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PLURALIST THEORY
OF SOVEREIGNTY

HE CLASSICAL THEORY OF soyereignty, as enunciated by various thinkers
from Jean Bodin (1530-96) to John Austin (1790-1859), gave the best
description of the legal character of sovereignty. It held sovereignty as absolute,
STC_B;’:;EL !.Eu_\zsil, mai)xc:abl:and indivisible. It envisaged zﬂglesoveﬂl
¢ staje—a person or a body of persons. It is, therefore, described ag isti
theory of sovereignty. the monis
When this monistic theory is applied to the political field, it gives rise to many
problems. In the political sphere, the state is represented by government which
claims sovereignty on behalf of the state. When the relationship between individ-
Galand the state is defined in terms of sovereignty, it postulates the wnlimited
authority of the state over individual which implies unlimited political obligation.
In_other words, the idea of the supreme, absolute and unlimited authority of the
state reduces individuals to the status of dumb-driven cattle who have to foll;av
the dictates of the state, In actual practice, these dictates are issued by the govern-
ment consisting of human beings who may be wise or foolish, benevolent or self-
ish, virtuous or brutish—but in no case perfect, divine and infallible. Thus, the
theory of sovereignty in the political s i inati
one set of individuals to another set of similar individuals. The pluralist theory of
sovereignty seeks to resolve this dilemma.

I ¢
GENESIS OF THE PLURALISTIC THEORY

The form of sovereignty as developed from Jean Bodin to John Austin was gener-
ally regarded as an essential attribute of the modern state till the nineteenth cen-
tury. Accordingly, it was almost universally admitted that the state is superior to
all other human associations in society bécause sovereignty is exclusive to the
staie. This implied immense expansion of the powers of the state. This idea was
ehshrined in the organic theory of the state which glorified the state as the foun-
tan of all moral and social values. The juristic theory went to the extent of evolv-
mg':i juristic ;n'r.ﬁ'unurl:’{\-’nflhe state.
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ORGANIC THEORY OF THE STATE
In this metaphorical expression, the state is compared to an organism or a
living body, and individuals are regarded as its organs. An individual
separated from the state loses his existence and identity like an organ severed
from the body.

However, the socialists—especially, m_xx_nnd_ﬁgge_ls—had demonstrated in
the nineteenth century itself, fiow the economic interests, of the_dominant class
exclusively determined the policy of the state. The rise of capitalism combined
with the theory of the absolute state posed a real threat to freedom in society.
Many a thinker expressed serious concern at this state of affairs.

J.N. Figgis (Churches in the Modern State; 1913) saw clearly that the ascen-
dance of the gb;glummminhis_omday_ms directly.linked to ‘the hortor of that
very economic and industrial o] jon which is the distinctive gift of modem
capitalism to history’. Besides, in the twentieth century, there was an all-round
development of social sciences which promoted new theories regarding the nature
of the state. Modem psychology exploded the myth of a personality of the state
which was earlier used to exalt the state and its sovereignty. Modem sociology.
again, demonstrated that the law is the product of prevailing social condilior?s, not
an expression of the commands of the sovereign. This led several modem thinkers
to realize that the state is only a partial manifestation of the social nature of man.
with a defined sphere of activity. It cannot be treated as an all-compmhensi»e.
institution encompassing all aspects of the social life of man as the classical
theory of sovereignty had postulated. This gave rise to the pluralistic theory which
Jaunched a systematic attack on the doctrine of state-sovereignty.

In short, the pluralist theory sought to redefine the nature of the state as one
of the several associations of human lﬁihgs operating in society to secure {h:
multifarious interests of individuals. In view of this, it envisagsd a new role for
the state as an arbiter over conflicting claims of different associations. It 3'5_0
repudiated the exclusive and absolute claim of the state to an indl\,lfi'n:;l s
allegiance; it insisted that the state should compete with other human associations
to establish its claim to superior authority.

It is significant that the pluralist challenge to state-sovereignty coincided w{ih
the conditions created by the First World War (1914-18). During war-time he
state required its citizens to sacrifice everything-including their near and dear

ones, even their own lives—for the sake of the state. The people did make untold
Sacrifices, yet this state of affairs prompted an inquiry into Whether the stai¢ w3
logically entitled to make such enormous demands. There were Men. known as
‘conscientious objectors’, who claimed that their conscience urged them 1o s
bloody war as a means of settling human disputes. Moreover the !x\hc_\ of wa
was determined by the men in power who were as imperfect and fallible a5 any
other human beings. A little folly on their part could cscalate war and 'T'a
untold suffering to the citizens of the state. How, then, could the absolute author
ity of the state be taken for granted?

Harold J. Laski (4 Grammar,of Politics; 1938) enumerated two 1m
tors which prompted the pluralist attack on sovereignty of the staie
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inotence; and it claimed the
he first place, the state claimed fegal """"l""‘“"‘°(‘l*lhcmml iilereatior

a) fn.the TS § clting w the ground that itrepresented A S

allegiance of s citizens < tion. ‘The pluralists pointed out that

. . al ursdic . .
the society within its termton ) | aofioept often invalid in fact; and

format
o Rl e l‘v‘"("i’ Inllnd powerlul, the state, in fact, was only
jever majestic d )
they argued that howeve

) sociations in society, that, in cx!wcriCIICC, there were always
Qaisiof oAy Bots L"'d these were set by the relation hcl\f'ccn the purpose the
state sought to fulfil and the Judgment m.zulc by Illl:l-I nill’ljal p::p':::l'izal,
(b) In the second place, the pluralist doctrine was llCI‘IYC(F r(:mlhecs b Lon
that the state’s claim to pre-cminence always means, in fact, © sover ng tty
of a government composed of fallible men whosc mlf:nllol:s a onln ‘o o] a
sufficient justification for so vast a claim. There went into the mgking of plu-
ralism an historic analysis derived from the conflict bctwccn churches and the
state, between trade unions and the state, bclwc‘cn. as in the case of the con-
scientious objector to military service, the individual and the slz_ne.

limits to powers, i

]
THE PRINCIPLES OF PLURALISM .

According to A Dictionary of the Social Sciences (ed. Julius Goulq and William
L. Kolb; 1964), *political pluralism refers to those doctrines . . . which assert that
certain groups in society (e.g. family, church, union, local government) embody
important social values prior to and independent of their authorization or approval
by the state’. Pluralistic theory of sovereignty is broadly based on this concept of

The Pluralistic Nature of Society

The pluralist theory is marked by a shift in focus from the legal to the sociological
character of the state. It _recognizes the role of several associations. in-society,
formed by men in pursuance of their multifarious interests. Some of these associa-
tions have been in existence prior to the origin of the state itself: some of them
exist independent of the state, that is, they are neither created, nor sponsored, nor
maintained, nor even regulated by the state. Sociologically speaking, the state is
but one of these associations, standing side-by-side with them, not above them,
Such associations include the church and other religious organizations, trade
unions, cooperative societies and chambers of commerce, and so many voluntary
associations devoted to education, cultural and scientific pursuits. All these asso-
ciations embody some social value, means of satisfying some needs and other
worthwhile pursuits.

Pluralists hold that it is morally preferable for individuals to be associated
politically with a wide range of associations in pursuance of their interests. These
groups provide them with an Opportunity to make use of their cre
and to seek self-fulfilment in various spheres of life. No outside ag
the state, should interfere in their functioning unless their activities
be regulated in the interest of public order, public safety or public

ative abilities
ency, not least
are required to
morality.
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Role of the State as Coordinator

When there are several associations in society to take care of the varied interests

Iment of their personality, what is then the nature

association of associations. As an associatio
members, 5o the state co-ordinates the activities of these associ

is a means of resolving the confl

—— — vl : ations, by evolving 4
common basis of their functioning, not by mposing its own will or fegulations on

them, but by harmonizing and coordinating their several interests 5o as to secure
the ‘common good”, the ‘common interest’, or the “public interest”. This role of
the sfate is essential for the maintenance of order in society.

It is significant that the pluralist theory seeks to curtail or_limit the absolute
w@m_a‘singsmw»sqverﬂgmy. It does not seek 1o
abolish the state itself _as anarchists do. The piuralists postulate some recognized
functions of the state. For instance, the functions of maintaining internal order and
security, defence*from external enemies and enforcement of voluntary contracts

should be left to the state unless a contract is deemed to be void on moral grounds!

ations in society. It

The State Must Justify its Claim to Authority

As the state is only one of the associations in society intended to serve the inter-
ests of society, its claim to superior authority cannot be taken for granted. The
Stat€ enjoys a privileged position in the sense that i [arisdiction § ulsory
over all individuals and associations within its fold. It is equipped with coercive
powers so that it can punish those who ignore or defy ifs commands. These char-
acteristics do not automatically establish the superior authority of the state. On the
other hand, they postulate a higher moral responsibility on the state. The pluralists
require the state to justify the exercise of its special powers.

The state, as an association of associations, is Jequired to secure the ‘common
interest” or the P terest’ by ha Zing the i ssociations
me of the associations might be more organized.and more
vocal than others; some of the vulnerable sections in society might be devoid of
any organization! Some of the interests might be well-represented in the assem-
blies, or impressed upon the state through various investigatory commissions,
through special delegations, or through mass movements, demonstrations and ral-
lies; others might be dormant and hardly noticed. Theoretically, the state
expected to ensure that all interests are given due weightage while sceking their
coordination in pursuance of the comimon interest. The state, as an arbiter of con-
flicting claims, must demonstrate that it is riot dominated by any special in b
or ‘vested interests’ while exercising its authority; otherwise it »\oulg t_ss:m_\ the
confidence reposed in it. As Benn and Peters (Social Principles and the Demo-
cratic State; 1975) have insisted: ‘The state must not be allowed to nwo v,?:
hands of men concerned only for the interest of a limited group. It mus? be seasi-

£ interess’

tive to all, without succumbing to any one or any limited coalition of intere:
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