
historical and cultural context, and its internal structure. Therefore, the
goal of the article is not to judge the correctness or incorrectness of
the theories of Bodin, Hobbes, and Montesquieu, but to focus on
discovering the logic of their theorizing in the realm of the state. The
article is inspired by Syd Field’s three-act screenplay structure model
to demonstrate the structure of the theory of the state. Based on this,
the theory of the state is understood as a text having a beginning, a
middle, and an end: the beginning is accompanied by observing the
crisis and diagnosing the pain; the middle is dedicated to defining the
state, explaining the central idea, and organizing peripheral
institutions; and the end is the formulation of the treatment or
prescribing the desired form of the state. This model allows
researchers to reconstruct a minimal and common structure for
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constitutive state theories behind the substantive and historical
differences of the three examined texts.

Regarding the implementation method, the article is a historical-
conceptual and text-oriented study. The three selected texts are chosen
not for a complete comparison of the history of the state in Europe,
but because of their position in formulating three important moments
of the theory of the state: the sovereignty-centric moment in Bodin,
the security-centric moment in Hobbes, and the constitutional-centric
moment in Montesquieu. Therefore, the research does not claim to
have collected all examples of state theory in Europe, but attempts to
reconstruct the minimal logic of state-writing by studying cases that
have the highest constitutive capacity. For this reason, the repeating
elements in these works, such as the definition of the state, the
relationship between state and government, the concept of legitimacy,
the issue of sovereignty, territorial domain, army, administrative
apparatus, law, judiciary, and the desired form of government, have
been examined as structural signs of the theory of the state. This
research method allows the article to go beyond the level of mere
historiography and reach a model of theorizing.

Findings

The study of Six Books of the Commonwealth shows that Bodin
constructs his theory of the state around the central idea of
sovereignty. He defines the state at the beginning, considers
sovereignty indivisible, distinguishes between the state and the
government, and then discusses institutions such as the government,
the senate, the judiciary, the administrative apparatus, officials,
citizens, territory, and the standing army. His theory is formed in
reaction to the crisis of civil war and the collapse of the political order
in France, and in the end, he prescribes monarchy as the most
appropriate form of the state. In Leviathan, Hobbes places the central
idea of security at the center of his theory. For him, the state is an
artificial man and a legal person created to escape the state of war and
ensure peace. Hobbes also distinguishes between state and
government, speaks of types of government, discusses sovereignty,
civil law, territory, judiciary, public agents, and subordinate
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organizations, and finally introduces his theory as a response to
establishing a new state. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu does
not start with a direct definition of the state, because after Bodin and
Hobbes, the concept of the state was somewhat established; instead,
he seeks his central idea in the concept of the constitution and its
relationship with political liberty. He explains the constitutional state
through the separation of powers, the moderation of power, the
proportionality of law to the nation’s situation, and the organization of
relations between the legislative, executive, and judicial powers.
Therefore, if Bodin formulates the absolute sovereignty-centric state
theory and Hobbes the security-centric state theory, Montesquieu
expands the constitutional, law-centric state theory.

Innovation and Implications

The innovation of the article lies in formulating the theory of the
state as a special type of political theory consisting of two main parts:
the central idea and the peripheral institutions. The central idea
determines the main meaning of the desired state, and the peripheral
institutions are the tools for realizing that meaning at the objective
level of power. This understanding shows that the theory of the state is
efficient only when it can establish a link between the conceptual level
and the institutional level. If the theorist places an idea like
sovereignty, security, or the constitution at the center, they must show
how the government, army, administrative apparatus, law, judgment,
taxation, territory, and citizenship relations should be at the service of
realizing that idea. Therefore, a theory of the state lacking peripheral
institutions is reduced to a political slogan, and peripheral institutions
lacking a central idea will turn into scattered organizations lacking
direction.

Applications and Limitations

From the perspective of the article, the use of the European
experience is defensible only when a distinction is made between
methodological adaptation and substantive imitation. Bodin, Hobbes,
and Montesquieu’s theories were written in the context of specific
European crises, and their answers cannot be directly transferred to
other societies. But their method can be used to raise fundamental
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questions: Around which central idea should the desired state be
consolidated? What is the relationship of this idea with government,
law, military force, and the administrative apparatus? What kind of
legitimacy supports it? And how can harmony be created among
peripheral institutions? Answering these questions separates the theory
of the state from the level of general reflection about politics and turns
it into a strategic text for state-building. The limitation of the research is
also that it only examines three prominent texts and does not claim to
offer a complete history of the theory of the state in Europe.

Discussion and Conclusion

The main finding of the article is that in these three theories, the
sequence of discussions is not completely identical, but all of them
address a set of common elements: observation of crisis, definition or
redefinition of the state, determination of the central idea, explanation
of the relationship between state and government, determination of the
status of legitimacy, sovereignty and territory, and harmonization of
peripheral institutions such as government, army, and administrative
apparatus. From this perspective, a constitutive theory of the state is a
text that establishes a systematic link between the central idea and the
peripheral institutions. The function of such a text is not merely
describing the existing state of affairs, but increasing the theoretical
and practical capacity of the state for survival, administration, control,
legitimation, and public persuasion. Another result of the research is
that the theory of the state should not be conflated with the theory of
government, the theory of the political system, or political theory in a
general sense. Also, the European experience of the theory of the state
is not substantively and directly adaptable for other societies, but its
method i.e., starting from a crisis, defining the state, determining a
central idea, and organizing peripheral institutions around that idea
can be a guide for state-theorizing in non-European societies. Thus,
the article shows that the lack of an indigenous and coherent theory of
the state in countries facing the issue of the modern state is not just a
theoretical deficiency, but can also lead to a vacuum of legitimacy,
institutional incoherence, and inability to lead society. Hence, the
foundational methodology of Europe’s constitutive state theories is
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important not for imitating the content of absolute or constitutional
European states, but for learning the method of theorizing about the
state.
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