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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

The concept of the state has remained a central theme in political philosophy,
sociology, and historical inquiry, reflecting humanity’s enduring quest to
understand the origins, nature, and purpose of political organization. This study
examines the evolution of theories of state formation through a comparative
analysis of classical, medieval, and modern perspectives. Employing a qualitative,
historical, and analytical methodology, the research draws primarily upon
secondary sources, including seminal works such as Hobbes’ Leviathan,
Rousseau’s The Social Contract, Engels’ The Origin of the Family, Private Property
and the State, and Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah. The method integrates
documentary and thematic analysis to identify convergences and divergences
among theoretical paradigms, spanning theological determinism, social
evolutionism, Marxism, and environmental causation. The findings reveal that
while classical philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle conceived the state as a
moral and teleological order, modern thinkers like Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau
emphasized contractual and rational foundations of governance. In contrast,
Marxist and anthropological perspectives, represented by Engels, Morgan, and
Wittfogel, redefined the state as a product of material conditions, class conflict,
and ecological determinism. The study underscores that the idea of the state
evolved not linearly but dialectically, reflecting changing socio-economic realities,
power structures, and human aspirations across epochs. By synthesizing these
diverse interpretations, the paper contributes to a deeper understanding of state
formation as a multidimensional and historically contingent process. It highlights
the interplay between moral, material, and environmental forces in shaping
political institutions and authority, offering insights relevant to both historical
scholarship and contemporary political theory.

Keywords: State formation, political philosophy, social evolution, Marxism,
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Introduction

The concept of the state has been a cornerstone of human civilisation, symbolising the evolution of organised
authority, governance, and social order. From the earliest kin-based communities to the emergence of
complex political systems, the state represents a critical stage in the development of human society. In
primitive societies, leadership often rested in the hands of tribal elders or chiefs whose authority derived from
wisdom, lineage, or communal consensus. Over time, these informal leadership structures evolved into
formal institutions marked by centralisation, hierarchy, and codified systems of law and governance. The
state thus became not only a political organisation but also a mechanism for maintaining social cohesion,
regulating conflict, and managing collective resources. Different theoretical perspectives have offered
contrasting explanations for the origin and function of the state. Marxist theorists interpret the state as a
manifestation of class divisions, serving as a tool for the ruling class to preserve its economic and political
dominance over subordinate groups. Within this framework, the state is viewed as an instrument of
exploitation, legitimising social inequality through laws, institutions, and ideological control. In contrast,
sociological and anthropological approaches view the state as a social necessity, an adaptive response to the
increasing complexity of human interactions, resource distribution, and conflict resolution. These
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perspectives emphasise the functional and evolutionary aspects of the state, highlighting its role in facilitating
cooperation and ensuring stability within expanding societies.

Historically, the idea of the state has undergone significant transformation, reflecting broader intellectual and
cultural shifts. In early civilisations such as ancient Egypt and medieval Europe, political authority was
closely tied to religion; rulers were seen as divinely ordained or semi-divine figures embodying the will of the
gods. However, classical thinkers like Plato and Aristotle reinterpreted the state in secular terms as a natural
outcome of human association and a necessary framework for achieving justice and collective well-being.
Later, during the medieval and early modern periods, scholars such as Ibn Khaldun, Machiavelli, Hobbes,
and Marx further redefined the state from sociological, political, and economic perspectives. They viewed it
not as a divine construct, but as an institution born out of human needs, power struggles, and rational
organisation. Thus, the evolution of the state reflects humanity’s ongoing quest to balance authority, order,
and freedom. It embodies the transition from kinship-based governance to complex bureaucratic systems,
from divine right to secular legitimacy, and from communal regulation to institutional authority. The study of
the state, therefore, offers profound insight into the historical, philosophical, and material foundations of
social and political life.

Review of Literatures

Early theological interpretations viewed the state as a divine creation intended to uphold moral and cosmic
order. In ancient Egypt, for instance, the Pharaoh was revered not merely as a political ruler but as a living
deity who embodied divine authority on earth. This fusion of religion and governance persisted throughout
the medieval Christian world, where scholars such as St. Thomas Aquinas (1226-1274) articulated the view
that the state was an expression of divine will designed to ensure moral order and justice. The “divine right”
of kings reinforced this linkage between theology and politics, asserting that rulers derived their legitimacy
from God rather than from the consent of the governed. However, the Greek and Roman philosophers
marked a significant shift in political thought by separating theology from politics. Plato conceptualised the
state as an ideal form of governance led by philosopher-kings, where justice and reason prevailed over
passion and ignorance. Aristotle regarded the state as a natural community evolving from the family and
village to achieve the highest form of human good. Meanwhile, the Stoics and Epicureans grounded the
notion of the state in natural law and moral reason, asserting that social order arose from human rationality
rather than divine intervention.

A more empirical and sociological perspective emerged with Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406), whose Mugaddimah
(1377) represents one of the earliest scientific analyses of state formation. Ibn Khaldun rejected theological
determinism, arguing that the rise and fall of states were governed by social cohesion (asabiyyah), economic
activity, and the dynamic between nomadic and sedentary lifestyles. His emphasis on material and social
factors laid the groundwork for later sociological theories. The Renaissance era deepened the secularisation of
state theory. Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), in The Prince (1532), detached politics from morality,
portraying the state as a product of human ambition, strategic calculation, and the pragmatic exercise of
power. Similarly, Jean Bodin (1530-1596) introduced the concept of sovereignty as the defining attribute of
statehood, underscoring the natural and rational foundations of political order rather than divine sanction.
The modern social contract tradition, initiated by Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) in Leviathan (1651), further
transformed the discourse by depicting the state as an artificial construct born out of human fear, insecurity,
and the rational pursuit of peace. According to Hobbes, individuals consented to surrender certain freedoms
to a sovereign power in exchange for protection and order, a radical departure from the theological notion of
divine governance.

By the nineteenth century, anthropological and evolutionary thinkers sought to explain the state through the
lens of social evolution. Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) applied Darwinian principles to society, portraying the
state as a social organism that evolved from simple, coercive systems (militant societies) to complex,
cooperative ones (industrial societies). Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-1881), in Ancient Society (1877), outlined
an evolutionary progression from savagery to barbarism and then to civilisation, suggesting that political
institutions developed alongside technological and social advancement. Building upon Morgan, Friedrich
Engels (1820-1895), in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), linked the
emergence of the state to the development of private property and class divisions. For Marx and Engels, the
state functioned as an instrument of class domination, maintaining and legitimising economic inequalities
through coercive means. Later, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1755) in Discourse on Inequality and Lawrence
Krader reinforced this view, describing the state as an apparatus of institutionalised inequality created to
protect property and maintain class hierarchy.

Modern anthropological and environmental theories have further diversified the understanding of state
formation. Ronald Cohen (1978) proposed a multidimensional model identifying three essential features of
the state: stratification, authority structure, and diagnostic traits that prevent fragmentation and ensure
social unity. Similarly, Morton H. Fried (1967) defined the state as a geographically bounded, stratified
society under sovereign authority, marking the transition from egalitarian to hierarchical systems. Expanding
beyond social and economic factors, environmental theorists such as Karl Wittfogel (1957) and Robert
Carneiro (1970) introduced ecological and technological dimensions. Wittfogel’s Oriental Despotism
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presented the hydraulic hypothesis, which posited that the need to manage large-scale irrigation systems in
regions like Egypt and Mesopotamia fostered centralised bureaucracies and despotic rule. Carneiro, in A
Theory of the Origin of the State, argued that population pressure, warfare, and environmental
circumscription were decisive in compelling communities to form organised states. Together, these diverse
theoretical perspectives illustrate that the evolution of the state cannot be attributed to a single cause but
rather to the interplay of religious, social, economic, and environmental forces that have shaped human
governance across time and space.

Objectives

The present study seeks to critically examine the major theoretical perspectives concerning the origin and
development of the state, tracing its historical evolution from ancient to modern periods. It aims to analyse
how class stratification, social conflict, and environmental conditions have influenced the formation and
transformation of political institutions. Furthermore, the study endeavours to synthesise insights from
classical, sociological, and anthropological frameworks to construct an integrated and comprehensive
understanding of state evolution, highlighting the interplay between material, ideological, and ecological
dimensions that have shaped the nature, structure, and function of the state throughout human civilisation.

Materials and Methods

The present study employs a qualitative, historical, and analytical research design to explore the evolution of
state theories through an in-depth examination of secondary literature. It draws extensively on classical
philosophical works, sociological treatises, and contemporary theoretical interpretations to construct a
comprehensive understanding of state formation. Primary documentary sources such as Leviathan by
Thomas Hobbes, The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Origin of the Family, Private Property
and the State by Friedrich Engels, and Mugaddimah by Ibn Khaldun have been critically analysed to trace the
intellectual roots of political thought. A comparative approach has been adopted to evaluate diverse
theoretical perspectives, including theological, evolutionary, Marxist, and environmental explanations of the
state’s origin and development. The study employs thematic synthesis to identify key patterns, continuities,
and divergences across historical periods and ideological frameworks. As a qualitative inquiry, it does not
include empirical data collection but relies on interpretative reasoning and content analysis of historical
documents and scholarly works, enabling a systematic reconstruction of how the concept of the state has
evolved through time and across disciplines.

Analysis and Results

The analysis reveals that the emergence of the state was neither sudden nor uniform but the outcome of a
long and complex process shaped by human adaptation, social organisation, and the need for collective
security. Early human societies evolved from simple kin-based groups into complex political entities as they
sought to manage resources, resolve conflicts, and coordinate defence. This gradual transformation from
tribal leadership to centralised authority marked a fundamental shift in human civilisation, institutionalising
power structures and codified laws. The rise of the state thus symbolised the transition from egalitarian social
orders to stratified systems, where authority was legitimised through governance, religion, or ideology. The
process of state formation, therefore, represents humanity’s response to growing social complexity and the
necessity of maintaining order within expanding populations. As societies developed economically and
technologically, the nature of governance evolved to accommodate the increasing demands of administration
and territorial control, laying the foundation for early forms of bureaucracy and statecraft.

The institutionalisation of inequality emerged as a defining feature of state formation. Theories of
stratification and class structure, as articulated by scholars like Ronald Cohen, Karl Marx, and Morton Fried,
underscore how the state functions to preserve and legitimise social hierarchies. Marxist interpretations
highlight that the state arose as an instrument of class domination, designed to protect property relations and
maintain the power of the ruling elite. Engels and Fried further connected this process to the control of
economic resources, asserting that social inequality became embedded within political institutions. Similarly,
conflict theorists such as Gumplowicz and Oppenheimer emphasised conquest and coercion as central to the
state’s evolution, suggesting that early political structures emerged through warfare and the subjugation of
weaker groups. This perspective aligns with Engels’ view that the state arises when class antagonisms become
irreconcilable, necessitating an apparatus to enforce order and mediate power relations. Environmental and
technological explanations, such as Wittfogel’s hydraulic hypothesis and Carneiro’s circumscription theory,
add further depth by demonstrating how ecological constraints and population pressures also contributed to
the consolidation of power. The need to manage irrigation systems or limited arable land prompted the
development of centralised authority and bureaucratic institutions, reflecting the interaction between
material and social forces in shaping the state.
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The results of this analysis indicate that the state is best understood as an evolving institution, continuously
adapting to changing socio-economic, ideological, and environmental conditions. From divine kingship to
democratic governance, political authority has undergone a gradual rationalisation process. Thinkers like
Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau represent this intellectual evolution from coercive to consensual legitimacy,
framing the state as a rational contract among individuals seeking order, liberty, and justice. Over time, the
state transitioned from a theocratic institution grounded in divine will to a secular and rational construct
shaped by human reasoning and collective agreement. The findings suggest that no single theory can
comprehensively explain the origin of the state; rather, it is a synthesis of divine, economic, social, and
ecological factors interacting across time and space. Ultimately, the state endures as a dynamic institution, a
reflection of humanity’s ongoing effort to balance authority and freedom, manage conflict and cooperation,
and ensure social order within an ever-changing world.

Discussion

The findings of the study reaffirm that the state is a multifaceted institution that emerged from humanity’s
evolving need for organisation, authority, and social stability. The theological conception of the state, as
observed in early civilisations and expounded by thinkers like St. Thomas Aquinas (1226-1274), situated
political authority within the framework of divine order. This worldview legitimised governance through
religion and moral purpose, ensuring social cohesion under divine sanction. However, Greek and Roman
philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle initiated a major intellectual shift by grounding political
organisation in reason and natural law. Plato’s ideal state, governed by philosopher-kings, and Aristotle’s
notion of the polis as a natural community both reflected an early rationalisation of governance. These
classical insights laid the groundwork for later secular interpretations of political authority. The transition
from divine kingship to rational governance marked an essential transformation in political thought, one that
viewed the state not as a divine gift but as a social necessity born from human nature and collective well-
being.

The evolution of the state, as the analysis indicates, is deeply rooted in material and social realities rather
than purely ideological constructs. Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) was among the first to identify economic and
social cohesion (asabiyyah) as core drivers of state formation, challenging theological determinism. His ideas
prefigured the sociological and anthropological interpretations advanced centuries later. Niccolo Machiavelli
(1469-1527) and Jean Bodin (1530-1596) further secularised state theory by emphasising human agency,
sovereignty, and power relations, detaching politics from moral and religious ideals. Thomas Hobbes (1651)
revolutionised this understanding through his Leviathan, proposing that the state is an artificial creation
arising from the social contract, a rational agreement to escape the chaos of the “state of nature.” This view
found resonance in John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who reframed the state as a consensual
institution grounded in liberty and equality. Meanwhile, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels located the origins
of the state in material inequality and class struggle, asserting that it functions as an apparatus for economic
domination. Later scholars such as Ronald Cohen (1978) and Morton Fried (1967) expanded on this by
defining the state through its institutionalised hierarchy, centralised authority, and territorial control,
highlighting the enduring role of inequality and power concentration in state evolution.

Environmental and technological perspectives, notably those of Karl Wittfogel (1957) and Robert Carneiro
(1970), enrich this understanding by incorporating ecological determinism into political development.
Wittfogel’s hydraulic hypothesis posited that the need for large-scale irrigation systems in ancient
civilisations spurred bureaucratic centralisation and despotic rule. Similarly, Carneiro’s circumscription
theory identified population pressure, warfare, and geographical constraints as pivotal in compelling the
formation of hierarchical states. These models underscore that environmental and material conditions were
as decisive as ideological or economic factors in shaping political authority. The discussion thus suggests that
state formation cannot be explained through a single theoretical lens; rather, it is the product of a dynamic
interplay among religion, economy, ecology, and human rationality. Over time, the state has evolved from a
theocratic and coercive system into a rational, consensual, and adaptive institution, reflecting humanity’s
continuous effort to harmonise power, justice, and collective welfare. This synthesis of classical, sociological,
and environmental perspectives provides a holistic understanding of the state as an ever-evolving construct
that mirrors both the constraints and the aspirations of human civilisation.

Summary and Conclusion

The study has undertaken a comprehensive exploration of the diverse theoretical perspectives concerning the
origin and development of the state, tracing its evolution from ancient theological explanations to modern
sociological, anthropological, and environmental interpretations. The discussion reveals that early societies
perceived the state as a divine creation, with rulers serving as intermediaries between the human and the
sacred. Greek and Roman philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, secularised political thought by
grounding the state in human rationality and the pursuit of the common good. The transition to empirical
reasoning began with thinkers like Ibn Khaldun and Machiavelli, who emphasised social cohesion, economic
activity, and pragmatic governance over divine sanction. This intellectual shift was further advanced by
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Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, whose social contract theories reframed the state as an artificial institution
founded on collective consent and the rational pursuit of peace and justice. By the nineteenth century,
evolutionary and Marxist thinkers such as Spencer, Morgan, and Engels expanded this understanding,
viewing the state as an outcome of socio-economic transformation, technological progress, and class
stratification.

The findings underscore that the state is not a monolithic or static construct but an adaptive institution that
evolves in response to historical, economic, and environmental circumstances. From Wittfogel’s hydraulic
hypothesis to Carneiro’s ecological circumscription model, environmental factors have been shown to interact
with social organisation in shaping political authority. Meanwhile, Marxist and conflict theorists highlight the
enduring role of class dynamics and material interests in defining state functions. The synthesis of these
perspectives indicates that the state’s evolution is the result of a complex interplay between ideology, material
conditions, and human agency. In conclusion, the state emerges as a multifaceted and evolving institution,
both a product and a regulator of human civilisation. Its transformation from divine kingship to modern
democracy reflects humanity’s ongoing quest to balance authority with liberty, power with justice, and social
order with individual freedom. Understanding the state’s origin and development through this integrated lens
thus provides valuable insights into the nature of political organisation, the dynamics of governance, and the
continuous redefinition of power and legitimacy in human societies.
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