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Luxembourg

Explain collaboration

Viewing politics from contemporary events, it is easy to agree with Braudel's claim that 

economy and culture work on  different time scales than politics: political ideas are seen as 

transient phenomena with little importance to the regimes of everyday life. Political ideas like 

those of the Tea Party in America or UKIP in Britain can be written off as epiphenomenal or 

ideological as in Marx or treated as a reaction against the rationalizing tendencies of the West as 

described by Weber. Politics in traditional social and political theory and in much empirical 

practice, as well as in Braudel's history,  is seen as independent of long-term historical trends and 

is located in struggles among interest groups in institutions of government--detached from the 

material and performative habits of the longue durée.

This Marx-Weber dualism in social thought about politics and culture was interrupted by 

Foucault when he traced flows of power outside of legal regimes and the political institutions 

identified with legitimate power. Scholars in several disciplines have used many of Foucault's 

insights to study extra-institutional formations of power, but mainstream political sociologists 

and historians are only minimally attentive to the cultural and material currents that animate the 

events and the institutions that are their objects of study.  While Foucault has been able to 

broaden social conceptions of politics by drawing attention to the dispersal of power through 

bodies and things, it has however been hard to reconcile Foucault's theory with theories of the 

state and the study of politics as these have developed in historical writing and much social 

science, focusing as these have on variations in "centralizing" institutional power and types of 

political regimes. This has left traditional, and still dominant, apoaches to political power no 

clear way to analyze how political institutions and other political actors gain and exercise forms 

of knowledge and material power of the sort identified by Foucault.

Chandra Mukerji and I have been working collaboratively to try to provide such an 

analytic frame, extending Foucault's approach to power by studying the material practices of 

knowledge/power within the French and British states, including the British Raj - practices that 

helped to make them both claim and exercise authority. We do not treat culture as ideas, beliefs 

or principles, but more broadly like Foucault as forms of life, and we study material practices of 

state power that shape the forms of life identified with those states. State power in our view is not 

only or even mainly the power of law, social organization, political legitimacy, and ideas. It is 

something more tangible, something we call sociomaterial, which can be analyzed historically: 

the power of legal documents over people; the infrastructures used to control territory and shape 

citizens, such as transport and postal systems; the “cultural infrastructures” that shape projects of 

governance by addressing political identity; the arsenals and soldiers formed to enact legitimate 
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power in the name of the state; and the built environments that define the history and destiny of a 

nation. 

We begin from the assertion --a variant on Weber's theory--that modern states are 

themselves impersonal social formations that develop their powers by proliferating tools of 

impersonal rule from infrastructures to legal archives. Weber focused mainly on the social means 

of depersonalization of power in his account of Western state formation, but also hinted at the 

importance of material cultures of power when he pointed to the importance of bureaucratic files. 

However, Chandra Mukerji and I do not start with social practices of power that sociologists 

already understand, although we are interested in sociomaterial relations, but rather with the 

material forms of governance that social and political theory barely acknowledges, looking at the 

impersonal techniques of power that states have developed to make them institutionally more 

powerful. We derive our understanding of materiality from diverse sources; among them the 

sociology and history of art, anthropology, but most importantly science and technology studies, 

including the history of science and technology. We pay particular attention to the agency of 

objects and material processes in social life, but we focus on material regimes of 

power/knowledge-- the weapons, arts, infrastructures, and archives that make knowledge 

politically agential by shaping and scaffolding political practices.

We take as our subject-matter sociomaterial politics, focusing on the cultivation and 

exercise of logistical power through tools and techniques of impersonal rule. By sociomaterial 

politics, we mean we study how cultural artifacts work in forms of governance - particularly 

those pursued by states. By logistical power, we mean the power gained by controlling objects 

and using their agency to create new forms of political agency. Logistical and impersonal power 

is to be contrasted with strategic and personal power, a typology of both forms of power being 

presented in the published work of Chandra Mukerji. Although we recognize that the 

nature/social divide is in principle an artificial one since people are natural creatures, we 

distinguish logistical power and sociomaterial governance from Weberian conceptions of power 

because although materialism has a place in Marxist social theory, the importance to regimes of 

power of shaping material contexts by using natural knowledge has been unappreciated by most 

social theorists. And we use the term impersonal rule to characterize the politics resulting from 

logistical practices, allowing objects to act as silent agents of power even in the absence of 

human governors (like a stop sign or a bridge). In this sense, impersonal rule can exist outside 

discursive regimes where material arrangements are experienced like natural objects, facts of 

life,  that exercise power silently within Braudel's longue durée.

Studying sociomaterial governance helps extend Foucault's analysis of material politics 

beyond discursive regimes. He draws attention to the strategic powers of discourse embodied in 

people and things. We draw attention of logistical powers that act even in the absence of 
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discourse  - forms of power that are hard to regulate because they are hard to articulate. This 

power is the kind that Deleuze describes in art and film - a product of material and performative 

repetitions that cannot be contained within clear categories. Each iteration does not quite fit the 

cubbyhole it is meant to represent, and so repetitions of them overflow discourse. There are 

political counterparts. Sending a drone into Pakistan is something like an act of war, but does not 

"say" anything exactly. Still, it does a lot of damage on the ground and has some, if not some 

clear, political effect. It is hard to sanction precisely because it is hard to say what it is; it floats 

close to but outside of discourse.  The on-going threat of drones creates a form of life that refuses 

to fit political categories, and so drone warfare becomes more sinister and consequential.

This domain of logistical action for which we have no clear words is politically even 

more powerful than discursive power precisely because it is silent and impersonal-- the action of 

a machine that may be programmed by people for political effect, but acts independently and 

without intent.  This is the character of impersonal rule, and the part of politics that is not part of 

discursively-grounded events, but rather shapes material conditions of everyday life in Braudel's 

longue durée.

PJ on the British state/CM on the French one, but PJ first on the nature of the state in 

general….

The British State.

Dominant understandings of the state still however understand it as a unitary actor in 

which sovereignty and the monopoly of violence is concentrated. This concentration takes 

territorial form.  The state is a centre from which power radiates, and state power is expressed in 

state institutions which have particular functions.  The state is also seen as a bounded entity, 

separate from society.  In short, the state is pretty much conceived of as a thing.  However, the 

state is not a thing; at least it is not an active subject. Being made up of the active agencies of 

many and often conflicting people and things we have come to think of it as a single thing. Why 

and how we have come to do so is a principal concern of my book, The State of Freedom: A 

Social History of the British State since 1800.

In contradistinction to established views, new approaches allow us to think in the more 

creative vein of processes rather than of structures, and so of the state in "network" terms, as 

something like an “assemblage”, which is held together, sometimes very uncertainly, at particular 

key sites or nodes and through the actions of key actors and processes, human and nonhuman. 

The state is seen as heterogenous and multiplex, so that where once the state and its 

characteristics were seen in a priori terms, for instance in Weberian theory, they are now seen as 

outcomes or achievements. If state and society can no longer be adequately grasped in the old 

dualistic way then the “network” approach to the state applies equally to understanding 
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"society", or as it should more appropriately be called "the social". Understanding the social in 

this fashion also informs my social history of the state. 

The key question for me thus becomes how "the state” is held together in the first place, 

and if we talk of the centralized state just what do we mean by a “centre”, and a “periphery”, 

when it comes to the state?  Thinking about the state in these ways is essentially to think of it in 

terms of how thought, conduct and the things of the world were connected together in more or 

less stable and unified forms. This is where impersonal power, especially in the form of 

communications, comes to the fore.  Looking at the British Post Office in terms of state/society 

communications the book also considers intra-state government communications in the shape of 

the information systems governing empire, in the operations of the India Office. Both extra- and 

intra-state aspects dwell on the significance of “connectivity”, and above all the things that do the 

connecting, namely signs, in the shape of words and numbers-now considered in their 

materialities not just their semantics.

Impersonal power also finds expression in the second of the book’s preoccupations, 

namely the inculcation of governance in humans in the form of elite education, personal and 

impersonal power coming together here directly. The book is thus concerned with the creation of networks 

and systems in the state, then in relation to bureaucracy the question of how we might think about 

what the "centres" of the state are, particularly the centres of networks and systems, and finally 

with education, the question of how human agency has been configured in relation to the state. 

Putting the matter in another way, namely that of power and how it becomes organised in the 

state; communication, bureaucracy and education involve respectively the communication of 

power, the control of power, and with education the reproduction of power. 

I employ the term technostate to describe the British state, but before looking at this 

example I would ideally set out the long-term history of this manifestation of the state, as I do in 

the book. However, there is no time to go into this today and I concentrate on Britain. Insert 

section on the coming of the technostate here…

There are two aspects of the state that may be signaled out for more detailed 

consideration here. First the relationship between state and society, or the state outside its own 

apparatus, as it is experienced in society. This I consider chiefly in relation to the place of the 

state in postal communications, in the form of the British Post Office.  Here I am concerned with 

how the state was actively learned by its subjects through their experience of the regularity, 

predictability and reliability of postal communications. State learning-as it were-is also taken up 

in my consideration of Chandra Mukerji’s work.  Secondly, I consider intra-state 

communications, within the state apparatus itself, in the shape of the information systems of the 

state bureaucracy. In particular, the writing systems that were central to governing the 

metropolitan and imperial state.  My focus is the India Office, which governed British India.
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First, postal communications. If people in the liberal state were to be “freed” in the 

realms of the market this was also so in civil society. Yet the “freeing” of these zones was 

accompanied by the invention of a whole series of attempts to shape and manage conduct within 

them in desirable ways. On the one hand, the public activities of free citizens were to be 

regulated by codes of civility, reason and orderliness. On the other, the private conduct of these 

citizens was to be civilized by “equipping them with languages and techniques of self-

understanding and self-mastery.’ As well as being one of the agents that facilitated commerce and 

industry, the Post Office was therefore also involved in the creation of the kind of subjects 

capable of existing and acting freely. The most crucial aspect of this was the ability to cultivate 

ethical subjects capable of self-subjection.  The act of letter writing was itself an important 

aspect of this cultivation of self and external awareness.

One of the particular features of the PO is the way it acts to extend the connections 

between the state and the citizen, establishing its presence in every town and most villages in the 

country, embedding itself thoroughly in the practice of daily life. As connections were 

established over greater distance, the state and its systems of communication became essential to 

more and more of the citizen’s life. The state and its communications’ infrastructure was 

engineered into the lives of its citizens to the extent that much of the life of the nation came to  

depend upon its services. The transition from impermanent postal connectedness to permanent 

connectedness was of great significance in this regard. It meant that the network was always 

available, ever-present, in the sense that postal communications are always open for use, even if 

in practice their use may be limited. The correspondent is in theory always accessible, even if the 

letter is not written.  The routes, links and stations of the network are always there. This is in 

contradistinction to the sending of individual utterances by a messenger or to delivery that 

depended on the vagaries of personal inquiry, as in the system before the postal reforms of the 

mid-nineteenth century.  In this sense therefore, as well as the several others considered already, 

the network took on the shape of a system, something in fact decidedly abstract even if grounded 

in the concreteness of artefacts. The postal network in this abstract form began to loom over 

contemporary life as a strange kind of entity, invisible and abstract, but real and concrete at the 

same time.

 Permanent connectedness could now be more fully “taught”, and learned. What evolved 

was a technology of trust in the state produced by human and machine-made predictability and 

reliability.  Trust was performed in action, in use, the action of trusting in the use of the postbox 

for example, a receptacle often lone and isolated, and seemingly unprotected from theft and 
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vandalism. Embedded in things and practices-in offices themselves, in uniforms- the post system 

became in time the object of a certain veneration, as something inherently British, efficient, 

unobtrusive and yet dependable, the ideal vehicle to represent the rights and liberties of the 

freeborn British letter writer. 

In the transition from impermanent postal connectedness to permanent connectedness it 

was the development of addressability that mattered.  Addressability meant that one was now 

inevitably part of a new system of connection, like it or not (and in the early days there were 

many who did not like this at all, hating to be ever available to the letter carrier). The 

actual use of the system, its material embodiment in human practice, performed the state. 

However, in doing so people also performed the kind of “society” formatted by the state (as in 

like manner the state set in place the essentials, assembled, the capitalist economy). 

It did so in people’s understanding then and since as something distinct from the state, as like the 

economy a “naturally” occurring reality. This depended not only on the state’s projection of 

distance between state and society, but precisely the opposite in many ways, namely the 

reiteration of presence, but of presence in the British case as something restrained and 

conditional, dependable and firm.   Something that was present but not overwhelming, illiberal, 

and arbitrary. 

Such can be said to be the characteristics of the British state over the long period of the 

book, of how the state actually operated a lot of the time, and of how it was felt to operate, at 

least by the more wealthy and educated members of society, and to an increasing if not similar 

extent by the working classes. The seeming lightness of being of the British state was only 

possible because it was anchored in such solid foundations. However, these foundations might 

also have the potential for socialized versions of the state that were in tension with liberalism and 

organized freedom. As the state became more and more akin to what I later call “a way of life” 

people felt it to be the “people’s post” and so at some distance from the prevailing liberal power 

hegemony. 

Moving on to the second of my themes, intra-state communications,  in  The State of 

Freedom, I treat imperial governance and the India Office archives as social products of the 

distributed work of many authors, arranged in many forms and layers of interlinked agency, 

including the middle and lower levels of bureaucratic hierarchies themselves. Much of the 

business of governing an empire, or any states in fact, is a very difficult balancing act, that of 

permitting initiative and allowing input from below while ensuring that power and direction 

remained with the upper levels. 

In the case of the British imperial state, this was achieved by numerous means, always 

with varying degrees of success.  The attempt to make a single collective agent out of the staff 

(the “office” in fact) was a product of the need to create discipline and curb initiatives at the 
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lower levels of the state hierarchy, but also allow communication from below. The dependence of 

the state on those lower down the chain was apparent, for instance, in the continuing reliance on 

the initiative of clerks in finding as well as writing documents. Familiarity with the files meant 

that staff often knew where to find documents even if systems let them down.  The individual 

bureaucrat could therefore impose his personality on the ‘system’ despite the rituals of address, 

the formulaic nature of reporting information, and so on. Lower level civil servants continued to 

express their own opinions, and bring all sorts of baggage with them to their jobs. Nonetheless, 

theirs was a subordinate power, subordinate to the routines of political practice that increasingly 

made them cogs in the government machine. 

The empire was not a stable structure of power, but a system that was fundamentally 

incoherent, and clearly so in its sociomaterial workings. Although the institutional orders were 

themselves quite systematic, the systemic qualities of centres of connection were dysfunctional 

as well as functional. (This is one of the major ironies of all government.)  Sources of instability 

were a constant, as the increasing volume of paper communication was forever threatening to 

overwhelm existing arrangements (this was called “the monster of Correspondence” in British 

India). As new systems were put in place to handle problems of managing paperwork they 

invariably ran up against the limits of the very changes they had instituted, or these changes were 

productive of unforeseen outcomes which generated more complexity and incoherence. 

 One very good example of this was the shift from the old folded system of papers to the 

new open or flat file system around the 1880s.  This changed the age-old procedure whereby an 

incoming letter itself formed the file on its subject, being folded into four so that the blank front 

of the letter became the place on which the docket and minute were written. The inconvenience 

of this system was immense, for it involved the doubling sometimes the quadrupling up of papers 

(then placed in shells or jackets), there being constant complaints about the crowding of the 

available space for writing, much of which was illegible.  If correspondence was not used itself 

for noting, then small notebooks were placed in the four-folded papers, an even more 

inconvenient system.  All this put a premium on the “inside knowledge” of those lower down in 

the bureaucratic hierarchy. 

This system was only abandoned in India in the 1880s. Papers and letters could now be 

attached as they were received, one after the other, heading them with a table of contents, and 

noting upon them freely. In the instance of the Home Office only in 1885 did new papers begin 

to be put away flat in white jackets, the front of which formed the first minute, to which extra 

sheets could be added.  This practice gradually led throughout the office to "a modern, organised 

system of writing minutes: the illegible scrawls which had frequently been unsigned and 

undated, became neater, more expansive and more clearly initialled and dated".  However, 

precisely because the whole sheet of paper now became available for comment and notes, and 
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because file contents became much more accessible and more easily itemised, this led to a vast 

and almost uncontrollable increase in the amount of writing in India.  This was compounded by 

the surprisingly late development, between 1900-1914, of the horizontal systems of filing which 

we take so much for granted today. This was a true landmark in this micro-world of file 

engineering. 

Another revealing instance of the paradoxes accompanying the deepening systematic 

quality of paperwork involved printing: on the face of it the development of printing rather than 

handwriting documents would seem straightforwardly a case of bureaucratic advance.  In some 

respects, especially in Britain, increasingly cheap printing was a boon, but in India its relatively 

minute costs, reflected in the printing of even the obscure remarks of lowly clerks, led to a 

profusion of documented material that again fed the monster of correspondence and allowed for 

lower level initiative and influence.  Out of paradoxes and contradictions such as this was forged 

the qualified stability that we call the imperial state. 

The French State

Chandra is  currently looking at architecture and power-- trying to expand upon 

Foucault's ideas about the Panopticon by paying more attention to how people learn from the 

symbolic and material spaces they inhabit. Empirically, she looks at the architectural equation of 

France with Rome as a material and symbolic means of shifting political logics. Conceptually, 

she uses "figured worlds" theory to explain how architecture with its physical presence could 

make palpable and credible a new form of political imagination. 

Figured world theory is a learning theory of culture based on the psychology of Vygotsky 

that connects thought to embodied practices and material scaffolding. Figured world theory 

begins from the assumption that social life is performative and depends on forms of collective 

imagination that people use to coordinate their actions. These forms of collective imagination are 

embedded in things that are then used as props for performances. The results are cultural 

practices that are not determined by material means, but encouraged and reproduced through 

material culture and its role in thought. 

Although most theorists in the "figured world" tradition are educational psychologists 

that do not care much about the built environment, Vygotsky suggests that objects can serve as 

props for learning logics of life, silently supporting some ways of thinking and acting over 

others. Chandra argues that architecture can serve as just such a prop, and neo-classical 

architecture in early modern France did so, supporting dreams of a French military empire, 

France identity as heir to Rome, and a regime of power made effective by infrastructures of 

government that the ancients had used. Adopting this new figured world and creating props to 

enact it had radical political effects. The patrimonial system in early modern France had its 
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cultural roots in Christianity and the medieval social hierarchy based on relations to God. 

Dreams of Rome stood as a secular contrast to this sacred political imaginary, and material forms 

that echoed those of Rome made novel political dreams of an imperial future reviving a classical 

past seem realizable.

The neo-classical architecture developed in Paris under Louis XIV had semiotic ties to 

the ancient world, and silently contributed to a political culture emphasizing military prowess, 

legal documentation/archiving, infrastructural development using natural knowledge, and 

mathematical precision in thought and design. The equation of France with Rome was 

revolutionarily modernizing, so it was not so easy to promote. Verbal assertions about France as 

a heir to Roman greatness and descriptions of Louis XIV as a new emperor failed, but neo-

classical architecture did not. Buildings indexing Rome semiotically made France more like the 

ancient empire and seem more likely to carry its mantel. The capacity to demonstrate material 

practices like those of Rome was quite different from representing the king as Apollo or 

Hercules. As Peter Burke points out, it was easy for critics to argue that Louis XIV was no 

Augustus, but as Mukerji has shown, it was harder to discount a triumphal arch in Paris. 

Architectural forms like triumphal arches created semiotic chains, connecting ancient Gaul, 

classical Rome, and France of the 17th century. Used as new doors to the city of Paris, everyone 

entering or leaving the city "saw" this connection and experienced it as both silently uncanny and 

real. It lay outside discourse, but it was semiotically powerful and echoed in Perrault's colonnade 

for the Louvre, and Le Vau's Quatres Nations building across the Seine. Neo-classicism was even 

more systematically promoted by the state after the king established an academy of architecture 

that defined, taught, and enforced neo-classicism. In these way, the state constructed by material 

means a modernizing political identity, breaking with the sacred figured world of power to 

pursue a revival of Rome.  

Changing the political imaginary toward Rome under Louis XIV allowed the 

administration to adopt classical means of exercising logistical power, and the results were 

startling. France had been a weak state, but became such a powerful one that it was called 

absolutist. How did this happen? The court did not starve nobles of their riches, as Elias asserted. 

And although Colbert worked on gaining power for the king through economic policies, the 

revocation of the Edict of Nantes destroyed the economy as Huguenots fled to England, the 

Netherlands and Switzerland. The French military was also not the cause of this change. The 

military was never fully taken from noble control, nor was it able to expand French territory to 

serve Louis XIV's dreams of empire. What changed in this regime was the character of public 

administration and the turn to logistical politics in the name of Rome. The administration used 

territorial infrastructure to loosen noble control of land, legal archives to restrict the power of the 
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clergy, academies to erode the power of guilds, and architecture to make the association of 

France with Rome palpable and semiotically alive. 

Associating France with Rome provided a new way of thinking about and enacting 

power through sociomaterial practices. In this sense, the so-called absolutist state in France was 

a product of sociomaterial practices of power designed to connect France to Rome. But it was the 

materiality and extra-discursive quality of this form of impersonal rule that made it part of the 

French political longue durée still visible in the Pantheon, the Arc de Triomphe, and the 

Madeleine. Given its monarchical roots, it may seem surprising that the equation of France with 

Rome that gave Louis XIV something close to an absolutist state could survive the Revolution, 

but Rome was already part of France's longue durée, a taken-for-granted, inarticulate form of 

cultural imagination. Rome was simply redefined by revolutionaries as a Republic, and neo-

classical buildings became revolutionary architecture. And Rome remained indexically flexible. 

With Napoleon, Rome was once again identified with the Empire with Napoleon positioning 

himself as emperor. He celebrated his military prowess in the heart of Paris with the Arc de 

Triomphe-- a Roman-style arch built on a grander scale than ones built as gates to Paris under 

Louis XIV. This form of architecture remained at the center of the "figured world" of French 

modern politics in the inarticulate longue durée, seemingly detached from the world of political 

events and discourse, but defining the nature of state power. The parades for Bastille Day still 

echo this heritage as ranks of soldiers and students from the Grandes Écoles, carriers of the 

powers of violence and natural knowledge associated with Rome, march together up the 

Champs-Elysée, the Elysian Fields of Paris. 

Conclusions.

Chandra and I have demonstrated in different ways the importance of sociomaterial 

analysis to make sense of what states are and how they work. We both study impersonal modes 

of governance, distributed practices, and material tools of impersonal rule. Sociomaterial 

analysis helps explain why Weber was right about the importance of bureaucratic files, but wrong 

about how they worked. They are not tools of rationalization, per se, but logistical tools for 

coordinating officials and trying to stabilize power through things in the delicate choreography of 

bureaucratic governance. Our approach to power also helps explain the surprising effectiveness 

of parades, placards, sit-ins and demonstrations in uprisings like the Arab Spring. Refashioning 

the material order and changing embodied performances of power can make the inconceivable in 

politics become conceivable. It is not just a matter of appearances. It is a shift in figured worlds, 

the shared fantasies of self and society that people can begin to entertain as real. 

This kind of analysis allows us to approach states not as institutional forms with structural 

variants, but as emergent and transient ways of addressing problems of power organized around 
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dreams of political possibility. They make state power seem more like power as it is described by 

Foucault, distributed in bodies and things as well as laws and offices. Sociomaterial analysis 

illustrates how important it is to study tools of impersonal rule like buildings, archives and canals 

to explain how power works, and to recognize that power is even more robust when it is made 

inarticulate through logistical activities-- entering the figured worlds or cultural forms of the 

longue dureee.
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