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Measuring State Size: Purely a Matter of 
Territory 

David K. Tian* 

Abstract: There are few concepts more central to the field of political science than the concept of 
the state. Yet, despite its pervasiveness and centrality to the field, there remains no definite 
consensus on what - or who - constitutes a state. Given the disagreement on what a state is, there 
is even less agreement on how to measure state size. Previous scholars have suggested that state 
size is measured using various variables ranging from population figures to economic indicators 
to military capacity. This article adds to the debate surrounding the appropriate measurement of 
state size by first arguing for the necessity of having a consistent definition of what state size is, 
and secondly by rejecting the notions that the size of a state can be measured using any variable 
other than territory. Ultimately, the central thesis of this article is that the only valid and 
methodologically sound way to measure the size of a state is to measure the amount of territory 
under the state’s control.   

Introduction 

In 1651, Thomas Hobbes argued in his well-known political treatise Leviathan that 
without the existence of a common power to keep people in awe, man1 lives perpetually in a 
condition called “Warre” in which every individual is constantly against every other individual. 
This condition is what Hobbes refers to as the “state of nature,” or anarchy. Without the 
protections of a state and the privileges and responsibilities of membership in a political body, 
Hobbes famously described the life of man as being “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”2 

Indeed, the advent of the state is so important that much of the study of modern political 
science would be difficult, if not impossible, without it. The development of states has helped 
resolve Hobbes’s concern with anarchy and has allowed both culture and civilization to flourish. 
Although the first states concerned themselves with little more than the protection of their 
borders and property, or as Charles Tilly stated, “war made the state, and the state made war”,3 

*David K. Tian is a lecturer at Mongolia International University in the department of international relations and is a
Ph.D student at Johns Hopkins University. He holds an M.A. from Georgetown University and a B.A. from the
University of Chicago.

1 During the time in which Hobbes wrote The Leviathan, gender norms were different from modern notions of 
gender equality. Thus, by “man,” I, of course, am referring to all human beings, regardless of gender, but I have 
chosen to preserve the original language used by Hobbes.    
2 Hobbes, Leviathan, Part One Chapter Thirteen.     
3 Charles Tilly, "Reflections on the History of European State-Making," in The  
Formation of National States in Western Europe (Studies in Political Development), ed. Charles Tilly,  (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), 42. 
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modern states have developed significantly since the earliest states. Today, states can and do 
offer various services that extend well beyond border protection, ranging from healthcare to 
higher education and other forms of welfare. Modern states now take many different forms, 
including the three welfare states in Esping-Andersen’s typology4 and the developmental states 
of East Asia, such as Japan, as first described by Chalmers Johnson.5 Even though most political 
scientists have some idea of what the state is, there is not a single universally accepted definition 
of the state,6 much less a universally accepted means of measuring state size. Accordingly, many 
authors working in the field of political science use the term “state size” haphazardly, which 
poses problems ranging from technical misunderstandings to misapplications of political theory 
to real-world foreign policy.  

 In this article I make two assertions. First, because the concept of state size is so widely 
used in debates not only in the academic world, but also greatly affects the policy world, the 
problem of a lack of universal understanding of state size is not a trivial matter. A uniform 
understanding of how to measure state size will ensure that the debates around it will be about 
the same idea, which has broad implications for democracy, peacemaking, and diplomacy. 
Hence, my first goal will be to argue that the wide variation in the definition of state size is 
highly problematic and must be remedied by employing a more precise vocabulary. Second, I 
will argue that the matter of state size must be measured purely using territory. Indeed, I argue 
that any other way of measuring state size is inaccurate and misleading. To accomplish these two 
tasks, I will first conduct a literature review to demonstrate the stark differences in understanding 
of this concept across the literature. After the literature review, I will offer practical examples 
that exist today to illustrate how the other variations that authors have used do not accurately 
represent state size. Following my descriptions for why other measurements are not correct, I 
will then seek to demonstrate why measuring territory is the correct way to assess state size. 
Finally, I will offer my conclusions and suggestions for further research. It is my hope that this 
article can help in settling the disagreements about this concept so that future scholars can focus 
more on the consequences of state size as an explanatory variable rather than spend time fixated 
on how to measure it.   

Current Usages in the Literature 

4 Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). 
5 Chalmers Johnson, MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy,  
1925-1975 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1982). 
6 Erika Cudworth et al. The Modern State: Theories  
and Ideologies. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007).  
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There exists a great deal of literature that mentions state size as a key variable in 
explaining various outcomes. However, few scholars, if any, have explicitly tried to define it. 
Many academic articles that use state size as an explanatory variable fail to properly define it, 
provide an ad hoc definition to suit their specific agenda, or seem to confuse the concept of state 
size with other dimensions of the state entirely. It is impossible to include every scholar who has 
ever grappled with the topic here. Nevertheless, even a cursory glance at the literature will 
demonstrate the wide range of interpretations of how to measure the size of the state. 

Some scholars use only population to characterize state size. Veenendaal and Corbett 
conceptualize state size based solely on population figures, and even go so far as to claim that 
“most publications in the field of comparative political science … [conceptualize] state size 
based on the basis of population figures”.7 As we will see in this literature review, the claim that 
most publications in this field conceptualize state size based on population figures alone is 
simply untrue, as there exists a plethora of different conceptualizations using other dimensions of 
the state. The authors contend in their article that scholars of democracy, including Arend 
Lijphart8 and Samuel Huntington9, neglect so-called “small states” in their theories, which 
undermines their arguments, and that the inclusion of these “small states” would help nuance 
their findings.  

While Veenendaal and Corbett take for granted that there is consensus in the comparative 
literature that state size is measured using population, Gerald Scully takes for granted that the 
size of the state is “measured conventionally as government expenditures as a fraction of national 
output.”10 Measured in this way, Scully argues that the increasing state size is “harmful” in terms 
of economic growth. Already, it is clear that measurement of state size based on population and 
measurement based on government expenditures bear little to no relationship to each other, and 
these are only two of the many different conceptualizations of state size.  

Difficulties with a universally understood conceptualization of state size is not a recent 
phenomenon. In 1964, Amry Vandenbosch measures state size using military power, and 
contrasts the small state with what he calls ‘Great Powers’.11 However, Vandenbosch conflates 
state size with state power. Even to this day, scholars frequently fail to distinguish between state 
size and state power properly. In her article “Small State, Big Influence,” Tianyi Wang argues 
that despite how weak North Korea is, it still has a major influence on China’s foreign policy, 
despite China being a significantly stronger and more powerful state.12 Unfortunately, not only 

7 Wouter P. Veenendaal and Jack Corbett, “Why Small States Offer Important  
Answers to Large Questions,” Comparative Political Studies 48, no.4 (2015): 527-549.; Ibid, 529. 
8 Arend Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy (New Haven: Yale University  
Press, 1999).  
9 Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the late twentieth  
century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).  
10 Gerald W. Scully, “The size of the state, economic growth and the efficient  
utilization of national resources,” Public Choice 63, (1989): 149-164, 149. 
11 Amry Vandenbosch, “The Small States in International Politics and  
Organization,” The Journal of Politics 26, no. 2 (1964): 293-312.  
12 Tianyi Wang, “Small State, Big Influence: China’s North Korea Policy Dilemma.”  
The Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs 1, no. 1 (2014): 5-24.  
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does Wang fail to properly distinguish between state power and state size, she also seems to 
confuse the concept of state capacity with state size as well.  

Finally, David Lake and Angela O’Mahony describe state size as how much territory is 
within a state’s possession.13 Although they, unlike the other authors mentioned above, use state 
size as the dependent rather than as the explanatory variable, they assert that historical increases 
and decreases in average state size were the results of increasing and decreasing amounts of 
federalism. The manner in which Lake and O’Mahony use to measure state size is the one I 
believe is correct, for reasons that will be made clear later in the article.  

There are many more examples in the literature, but we have seen enough to understand 
that there is significant disagreement and misunderstanding on how to measure the size of a state. 
Although this literature review is far from exhaustive, we can already see drastically varying 
definitions of state size, and often they are diametrically opposed. Authors such as Wang and 
Vandenbosch would assert that larger states have more power and are thus more influential in the 
world. Consequently, the two of them would find that an increase in state size has a general 
positive effect, at least for the states in question. On the other hand, authors such as Scully have 
expressed a more pessimistic view on increasing state sizes, arguing that the net effect of an 
increase in state size is negative. While on the surface these authors appear to disagree on the 
effects of state size, they are in fact not discussing the same topic. Collier and Levitsky indicate 
that many scholars in political science “are concerned with conceptual validity.”14 As a result, 
for the sake of conceptual validity alone, I believe that a clarification of state size is warranted. 
However, I will go even further and assert that inconsistent applications of the concept of state 
size are precarious not only on a theoretical level but have real-world consequences as well. In 
this article, I will offer my proposal on how to redress this issue.   

Theoretical Framework 

To understand the working definitions used in this paper, I propose the “car-and-driver” 
model of government and state. Let us imagine a car with one driver and perhaps a few 
passengers. In this conceptual exercise, the driver of the car is analogous to the government, the 
vehicle itself is analogous to the state, and the passengers are analogous to the population of a 
state. It is clear from this analogy that the government consists of a person (or in most cases of 
actual governments of countries, generally several people), whereas the state is a vessel; it is an 
inanimate structure without a will of its own. The government, by operating the car with a 
steering wheel, can express its own will. Similarly, just as the car itself has no control over 
whether the driver drives too fast or makes a wrong turn, or drives smoothly without getting 

13 David A. Lake and Angela O’Mahony, “The Incredible Shrinking State,” Journal  
of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 5 (2004): 699-722.  
14 David Collier and Steven Levitsky, “Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual  
Innovation in Comparative Research,” World Politics 49, no.3 (1997): 430-451, 430. 
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pulled over by a police officer for speeding, the state, as an inanimate object, is not capable of 
expressing its own will.  

 As previously mentioned, there is no universal consensus of  what a state is. However, 
numerous scholars have attempted to provide such a definition. One of the most well-known and 
popularly accepted definitions is the one provided by Max Weber. As John C. Donovan et al. 
describe Weber’s conceptualization, “the state is the agency that, if it is to survive and be 
successful, claims the ‘the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given 
territory.’”15 For Weber, what differentiates a state from a non-state is only its “particularly 
enduring and manifest existence as a well-established power.”16 Accordingly, groups who 
employ violence to defend against external threats in an ad hoc manner do not qualify. The 
renowned French public intellectual and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu agrees with Weber on the 
use of physical force as a requirement for states, but also further argues that a successful state 
“claims the monopoly of the legitimate and symbolic use of violence over a definite territory and 
over the totality of the corresponding population.”17  

Weber is somewhat flexible with the boundaries of a state, stating that although the 
territory of a state “must at any time be in some way determinable,” it “need not be constant or 
definitely limited.”18 In contrast to Weber’s more malleable conceptualization of a state, Poggi 
firmly believes that a state’s territory must be more concrete, “geographically distinct, fixed, 
[with] continuous borders, and be militarily defensible.”19 In fact, he goes one step further by 
inextricably tying the identity of a state with its territory, declaring that “the state does not have a 
territory, it is a territory.”20 Michael Mann echoes Poggi’s sentiments, writing in his 1984 article 
“The Autonomous Power of the State” that the “state is merely and essentially an arena, a place,” 
and that this characteristic is precisely the “very source of [the state’s] autonomy.”21 

The aforementioned conceptualizations of states are some of the more well-known 
examples in the literature, but are by no means the only ones. As is evident, there is a great 
variety of understandings about what the state is, what it can do, and where it comes from. 
However, all of these conceptualizations share one common aspect: a state must have a 
recognizable and well-defined territory. The aim of this article is not to intervene in the debates 
on what a state is, but having these various conceptualizations gives an idea of what the debates 
share in common and where they diverge. This commonality among the competing theories of 
the state is the framework that will be used in this article.  

15 John C. Donovan, Richard E. Morgan, Christian P. Potholm, and Marcia Weigle, People, Power and Politics: An 
Introduction to Political Science, 3rd ed. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1993), 20.   
16 Max Weber, “Political Community,” in Economy and Society, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1978), 903.  
17 Pierre Bourdieu, “Rethinking the State: Genesis and Structure of the Bureaucratic Field” trans. Loïc J.D. 
Wacquant and Samar Farage, Sociological Theory 12, no. 1 (1994): 3. 
18  Max Weber, “Political Community,” 901.  
19 Gianfranco Poggi, The State: Its Nature, Development, and Prospects. (Palo  
Alto: Stanford University Press, 1990), 22. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Michael Mann. “The Autonomous Power of the State: its Origins, 
Mechanisms, and Results,” European Journal of Sociology 25, no. 2 (1984): 112. 
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For the purposes of this article, “territory” will be understood to mean any recognizable 
area on the planet that is subject to political control by a state, no matter what the form. Hence, 
bodies of water under the control of a state, such as canals, rivers, and lakes, which are part of a 
state’s polymorphic political geography, will also be considered part of a state’s territory and 
will thus be included in the conceptualization of state size.22  

Why are the other measures inappropriate? 

Because of the plethora of different ways political scientists have conceptualized state 
size, this analysis will not be able to cover every single one of them. However, my aim is to 
simply prove that most mainstream ideas of state size are misnomers, and to show that territory 
is the only measurement of state size. Therefore, this section of the article is dedicated to 
demonstrating why other measures of state size are inappropriate. 

To understand why the misuse of the term “state size” is problematic, it is useful to 
consider two examples. A country such as the landlocked Mongolia, which once ruled over “the 
largest continuous land empire that has so far existed,”23 has a population of just over three 
million people spread over a massive and vast territory. The Mongolian armed forces are under-
equipped and military expenditures comprise less than one percent of Mongolia’s GDP, and the 
country’s entire navy consists of a single tugboat staffed by a crew of seven sailors, only one of 
whom reportedly knows how to swim.24 For Wang and Vandenbosch, because of its weak 
military power, Mongolia would be considered a small state. Similarly, owing to its small 
population, Veenendaal and Corbett would classify it as a relatively small state as well.25 On the 
other hand, with such a vast territory, Lake and O’Mahony would consider it a large state. 

In sharp contrast to Mongolia, Taiwan26 has a population of over twenty-three million 
people, with nearly two million military - both active and reserve - personnel,27 packed onto a 
territory smaller than one tenth the size of Japan.28 Consequently, Taiwan is the antithesis of 
Mongolia on virtually every dimension. Using the definitions of state size mentioned above, 

22 Martin Jones, “Polymorphic Political Geographies,” Territory, Politics,  
Governance 4, no. 1 (2016): 1-7.  
23 David Morgan, The Mongols, 2nd ed. (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2007), 5.  
24 Ken Jennings, “Visit Khovsgol Lake to See Mongolia's One-Ship Navy,” Condé Nast Traveler, 2017.  Accessed 
28 September 2018, https://www.cntraveler.com/story/visit-khovsgol-lake-to-see-mongolias-one-ship-navy.     
25 Veenendaal and Corbett do not employ a hard-cutoff point for when a state is considered small or large. However, 
it would be reasonable to assume that a population of three million, in comparison with countries with significantly 
larger populations including China, India, or Japan, would be considered relatively small.  
26 The political status of Taiwan is always a sensitive one, and Taiwan is not universally recognized as a sovereign 
nation. Although Taiwan does not have a seat in the United Nations, it does issue its own passports, maintain armed 
forces, and has an independent government. This article will not make a normative judgment on what political status 
Taiwan should be afforded. Rather, for the purposes of analysis, this article will treat Taiwan as a de facto sovereign 
state, regardless of official status.    
27 “Taiwan.” Global Firepower, Accessed 28 September 2018 
https://www.globalfirepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.asp?country_id=taiwan.  
28 “Mongolia.” The CIA World Factbook,  Accessed 28 September 2018 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mg.html. 
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Taiwan is either larger than or smaller than Mongolia, depending on the particular definition 
used. The contrast between Mongolia and Taiwan is the first reason why the wild inconsistencies 
of “state size” are problematic. Even holding all other factors constant, there is no consistency - 
using some dimensions, Taiwan is “smaller” than Mongolia whereas using other dimensions 
Mongolia is the “smaller” state. In the sections to follow, I clarify why state population, 
government expenditure, state power, and state capacity are not valid measurements of state size. 

More People, Bigger State? 

There are scholars who use population as a basis for state size, including Veenendaal and 
Corbett, Anckar,29 and Crowards,30 among others. Veenendaal and Corbett claim that countries 
with smaller populations tend to be democratic, despite their inherent disadvantages. However, 
while many of their claims in regards to the relationship between population and democracy 
seem to have merit, their claims are not based on state size as they insist. The problem with using 
population as a measurement of state size is that population is fleeting - people can die, the low 
birth rates in countries like Japan and South Korea mean that their populations will shrink 
significantly in the decades to come, and natural disasters have the potential to decimate larges 
swathes of the population in an instant.31  

It is true that for most scholars, population is necessary for a viable state. However, just 
as the passengers in the car-and-driver model are not structural components of the car, the people 
who live in a state are not permanent fixtures of that state. Both exogenous and endogenous 
factors have the potential to significantly alter population figures, which can change not just 
from year to year, but, depending on the circumstances, even day to day. Ergo, the number of 
inhabitants inside that territory, while important on many levels, does not change the size of the 
actual state. On the other hand, the only effective way a state would lose territory is for it to lose 
control to another foreign power, which is an exogenous factor. The only way for a state to lose 
territory endogenously is for it to voluntarily relinquish territory for nothing in return, which 
virtually never occurs, and indeed I cannot think of a single historical example of such an event 
happening. For a visual representation of what I mean, I present the hypothetical states A and B 
as represented in Figures 1 and 2, respectively:32 

29 Dag Anckar, “Small is democratic, but who is small?,” Arts and Social Sciences  
Journal 2, (2010): 1-10.  
30 Tom Crowards, “Defining the category of “small” states,” Journal of International 
Development 14, no. 2 (2002): 143-179. 
31 Alana Semuels, “The Mystery of Why Japanese People Are Having So Few  
Babies,” The Atlantic (July 20, 2017).;“South Korea’s fertility rate is the lowest in the world,” The Economist (June 
30, 2018). 
32 I wish to thank Kathy Tian of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for these figures.  
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In this hypothetical example, both State A and State B have the same amount of territory, 
but State A has a significantly higher population. We can clearly see that the population has 
absolutely no bearing on the states’ sizes.  

The Government Expenditure Explanation 

Scully measures state size by government expenditures.33 In other words, in his 
conceptualization, the more money a government spends, the larger the state is. However, Scully 
seems to confuse the role of the government, which consists of actors with their own wills, with 
the role of the state, which is a structure that does not have its own consciousness. Even if there 
has not yet been a reasonable consensus on the definition of a state, most political scientists 
would be able differentiate a government and the state in which that government operates, which 
are related but are not identical to each other.  

For a more concrete visualization, let us now return to the car-and-driver model. 
Increased government spending is comparable to the driver of a car spending more money on 
various goods and services, including gasoline, food, and oil changes. Just as the driver spending 
more money on higher quality gasoline does not actually change the size of the car, government 
spending does not change the size of the state. The only possible conclusion from increased 
government expenditures, given all other factors are equal, is that there is a bigger government, 
not a bigger state.  

Of course, governments have access to not just the territory of a state but also the tools of 
the state, such as police departments, courts of law, and tax collection bureaus. Because the 
successful operation of these state institutions cost large amounts of money, it is possible that 
higher government expenditures could potentially indicate that these institutions are stronger. 
However, the strength of these state institutions is not an issue of state size. Rather, it is an issue 
of state capacity, which will be explored further in the next section.  

33 Gerald W. Scully, “The size of the state, economic growth and the efficient 
utilization of national resources,” Public Choice 63, (1989): 149. 
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State Capacity versus State Size 

Davidheiser gives three criteria for determining the strength of a state: 
1) depth of penetration of society by the state;
2) breadth of penetration, and;
3) state autonomy, or penetration of the state by society.34

A strong state would have high depth of penetration in society, high breadth of
penetration, and low penetration of the state by society. The opposite is true of weak states. In 
Davidheiser’s conceptualization, a country like Russia would be an example of a strong state. 
None of these three criteria mentions anything about state size. It is only a coincidence that 
Russia happens to be the largest country in the world; one could easily imagine a state with much 
less territory that could reasonably be considered strong, such as Singapore. Pardo and Reeves 
also specify that weak states are weak as a result of internal sources, such as “tensions between 
the institutional representation of the state and society.”35  

Strong states, on the other hand, would have the ability to pass laws, enforce the laws, 
and collect taxes, among others. In the Singaporean case, with a total area of just over 700 km2, 
Singapore is fairly small in terms of size.36 By means of comparison, the Chinese capital of 
Beijing has over 16,000 km2 of area.37 Yet, Singapore can reasonably be described as a strong 
state.38  

On the other hand, India and Pakistan have massive territories and populations. However, 
because of their weak institutions, they can reasonably be considered weak states.39 Indeed, India 
and Pakistan are significantly weaker than Singapore in terms of state institutions. It is doubtful 
that any political scientist could describe Singapore as being “bigger” than either Pakistan or 
India without raising the skepticism of his or her audience. In sum, the strength of a state is not 
determined by its size, and the two are completely separate and independent of each other. See 
table 1 for a visual summary.40  

34 Evelyn B. Davidheiser, “Strong States, Weak States: The Role of the State in  
Revolution,” Comparative Politics 24, no. 4 (1992): 463. 
35 Ramon Pacheco Pardo and Jeffrey Reeves, “Weak Power Bargaining with  
China: Mongolia and North Korea in comparative perspective,” Journal of Contemporary China 23, no. 90 (2014): 
1154.  
36 “Total Land Area of Singapore.” Government of Singapore, Accessed 4 October, 2018. 
https://data.gov.sg/dataset/total-land-area-of-singapore  
37 Ministry of Commerce People’s Republic of China, 2017. “Beijing Survey,” Accessed 4 October, 2018. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20161105045525/http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/aarticle/zt_business/lanmub/200703/20
070304508799.html  
38 Dan Slater, “Southeast Asia: Strong-State Democratization in Malaysia and  
Singapore,” Journal of Democracy 23, no. 2 (2012): 19-33.  
39 Pardo and Reeves, “Weak Power”  
40 Again, I wish to thank Kathy Tian of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for this table.  
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There are no objective standards for what the cutoff point is between a weak state and a 
strong state, and between a large state and a small state. In essence, few would likely disagree 
that China is large, but the case of a country like South Korea is a little less clear because some 
might consider it to be a small state, while others might think that it has too much territory to be 
considered a small state. Additionally, the assertion that Mongolia is a weak state is unlikely to 
be controversial, but some might argue that India would not be considered weak. Hence, this 
table is necessarily somewhat arbitrary. Nevertheless, even if some of the countries get moved to 
a different category, this typology is still valid for the purposes of conceptual analysis, and 
shows that state strength and state size are two different variables that must not be confused with 
each other.  

State Size versus State Power 

While state capacity is concerned with the internal, state power is concerned with the 
external. Barston (1973) proposes a five-point typology for assessing weak state power: 

1) A less developed economy;
2) Weaker military capabilities;
3) Less proactive foreign policy;
4) More limited resources, and;
5) Regional, rather than global, interests.41

Again, none of these criteria mention anything about state size. Vandenbosch is less strict
than Barton. He measures state power using military power, arguing that states with weak 
military power can only survive when more powerful states permit them to do so. While I am in 
no way arguing that his conclusions on the relationship between military power and survival are 
wrong, I am claiming that he is conflating two entirely different concepts, namely state size and 
state power. Just as in the case of state capacity, state power and state size are different variables 
and must not be conflated. It is possible to have a powerful state that does not have much 

41 Ronald P Barston, The other powers: Studies In The Foreign Policies Of Small 
States. (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 1973), 15-16.  
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territory under its control. On the other hand, some larger states may have weaker military 
power. Canada, the second largest country in the world by landmass, has a massive territory, 
covering a great portion of the North American continent. Indeed, it has more territory than 
China. However, militarily speaking, China is by far more powerful than Canada, and in the 
highly unlikely event that the two of them ever went to war, Canada would stand no chance 
without help from allies.  

Tianyi Wang makes the same mistake that Vandebosch does. She reasons that North 
Korea, as a weak power, can safely ignore the effects its behavior has on the international stage 
while China, as a major global power, cannot do so and must consider its global influence before 
taking any action toward North Korea. In discussing China’s foreign policy towards North 
Korea, she points out that despite North Korea’s continued nuclear provocations, China is 
reluctant to change its policy towards North Korea significantly, even as North Korean nuclear 
provocations ostensibly “[hinder] China’s own strategic and security interests.”42   

Although this explanation is reasonable, to title her article “Small State, Big Influence” 
and to continuously use state size and state power interchangeably throughout the article is 
greatly misleading and can lead to erroneous and potentially disastrous results. In response to 
Wang, Pardo and Reeves would argue that “[s]mall states, while having less material resources 
than medium or large states, are not necessarily weak.”43 It is true that Singapore has drastically 
fewer material resources than a country like Mongolia. However, in terms of military power, 
Singapore has Mongolia beat by far. In this example, a small state has more state power than a 
larger state. Even using Barton’s five-point typology, on every single aspect - from the level of 
economic development to foreign policy to geographic location of interests - Singapore has 
significantly more power than Mongolia. Although this is just one example, the contrast between 
Singapore and Mongolia demonstrates that 1) size and power are not equivalent, and 2) size does 
not necessarily determine power.  

The State as a Territory 

One question readers may have is, “How is it possible to measure something when  
there is no agreement on what that thing is?” In response, I would like to begin this section with 
the Indian parable of the blind men and the elephant. In this well-known parable, a group of 
blind men who have never encountered an elephant before each try to conceptualize the elephant 
by touching it, but only one part such as the tail, the trunk, or the tusk. Based their limited 
experience, each individual gives a description of the elephant that differs significantly from the 
others.  

Just as each blind man has a different conceptualization of the same object - in this case, 
the elephant - political scientists have different conceptualizations of the same structure: the 

42 Tianyi Wang, “Small State, Big Influence: China’s North Korea Policy Dilemma.” 
The Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs 1, no. 1 (2014): 5.  
43 Pardo and Reeves, “Weak Power Bargaining,” 1153. 
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state. However, just because each of the men has a limited understanding of the elephant does 
not change the elephant’s characteristics, weight, or size.  

Even though Weber, Mann, Poggi, Bourdieu, and other scholars have all provided 
different criteria for what constitutes a state, they all have one feature in common. Namely, 
virtually all plausible theories of the state require that a state have a well-defined territory. While 
state power or state capacity are not always easily measurable, territory, on the other hand, is 
generally easy to measure. The only differences are that some scholars may exclude water in 
territory figures while others, including myself, would include all geographic space under the 
political control of a state in measuring territory. Of course, there are still border disputes 
between various countries - as an example, consider China’s border disputes with India, Russia, 
and Vietnam.44 However, these disputes, once settled, produce well-delineated boundaries.  

Conclusion 

For a topic that is so fundamental to a field, one would imagine that there would be a 
consensus on what it is. After all, it is hard to believe that any mainstream economists would be 
unclear about the definitions of supply and demand, that any biologist would not understand 
what DNA is, or that any statisticians would disagree with one another about what standard 
deviation means. Yet, political science as a field has failed to come to a consensus or even a 
viable, widely-employed working definition on such a basic concept. Economists may disagree 
on what to include in GDP - for example, some think that blackmarket activity should be 
included while others do not. However, at least there is consistency in the general sense of what 
it means. For the field of political science, different conceptualizations of state size are as varied 
as the people who devise them.  If political scientists want their work to be taken seriously, 
conceptual rigorousness will help ensure scientific validity of the field. Thus, there must be a 
consensus or at least a generally agreed-upon meaning of the concept of how to measure the 
state. At the very least, I hope that if I have not managed to convince my readers that territory is 
truly the only way to measure state size, then I hope at least to have convinced my readers that 
this topic is one worthy of further discussion and should not be dismissed as a trifle issue.  

As was stated in the beginning, if for nothing more than conceptual validity alone, the 
issue of state size merits attention. However, there are larger implications. One example of which 
is the Democratic Peace Theory, which holds popular support even if there is not convincing 
theoretical explanation for why democratic states tend not to go to war with one another.45 
According to Veenendaal and Corbett, states with small populations are more likely than not to 
be democratic, in spite of their inherent disadvantages. However, again they misapply the term 
“small state” to describe population, not actually the size.  

44 Ralph Jennings, “China's Three Worst Border Disputes -- And Its Best Border  
Buddy,” Forbes, 2017. Accessed 2 October, 2018 https://www.forbes.com/sites/ralphjennings/2017/07/27/chinas-3-
worst-border-disputes-and-its-best-border-buddy/#2f90ac524f36.  
45 See Friedan et al., 2016; Slaughter, 2011; Huntington, 1991, and many more. 
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As a final word of caution, this article must not be misunderstood to mean that that other 
state characteristics, including population, capacity, and power, are unimportant. Indeed, the 
survival of a state often depends on whether it has strong capacity and power, regardless of the 
amount of territory under its control, and having a sufficient population is a necessary condition 
to maintain that capacity and power. The only theoretical claim that this article makes is that 
state size is a matter of territory. The implications of this claim are still open for future research. 
Lastly, this article also mostly focused on countries in Asia as examples. Future studies could 
also expand the scope to other regions of the world. 
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