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Abstract For most of the twentieth century the state was not a major part of the

anthropological toolkit. Despite significant archaeologically driven work on evo-

lution and state formation, most socio-cultural anthropologists have viewed the state

with empiricist scepticism, populist hostility, or ethnographic indifference. Typi-

cally, state-theory has been left to other disciplines, such as political science and

sociology. Since the end of the cold war there has been a greatly increased interest

in the state among anthropologists. Philip Abrams, Michael Herzfeld, and Akhil

Gupta, who coined the phrase ‘‘ethnography of the state’’, have been particularly

important to this development. However, there remains no serious engagement with

the body of state-theory generated, over the last century, by political activists,

scientists, sociologists, and anthropologists. It will be argued that this has allowed

for the growth of an unproblematised orthodoxy around an ethnographically

informed variant of classic American pluralist state-theory. This orthodoxy has

hobbled the understanding and explanation of complex political phenomena, led to

confusion between hypotheses and conclusions, and tied parts of the discipline to a

partisan political project that remains largely un-interrogated. This essay seeks to

provide context and clarification on state-theory as a step towards discussion of

anthropology’s contemporary engagement with the state and broader questions of

political action and social change.

Keywords State theory � Ethnography of the state � Pluralism � Imagined state

The state does not exist in the phenomenal world; it is a fiction of the

philosophers…There is no such thing as the power of the state

A. Radcliffe-Brown 1940
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The state is not the reality which stands behind the mask of political practice.

It is itself the mask which prevents our seeing political practice as it is…It

starts its life as an implicit construct; it is then reified—as the res
publica…and acquires an overt symbolic identity progressively divorced

from practice as an illusory account of practice. The ideological function is

extended to a point where conservative and radicals alike believe that their

practice is not directed at each other but at the state. The world of illusion

prevails.

Philip Abrams 1988, p. 58

Introduction

Since the first proto-social sciences emerged in the ancient world, the state has been

widely regarded as the most important locus for discussing the rational improve-

ment of human social life. Such discussions have consciously, unconsciously,

directly and indirectly intersected with ‘‘reformist’’ and ‘‘revolutionary’’ political

projects. Academic political scientists and sociologists have often worked side by

side with scholar-statesmen like Condoleeza Rice, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, and

Fernando Henrique Cardoso, as well as joining classic politician–philosophers

Hammurabi, Aurelius, Khaldun, Machiavelli, and Karl Marx in what Edmund

Wilson called the ‘‘writing and acting of history’’.

The state has, however, rarely made it onto the radar of Anglophone anthropology

over the last century.1 Though there have always been anthropologists like Robert

Lowie (1927) who waded into multi-disciplinary debates about the nature, role and

function of the state, for most of anthropology in the twentieth century, this topic of

study, when noticed, was typically viewed with the type of empiricist suspicion,

scepticism, and outright hostility expressed by Radcliffe-Brown (1955) in the

epigraph. However, in the last 15 years anthropology has suddenly become very

interested in the state. It now regularly appears in the titles of articles and monographs,

Akhil Gupta’s phrase ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ has become ubiquitous, and

considering the state in an anthropological analysis has become a recognized part of

‘‘the toolkit’’, along with kinship, religion, modes of subsistence, and so on.

While this new development offers huge opportunities for expanding our analysis

and the scope of our inquiry, it also puts up new theoretical problems, intellectual

challenges, and political responsibilities. Among the most important of these

challenges is the development of a rigorous body of work that goes beyond empirical

analysis of the state as another part of the anthropological ‘‘toolkit’’ and actually

1 In the pre-World War I period, before the full development and speciation of the separate disciplines of

sociology, geography, psychology, anthropology, economics, history, political science, etc. proto-

Anthropologists, such as Sir Henry Maine, Lewis Henry Morgan, Edward Tyler, Grafton Elliot Smith,

Franz Oppenheimer, and Friedrich Engels did concern themselves with political evolution from

‘‘primitive’’ society to modern states. It should also be noted that in some academic traditions of the

developing world (e.g. South Asia and Latin America), anthropologists and those working in

anthropological areas have often had a greater engagement with the state and state theory, perhaps due

in part to the weaker, less seamless, and totalizing legitimacy of states, whose writ does not run into all

the tiny capillaries of society or to the many rural or mountainous hinterlands.
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develops theories about its nature. Some of the most influential scholars working in the

discipline have already begun this process of discussing the state, not merely as part of

their analyses, but as a subject of theory, in its own right (Aretxaga 2000, 2003; Geertz

2004; Gupta 1995; Gupta and Ferguson 2002; Herzfeld 1994, 1996; Kapferer 2004,

2005a; Nagengast 1994; Nugent 1994; Taussig 1992; Trouillot 2001). Sadly, the

discussion has not seriously engaged the half century of political science, sociology,

activist writing, and older political anthropology that developed a rigorous body of

theory and knowledge around state-theory, or the nature of the state.

This lack of a critical engagement with state-theory in other disciplines and older

anthropology has tied important sections of our discipline to a set of ideological

propositions about the nature, role and function of that state that have been

unproblematically borrowed from a variety of favoured political scientists and

sociologists. James Scott has been most prominent in this regard,2 but the work of R. B.

J. Walker, Cynthia Weber, Timothy Mitchell, Philip Abrams and Partha Chatterjee has

also been used by Anthropologists.3 These propositions about the state need to be

discussed, examined and tested before we accept them, use them in field research, and

return proclaiming an answer to the political meta-question, ‘‘what is to be done’’. This

is particularly important since the question of the state is a question about the nature of

political action and participation in nearly every other social arena.

Just as early and mid-twentieth century anthropologists attempted to engage the

theories, politics, and practices of other disciplines and the wider society when they

took up the implications of studying the social fact of race with physical techniques

(Boas 1912), the social fact of culture within nation building (Kenyatta 1978; Geertz

1963, 1973b, Gamio 1948, 1969), prejudice and social inequality (Lewis 1959;

Powdermaker 1944; Stack 1974), and women’s liberation (Coontz and Henderson

1986; Leacock 1981; Rubin 1975; Silverblatt 1988) contemporary anthropologists

taking up the state as part of their analysis also need to ask similar questions about

the relationship between the theories they use and the implied social prescriptions

and outcomes.

In this essay I will attempt to engage such a discussion. I will argue that the

refusal to situate or contextualize contemporary anthropological approaches to the

state, within an existing body of state-theory and research has enabled the growth of

an ultra-empiricist orthodoxy located in mid-twentieth century anthropological

scepticism and post-structuralist particularism (see epigraph). This orthodoxy

assumes exactly what needs to be interrogated, discussed and proven: that the state

is a reification of a collective illusion that is neither coherent, nor unitary, nor even

real enough to be worthy of theorizing, as a thing, in its own right. I will further

2 For an excellent example of favourite political scientists who have been used in Anthropology to

introduce the state, but not to broadly engage theoretical discussions of its nature, Murray-Li (2005)

presents a critique of Scott (1998) that provides useful insights for anthropology and development studies,

but does not engage state-theory beyond the ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ orthodoxy.
3 I have, of course, left out many other writers, whose state theory has been borrowed by anthropologists,

particularly historically inclined Marxists like Tom Nairn, Perry Anderson, Charles Tilly, Sayer and

Corrigan, and Eric Hobsbawn. However, my point is to highlight contemporary uses of the state in

anthropology, rather than provide an inventory of anthropological engagements with political science,

political sociology, and history.
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argue that regardless of whether the underlying beliefs that make up this orthodoxy

are correct or incorrect, the failure to interrogate its assumptions has perpetuated

longstanding weaknesses in political anthropology, made conclusions overly

particularist, hobbled conscious participation in broader political processes, and

signed on much of Anglophone Anthropology to a partisan political project, whose

implications have not been reviewed.

In attempting to address these questions, I make no claim to the encyclopaedic

typologising of empirical work that might be appropriate to an Annual Review of
Anthropology essay. I also make no claim to providing a fully realized critique of

the orthodoxy, account of comparative state-theory, discussion of anthropology’s

engagement with political science and sociology’s empirical or descriptive study of

the state, or direct prescriptions for how I believe anthropology should be addressing

its theoretical and moral obligations. Such tasks are extremely important, but still

premature. I will, instead, attempt to analyse, clarify, contextualise and comment on

some of the implications of contemporary anthropological state-theory by discuss-

ing and critiquing a few of the most influential and foundational anthropological

writings that I believe exemplify and have contributed to the orthodoxy and provide

a cursory discussion of state-theory, in the hopes that I may provide something

positioned between critique, call for proposals, and prolegomena for a discussion of

anthropological state-theory.

Anthropology and the state: a prehistory

Modern academic anthropology has always had some engagement with the state.

During the interwar years discussions of archaeological and indigenous evidence

addressed the question of ‘‘state formation’’ and ‘‘the origins of the state’’ (Hoebel

1936; Lasswell 1928; Lowie 1927). Much of this work was explicitly addressed at

Friedrich Engels’ (1972) The Origins of Private Property, The Family and The
State, Franz Oppenheimer’s (1914) quasi-Marxist ‘‘conquest theory’’, and nine-

teenth century discussions of socio-cultural evolution, rather than contemporary

questions emerging from the October Revolution of 1917 and Vladimir Lenin and

Antonio Gramsci’s discussions of political parties and the transformation of the

class nature of the state. However, state-theory was intrinsically a part of this

discussion, as any discussion of the origins of the state, by necessity, took up key

theoretical questions about its nature, role, and function and methodological

questions about how it might be studied and changed.

After the Second World War growing international political concerns about

decolonization, increasing economic disparities between former colonial countries

and their former imperial masters, and the threat of communist revolution helped

create a strong interest within anthropology for the study of comparative

development in what Clifford Geertz referred to as the ‘‘new states’’ (1963).

Despite the rise of these new states and the accompanying boom in big theoretical

discussions of dependency, modernization, underdevelopment and post-colonial

nation building, most anthropologists got on with the business of ethnography,

typically taking little notice of the state, its bureaucratic institutions, and the
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political parties that vied for the right to govern it. There were, of course, occasional

asides about the national problems of newly developing states and increasingly

frequent observations about state interference in local culture by petty officials, but

there was little that explicitly addressed ‘‘state power’’.

The anthropological work that did explicitly attempt to address issues of the state as

a coherent force in the creation of culture and society emerged from a group of scholars

connected to Columbia University and the University of Michigan. Influenced by the

combination of pre-war Marxism, post-war anti-colonialism, political geography such

as that of Own Lattimore (1940) and the evolutionist archaeologies of V. Gordon

Childe, Leslie White, Karl Wittfogel, and Julian Steward that often took up ‘‘state

formation’’, the ‘‘political economy’’ school addressed the state, in terms of ‘‘socio-

cultural’’ evolution (Carneiro 1970; Cohen and Service 1978; Fried 1960, 1967;

Leacock 1963; Sahlins 1963; Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1975; Wolf 1951,

1997), contemporary politics (Leacock 1969, 1971; Lewis 1977; Wolf 1959, 1969),

and the production and maintenance of culture and inequality (Fallers 1955; Leacock

1954; Lewis 1963; Murra 1956; Willis 1963; Wolf 1957). During this immediate post

war period, Columbia University produced a series of remarkable PhD theses, directly

and indirectly engaging the state (Diamond 1951; Friedl 1950; Leacock 1952; Service

1950; Willis 1955). However, there was little explicit anthropological engagement

with state-theory in other disciplines. Instead, a model of the state, with implied theory

sitting behind it, was typically used as a part of the tool-kit for a relatively traditional

anthropological inquiry. Some version of Marxist inspired state-theory based on

interest politics was usually the underlying paradigm.

As the 1960s progressed, a new generation of scholars came of age embracing

‘‘materialism’’ and found the state entering ethnographic monographs (Hansen

1977; Sider 1986; Stack 1974; Susser 1982; Schneider and Schneider 1976;

Wilmsen 1989) and theoretical discussions (Gailey 1985; Mullings 1987; Reiter

1975; Smith 1978). Much of what they discovered when they looked for culture,

whether it was hunter-gatherer culture in the Kalahari Desert (Wilmsen 1989), the

culture of poverty in the United States (Stack 1974) or social movements (Bright

and Harding 1984) was the heavy guiding hand of state power, with its special

bodies of armed men, class, ethnic, gender, and geopolitical interests and policies

around social welfare, education, public health, taxation, and so on.

These ‘‘materialist’’ anthropologists developed rich and nuanced explanations of

the political economic forces that determine the lives, beliefs and activities of our

subjects of study, with some explicitly examining the role of the state in shaping the

political economic environment. However state theory itself was rarely explicitly

raised, outside of discussions of differing interpretations of specific empirical

question such as ‘‘American exceptionalism’’, dependency theory, and the culture of

poverty (Nash 1989; Roseberry 1983; Stack 1974; Susser 1982); bureaucratic

structures were only occasionally studied (Aronoff 1974; Heyman 2004; Jones

1987; Nader 1972, 1980); and political parties were generally ignored4 except as

they impacted on the societies and social movements that were the subject of

4 For an exception that proves the rule Aronoff (1993) put political parties on the anthropological map in

Israel, a country with more political parties per capita than almost anywhere else in the world.
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research (Bright and Harding 1984; Dennis et al. 1956; Nash 1979; Sacks 1988;

Sider 1986, 1987). For the most part, the Marxist state theories of the previous

generation were more explicitly and rigorously discussed, but there remained little

attempt to define and delimit an anthropological state-theory and place it within a

broader context of works in other disciplines that attempted to develop predictive

explanations for why state power takes the forms it does.

The same was true for the opposed ‘‘ideationalists’’ who found that the pre-World

War II anthropological myths of primitive tribes and isolated Robinsonades were

suddenly unconvincing, except in the most distant hinterlands of world capitalism,

such as highland PNG, Amazonas, and the Kalahari Desert. Post-war Anthropology

was increasingly unable to assert, as Radcliffe-Brown had, that the state was merely

a ‘‘fiction of the philosophers’’ (see epigraph). The world was now covered with

developmentalist national security states, with writs that ran into the deepest

jungles, social policies that were creating nations and citizens, and third world

welfare states that sometimes rivalled the first world ones. However, for much of

what constituted the mainstream of anthropology, the state remained at the distant

margins of the empirical everyday life that provides the traditional field of view for

anthropological inquiry. Despite its growing presence, it remained a subject that

rarely appeared as worthy of study in its own right, even in small doses.

‘‘Ideationalist’’, Clifford Geertz’s (1980) Negara: The Theater State in 19th
Century Bali, stands as apotheosis and exception for anthropology in this period,

explicitly taking up the nature of the state, in order to liquidate its power as an actor. In

this book, he famously argues that ‘‘power served pomp, not pomp power’’, thus

refuting Radcliffe-Brown’s belief that the state is a ‘‘fiction of the philosophers’’, but

accepting the second pronouncement that ‘‘there is no such thing as the power of the

state’’. For Geertz, the state is clearly an important and powerful institution, but one

that represents, reflects and brings together the spirit and poetics of a society, making it

most knowable through the everyday study of culture and cultural history, as he

famously did in his ‘‘Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight’’ (Geertz 1973a).

Though one can find a slow growth of interest in the state, incorporation of the state

into cultural analyses, and use of ‘‘the state’’ in anthropological titles throughout the

post WWII era in all branches of anthropology, it was not until the end of the cold war

that anthropology began to regularly use the term and develop its own view of what is

meant by it. The great battles of the 1960s and 1970s between the ‘‘materialists’’ and

the ‘‘ideationalists’’ yielded nasty struggles over a variety of questions about culture

and its relationship to states, but both sides left explicit discussion of the nature of the

state to political scientists and political sociologists.

Social science and the state: post-cold war inversions

As with the previous global cusp at the end of World War II, the end of the cold war

affected anthropology in a variety of ways that may require decades to fully

understand. However, one of the areas where it is possible to detect an immediate

change in anthropology was its new found interest in the state. No longer only

discussed by Marxists doing ‘‘political-economy anthropology’’, archaeologists
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writing about the formation and evolution of ‘‘complex political structures’’ in the

ancient world, and the occasional Weberian talking about modernization, anthro-

pology made an about face, embracing slogans like ‘‘ethnography of the state’’

(Gupta 1995), producing clever titles like ‘‘The Magic of the State’’ (Taussig 1992),

producing a major reader (Gupta and Sharma 2006) and the first Annual Review of
Anthropology essays on the state (Aretxaga 2003; Nagengast 1994).5

As a quantitative measure of the entry of the state into the mainstream of

anthropology in the post cold war period, Fig. 1 shows the increased focus on the

state in American Ethnologist, American Anthropologist, and Current Anthropology
widely regarded as the ‘‘gold standard’’ journals of the period.6

Ironically, this florescence of work on the state emerged at exactly the time when

many commentators were arguing that the state had become less totalizing, less

crucial to cultural continuity and change, or even attenuated and soon to disappear

in face of neo-liberal globalization (Castells 2000; Mann 1997; Price 2003; Weiss

1997, 1998). In fact, the traditional disciplines that had concerned themselves with

the state and its myriad allied institutions and political forms, political science,

political sociology, international development studies, and political geography were

suddenly far more interested in ‘‘social capital’’ and ‘‘civil society’’ (Baker 2002;

Feldman and Assaf 1999; Higgott et al. 2000; Korovkin 2001; Price 2003; Schrader
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Fig. 1 Articles explicitly about the state, excluding reviews, archaeology, and other uses of ‘‘state’’, such
as ‘‘state of the art’’ or ‘‘liminal state’’ (Figures for Current Anthropology include archaeology, due to the
difficulty of easily separating the four fields in the interdisciplinary and multi-field debates typically
featured)

5 It might be claimed that Irene Silverblatt (1988) was the first non-archaeological ARA review essay on

the state. However, I do not include her essay because it is primarily a response to Engels, Leacock,

Sacks, and Gailey on the problem of class versus gender and makes explicit on the second page that it

only concerns ‘‘non-capitalist states’’ (p. 428), drawing heavily on the archaeological record and

ethnographies that generally did not consider states. It might also be argued that Alonso (1994) ‘‘The

Politics of Space, Time and Substance: State Formation, Nationalism and Ethnicity’’ should also be

included. As suggested by its appearance only in the subtitle, this article is not primarily about the

anthropology of the state.
6 The use of these three publications, along with the ARA, suggests a primary focus not just on

Anglophone anthropology, but on the United States of America, which is the largest, but not the sole

arena of discussion. However, a cursory review of anthropology in the other first world Anglophone

countries suggests many similarities. The question of where South Asian Anglophone anthropology fits

into this would require a further discussion, as would questions about non-Anglophone anthropology.
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2004), and the neo-Touquevillian communitarian concerns, popularly articulated by

John Holloway (2002), Robert Putnam (1995) and Hillary Clinton (1996).

With the cold war over and government leaders and their economic advisors no

longer managing vast and integrative national security states in the first world and

quasi-welfare based developmentalist states in the third world, much of political

science and sociology—the two disciplines most responsible for advising govern-

ments and international organizations—declared the state far less important in the

day to day administration of political and social life. Across all parts of the

academic spectrum scholarly discussions increasingly took states as less important

(Baker 2002; Weiss 1997) and scholarly discussions focused on NGOs (Boli and

Thomas 1999; Petras 1999, 1997; Price 2003), community groups (Varshney 2001;

Wang 1999), local rituals of participation or resistance (Chambers 1998; Godinot

and Wodon 2006; Kapoor 2002; Pooley et al. 2005; Scott 1998), clan structures and

sub-state political units (Triulzi 2001), ‘‘warlord armies’’ (Lyons and Samatar 1995;

Mishra 2006; Rigol 2005), religious or socio-cultural meanings (Boroumand 2002;

Huntington 1996; Huntington and Harrison 2000; Sisk 1992; Sen 1999; Tessler

2002), social cohorts connected to rites of passage (Lyons and Alexander 2000;

Tessler 2004); and other concerns that had traditionally been of more concern to

anthropologists. Sadly, anthropologists did not discuss this inversion, what it meant,

what it offered them and what potential dangers there were.

The rise of an anthropological state-theory orthodoxy

In the first days of the post cold war thaw, when political science and political

sociology were discovering local culture and anthropology was discovering the

state, a group of influential and path-breaking works about the state appeared within

anthropology (Gupta 1995; Herzfeld 1994; Nugent 1994; Taussig 1992; Wolf

1991). Among those works, possibly the most influential, celebrated, and

paradigmatic was Akhil Gupta’s now classic American Ethnologist article ‘‘Blurred

Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of Politics and the Imagined

State.’’ In this article, Gupta coined the phrase ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ (Gupta

1995, p. 375); joined Arturo Escobar in providing anthropological pillars for

building a ‘‘post-development’’ school of thought that continues to inform NGO and

international development ‘‘best practice’’; and did much to set an anthropological

research agenda that focused on the state as part of everyday lived experience. This

article stands as case study and pivotal expression of what would become state-

theory orthodoxy in Anthropology during the subsequent decade and an oft cited

part of the new local participatory development movement that has been embraced

by actors as different as Oxfam, the government of Indonesia, and the World Bank.

Beginning with the observation that his informants in the Indian village in which

he was doing research endlessly talked about the state and it had ‘‘become

implicated in the minute texture of everyday life’’ (p. 375), Gupta wonders why

there has not been more ethnographic consideration of the state. His answer is that it

is invisible due to its ubiquity and a ‘‘physics of presence’’ in anthropology that

privileges face to face contact. This he believes makes Western social scientists with
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‘‘Eurocentric distinctions between state and civil society’’ and a view of the state

‘‘as a monolithic and unitary entity’’ (Gupta 1995, p. 375) often unable to see it as

the diffuse, symbolic, and multi-situated imagined entity that it is (especially we are

told, in the third world).

According to Gupta (1995), ‘‘an ethnography of the state in a postcolonial

context… must come to terms with the legacy of Western scholarship on the state’’ (p.

376). However, the only example he gives of this Western scholarship is the

monograph from Theda Skocpol’s PhD thesis (Skocpol 1979) and the volume by

‘‘Evans et al. (1985) containing Skocpol’s famous title essay, ‘‘Bringing the State Back

in’’ (Skocpol 1985). Against two raging polemics by Skocpol, described dismissively

as research on ‘‘large-scale structures, epochal events, major policies and ‘important’

people’’ (Gupta 1995, p. 376), Gupta counterpoises a list of anthropologists who have

done empirical work, which he describes as ‘‘a fast-growing body of creative work that

is pointing the way to a richer analysis of ‘the state’’.

By using two early works by Skocpol,7 that were part of a specific 1970s/1980s

debate on the nature of capitalism, as the stand-in for ‘‘Western scholarship’’, Gupta

clears the field for an ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ that is bereft of any real discussion

of state-theory and entirely dependent on his own empirical observations. He takes

up three key points8 (a) ‘‘the reification inherent in unitary descriptions of the state’’

(Gupta 1995, p. 392); (b) the problem with assuming a distinction between the state

and civil society that was ‘‘forged on the anvil of European history’’ (p. 393); and

(c) the inapplicability of such models in a postcolonial context. Assuming exactly

what should be discussed, that states are ‘‘imagined’’, Gupta presents three case

studies to demonstrate the non-unitary, diffuse, multi-situated, and blurred nature of

the state, in village India.

The first involves two uneducated and very poor brothers who seek a change in a

land title and must bribe an official, but do not have the ‘‘cultural capital’’ to

accomplish their goal, demonstrating that corruption is not just a universally definable

and unitary bureaucratic/economic transaction, as implied by organizations like the

World Bank and Transparency International, but a locally specific ‘‘cultural practice

that required a great degree of performative competence’’ (Gupta 1995, p. 381). The

second case involves a development program beneficiary who files a complaint about

a program and is physically threatened by the village headman, but goes three levels

above the headman in the state bureaucracy and gets some protection, suggesting that

this ‘‘subaltern’’ is able to use a strategy of ‘‘pitting one organization of the state

against others and of employing multiple layers of state organizations to his

advantage’’; thus, shaping ‘‘his construction of the state’’ (p. 383).

His third case involves a grass roots peasant union that is strong enough to force

petty bureaucrats to do their job without bribery, demonstrating that the state can be

moved, forced and manipulated, proving, according to Gupta, that ‘‘at the local level

it becomes difficult to experience the state as an ontically coherent entity’’ (Gupta

7 Domhoff (1996) argues that Skocpol actually retreated from her heavy ‘‘statist’’ perspective in Skocpol

(1992).
8 There are five key issues named in the conclusion, but three of them are largely concerned with

research methodology, rather than state theory.
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1995, p. 384). Gupta goes on to demonstrate these points further through an

examination of newspapers in India, which he claims are more useful than

television, since they are not state run, and are therefore part of the ‘‘public culture’’

that is part of ‘‘imagining the state’’. Offering the observation about Indian petty

officials that ‘‘one has a better chance of finding them at the roadside tea stalls and

in their homes than in their offices’’, Gupta claims that this calls into question ‘‘the

Western notions of the boundary between ‘state’ and ‘civil society’ in some obvious

ways’’, because ‘‘the Western historical experience has been built on states that put

people in locations distinct from their homes—in offices, cantonments, and courts—

to mark their ‘rationalized’ activity’’ (p. 384).

The case studies presented say little, even on their own terms, about whether

states are coherent, unitary or monolithic, even less about the reasons for these

contradictory and diffuse processes of governance, and nothing about the question

of their ‘‘realness’’. There is no attempt to explain why the state is any less real than

smaller, but just as diffuse, complex, and contradictory institutions such as

universities, hospitals, and militaries. Instead, Gupta proves what even the most

hardened ‘‘institutionalist’’ state-theorist (like 1980s Skocpol) assumes and that

most ordinary people (in the first and third worlds) already know from their day to

day lives: that bribery is locally and culturally specific, chains of command are

complex and political, and state institutions respond, up to a limited point, to

organized troublemakers. Despite claiming his argument is with Western scholar-

ship, Gupta, like his colleague James Ferguson (1990), seems to be arguing with

development sector buzzwords and bureaucratic project proposals, rather then the

living scholarship that attempts to theorize the state.

In particular, Gupta’s lack of interest in discussing the two ‘‘Western’’ scholarly

traditions that do not posit a strict distinction between the state and civil society

(American pluralism and Marxism) leads him to ignore the empirical research their

theories have generated. As an example of the problems with this approach, he is

able to make huge theoretical claims about colonial, post-colonial, and first world

governance and the state, based on Indian village officials working outside their

offices, without ever addressing what makes this different from small towns in the

United States, where the mayor and so called ‘‘inferior jurisdiction’’ judges and

justices of the peace often have little legal education, no salary (or minor

compensation), and operate out of their homes, small businesses, and other informal

settings (Cohen 2001; Kincaid 1986; Provine 1986).9

Despite the thinness of the data, the remarkable leap from banal stories to grand

assertions, and the lack of a comparative focus or integration into a body of existing

knowledge on such questions, many anthropologists were clearly ready to hear the

message. A post-cold war orthodoxy began to emerge around the diffuse, fractured,

and imagined state that Gupta pointed towards in ‘‘Blurred Boundaries’’, with

9 Though this situation has recently come to be a stereotype about the underdevelopment and third-world

quality of governance in the United States, Provine (1986) argues that informal administrative settings

with ‘‘non-lawyer judges’’ may allow for better access and, given adequate resources, better justice than

that provided by a professionalized system of conflict resolution. Similar arguments have been advanced

for a variety of state level administrative procedures such as the ‘‘community policing movement’’ in the

United States and other parts of ‘‘the West’’, such as Europe and Latin America.
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anthropologists citing this article and taking ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ as a basic

part of their research agenda—again, with little reference to or discussion of

empirical and theoretical work in older anthropology and the other social sciences

(see for example Bigenho 1999; Fuglerud 2005; Murray-Li 2005; Worby 1998;

Yang 2005, all of whom rely almost entirely on the state theorists that appear in

Gupta 1995).

The Foucauldian concern for discourse, practice, experience, description, and

‘‘state-effects’’ over structure, explanation and cause began to look remarkably like a

revindication of the traditional anthropological empiricism that held that ‘‘there is no

such thing as the power of the state’’ (Radcliffe-Brown, quoted in epigraph). However,

this time, instead of identifying the state as primarily a fiction of the philosophers that

was not worthy of study, it became a reification of Western scholars, and a fiction of the

global masses (in the first and third worlds) that needed deconstruction and ‘‘de-

imagining’’, especially in places where it was particularly weak, dysfunctional, or

contradictory in its practices (Blom Hansen and Stepputat 2001).

Aretxaga (2000), in her article, subtitled ‘‘the ghostly state’’ calls the state a

‘‘fictional reality’’ and then in the Annual Review or Anthropology (2003) claims

that ‘‘the state—as unified political subject or structure—does not exist; it is a

collective illusion, the reification of an idea’’ (p. 400). Michel Trouillot (2001) cites,

but never discusses or analyses broader state-theory in his attempt to reconcile ‘‘a

generous reading of Radcliffe-Brown’’ (p. 126) with 1970s Marxist state-theory.

Beginning with the un-situated assertion that ‘‘State power has no institutional fixity

on either theoretical or historical grounds’’ (p. 125), he invokes Nicos Poulantzas as

‘‘extremely fruitful’’ for having observed that governance isolates and divides

people, Ralph Miliband as ‘‘overly sociological’’ for looking for systematic relations

in the state, and Louis Althusser as being someone he continues to gain from

reading, apparently for coining the phrase ‘‘state apparatuses’’, which is invoked

several times. Concluding as he began, with the empiricism of Radcliffe-Brown and

the post-structuralism of Foucault, Trouillot calls on anthropologists to turn their

focus away from ‘‘the state’’ as a coherent and historically understandable

institution, towards ‘‘state-like processes’’ and ‘‘state effects’’ (p. 132) in ‘‘the

seemingly timeless banality of everyday life’’ (p. 133).

In a similar vein, David Nugent (2004) attempts to reconcile the fractured and

imagined state with Weber, rather than Marx, by taking up the crisis of the Weberian

rational state in Peru and suggesting that ‘‘a central challenge facing scholars is to

deconstruct the generic category of ‘the state’ so as to reconstruct a more adequate

understanding of governing processes’’ (p. 214). Finally, Michael Herzfeld (1996),

writing about Greece, agrees that the state is a fictional mass reification, but presents a

scepticism about the orthodoxy, identifying coherence in a ‘‘constant process of

reification’’ that allows ‘‘the option of blaming the state [which] gives definition and

authority to its shadowy power’’ (p. 10); thus coming closest to the Geertzian view that

the state exists as a reflection of culture, with ‘‘power serving pomp’’.

Interestingly, little of the anthropological work on the state since the end of the

cold war has made much mention of Geertz’s theatre state. For writers who seek to

liquidate the state as a ‘‘thing’’, it is understandable that Marxist political economy

anthropology, processual archaeology, and heavy ‘‘statist’’ muscular materialisms

Interrogating the neo-pluralist orthodoxy in American anthropology 69

123



would be excluded from view, along with most of political science and political

sociology. However, neither Gupta (1995) nor Trouillot (2001) even cite Geertz,

while Herzfeld (1996) and the two ARA essays cite mentioned above (Aretxaga

2003; Nagengast 1994) cite earlier works by Geertz, but ignore Negara in favour of

Sociologist Philip Abrams (1988), who, along with Michel Foucault (1991) and

political scientist Timothy Mitchell (1991)10 are seen as providing the key

amendments to Radcliffe-Brown’s 1940 liquidation of the state. Thus, almost

50 years of intellectual history, including the late Clifford Geertz’s battle with

Marxism, is disappeared.

Describing the state as ‘‘not an object akin to a human ear, nor is it even an object

akin to human marriage; it is a third order object, an ideological project’’ Abrams

(1988, p. 76) aggressively uses the term reification to bring the state close enough

for study, but to keep it distant enough to abjure any notion that there is a such thing

as state power. It remained for a generation of anthropologists to go out and study

what they have always studied in a ‘‘physics of presence’’, but with the orthodox

understanding that there is a diffuse collective fiction to be described that is,

perhaps, more substantial than Santa Claus, but less substantial than marriage,

religion, or the economy.

This orthodoxy has left a remarkable empty chasm, where one would expect to

find broad theoretical discussion and commentary about the nature, role and

function of the state. However, far more serious than the problems connected to

disciplinary professionalism are the questions of the political and ideological

content of our work. This orthodoxy leaves an open field for anthropological and

development studies researchers to research and write about civil society and the

state without problematizing or situating their assumptions about how states emerge

and change, enabling the capture of sections of anthropology by a clear and

conscious ideological project.

The current anthropological orthodoxy on the state is not a neutral and incidental

product of research methods that involve a ‘‘physics of presence’’, the invisibility of

the ubiquitous, the straight-jacket of ‘‘Western distinctions’’, or the failure to look at

‘‘public culture’’ as a site for understanding postcolonial societies (Gupta 1995). It is a

serious ideological project, that has been extensively discussed by prominent and

politically influential commentators at the intersection of social science, political

activism and government (Biersteker and Weber 1996; Castañeda 1993; Hardt and

Negri 2000; Holloway 2002; Nairn 2005; Romero 1996), and is tied to a radical

rejection of political parties, reformist mass movements, revolutionary attempts to

change the leadership or nature of the state, and class based political struggles around

issues like social welfare, trade unionism, and national development programs.

Gupta (1995), unlike many other ‘‘anthropology of the state’’ writers admits to

being aware of the political and ideological significance of the position that he is

advancing, mentioning, almost in passing (footnote number 3), that there are

‘‘important implications for political action’’ to ‘‘vanguardist’’ and ‘‘reformist’’

10 For an example of the type of discussions that anthropology might have engaged see Bendix et al.

(1992), which brings together scholars from Political Science to discuss Mitchell’s work on the state.

Ollman’s contribution to this commentary provides a particularly sharp critique of the underpinnings of

the ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ perspective.
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(p. 395) movements. However, he never actually discusses those implications,

dismissing such movements as ‘‘state fetishism’’ that should, instead be looking for

the contradictions in everyday encounters that help people de-imagine a state that he

describes as an ‘‘unstable and fragile…self-representation’’ (p. 394).

But what if the state is a res (the Latin origin for reifying, meaning ‘‘thing’’). What

if this res is not ‘‘unstable and fragile’’, but coherent, stable, durable, and flexible?

What if it is a real institution that exists and is used to plan towards real goals and

objectives, whether we imagine it, de-imagine it, or ignore it? What if it cannot be

known solely from ‘‘experience’’ of either everyday life or ‘‘public culture’’, because

it is bigger, more variable, and more durable than this ‘‘experience’’? If this is the

case, a theory will be necessary to understand it. In the following section I will begin

with this assumption and attempt to situate the propositions advanced by the

‘‘ethnography of the state’’ school into the general body of knowledge in Political

Sociology and Political Science commonly referred to as state-theory.

As I hope to show in the next sections, state theory is always a part of political and

ideological positionality and the theories that we have absorbed over the past decade

and a half, whether right or wrong, need to be discussed before anthropology, as a

discipline, votes them up or down. With the exception of a few works by political

economy anthropologists using Marxist state models (Gledhill 1996; Crehan 2002;

Sider 2003) and a few non-Marxist anthropologists using institutionalist state theories

(Kapferer 2005b), Anglophone anthropology has largely buried its head in the sand

on this question, treating ‘‘the imagined state’’ as high theory that does not need to be

questioned. This misses the point of politics, science, and humanistic inquiry and

represents a terrible failure in fulfilling our political and moral obligations to those

who read and may be influenced by our work.

The state in comparative perspective

Within Political Science and Sociology, there are typically said to be three

fundamental schools of state theory.11 The first is typically called pluralism and is

sometimes known as ‘‘society centered’’ approaches. It is most closely identified

with the intellectual traditions of the United States and the other ‘‘Creole

democracies’’ of the Americas. The second is called state autonomy theory, often

known as institutionalism or historical institutionalism. This is typically viewed as

part of the European tradition of political science. Finally, Marxist theory tends to

be less identified with the intellectual traditions of a place and more with those of a

time—the mid-19th to mid-20th centuries.12

11 Since this discussion is attempting a prolegomena, rather than a definitive contribution to an existing

debate, it will by necessity be somewhat oversimplified and schematic.
12 There are, of course, many different typologies that are used, some with more than three major state

theories. For instance, prominent state theorist William Domhoff (2005) argues there are five major

theories by including elite theory (of which he is one of the founders) as a fourth theory and, Michael

Mann’s (1986) ‘‘four networks’’ approach as the fifth. It would be my argument that these last two

comfortably fit within the institutionalist paradigm.
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As with all theories, these three represent fundamentally different world views

that start with different underlying assumptions and methodologies for using those

assumptions. However, in their actual empirical application, they rarely ever appear

in anything approaching a pure form, often borrowing data, interpretations,

representations, methodologies, underlying approaches, and arguments from each

other, as part of overlapping, intersecting and combating each other.

Pluralism

Pluralist theory owes a big debt to the ideas of Adam Smith about enlightened

individual self-actualisation and represents the dominant, hegemonic and govern-

ment approved popular and scholarly model for politics in the United States, as well

as the current ‘‘best practice’’ model for NGO based development practitioners.

Political Sociologist William Domhoff makes the observation that pluralism is ‘‘the

theory that most closely corresponds to claims made in high school textbooks and

the mass media’’ (Domhoff 2005). It posits the state as a neutral vessel that can be

moved in any direction by some combination of voluntary pressure groups

comprised of citizens who may be led by an issue or values based organization,

foundation, or NGO.

Like liberal consumer theory, pluralism assumes a capitalist economy is natural

and posits a marketplace of politics and ideas, in which people make a variety of

decentred consumer choices based on material interests, beliefs, geography,

ancestry, and so on. Pluralists do not deny that there is inequality, powerlessness

and great concentrations of power, but they do not recognize any permanent

categories or structural divisions, such as those between a working class and a ruling

class or the states, societies, estates and hierarchies that European social science

often claims are institutionally and historically structured.

The pressure groups that create government policy are sometimes called mass

and grassroots (such as environmentalist or feminist), civil society or community

based organizations (such as development NGOs in the former colonial world), or

sectoral/special interest (such as labour unions and elite lobbies). However,

regardless of who participates, the goal is to get enough organization and force

behind a political meaning and make the government respond to its political

strength. They are called pluralists, largely because of their assertion that there is

always a plurality of meanings and interest groups. The argument is that in a

healthy, plural and open democratic society, even the most hardened elites and

bureaucratically structured trade unions will always be too competitive and

sectorally divided to unite into permanent factions.13

Like Gupta and his co-thinkers in the ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ school, they

reject a durable, unitary, and ontically coherent notion of the state, viewing it as

Marxist mystification or a European obsession with the feudal past. Preferring the

13 An example of this, in the contemporary United States, might be the confluence of interests between

anti-military grassroots leftist organizations and rightwing anti-immigrant organizations, both of which

reject the proposed DREAM act, which seeks to incorporate undocumented migrants into the US military,

as part of gaining citizenship.
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more contingent and ‘‘society centred’’ term government, they believe that such

durable institutional categories as ‘‘state’’ and ‘‘civil society’’ have no meaning in

democracies that emerged from revolutionary struggle; and should really have no

meaning in any healthy society. They would likely be very comfortable with

Gupta’s description of these categories as imagined and ‘‘forged on the anvil of

European history’’ (Gupta 1995, p. 393).14

In general, it is argued that most people are not involved in national politics15 and

only get involved to the extent that they are pushed by some important infringement

on their interests or beliefs. In such a case they mobilize into group action and

develop broader tools of citizenship and social understanding from the process of

participation. By identifying the problems around them, imagining a better way, and

impacting on public opinion, they thus redirect, and from their perspective, correct

the actions of an errant government or corrupt local officials. The view that there is

a thing ‘‘out there’’ called the state that has a life of its own and requires study and

political action is seen by pluralists as taking people away from the real and

everyday value of concrete, empirically verifiable politics.

They tend to be very interested in people’s opinions, which they believe reveal

public concerns and emergent political potentialities that are embedded in the

meanings of society. In this way, their primary focus is on how people pull together,

respond to, engage with, imagine, and ultimately create new governance practices,

rather than political institutions (Dahl 1958, 1961; Dahl and Lindblom 1976; Jordan

1990; Lipset 2000; Polsby 1963; Truman 1962).

Critics have argued that pluralism poses no real theory of power and no way of

actually studying it, since it assumes a drive towards homeostasis, social

functionality, and a society based on individuals and their voluntary association,

rather than social totalities, structural relationships, or historically formed institu-

tions that may shape and share the agendas that are publicly contested (Bachrach

and Baratz 1962; Lukes 1974; Manley 1983; Miliband 1969; Poulantzas 1969).

Along these lines, Marxists have typically observed that key questions such as the

distribution of wealth in society and the system of property relations are never

allowed to become a serious part of the discussions of social governance (Miliband

1969; Poulantzas 1969), while Weberians have observed continuities in power,

despite changes in government (Domhoff 1967; Mills 1956). For this reason both

critiques have insisted that it is not enough to speak of government, but it is

necessary to posit a more durable structure that sits behind the processes of

governance—for them, this is the state.

However, pluralists tend to be very suspicious of the idea that there is any

permanent embedded power structure behind the many decisions, changes and

14 The term ‘‘civil society’’ often appears in the popular versions of this theory that Gupta (1995)

describes as ‘‘the machinery of development’’ (p. 394). However, it is usually used in opposition to the

idea of political parties and does not represent a significant part of the tradition of pluralist scholarship,

due to its historic tie to notions of separate and durable institutions of the state.
15 The discussion of ‘‘why Americans don’t vote’’ has been a key debate in the US, but one may, as

easily, take the traditional society that development practitioners often posit (Ferguson 1990) as a similar

state of non-participation in national politics that can be changed through the public interest politics of

pluralism.
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strange bedfellows that go into creating government and governance. They tend to

abjure big theories and structures that cannot be seen, weighed and verified

empirically. Instead of a state, both government and politics are seen as simply the

sum of all individual parts of society, and therefore a reflection of all the actions of

voluntary, grassroots, or hardened special interest groups. (Dahl 1958, 1961; Dahl

and Lindblom 1976; Jordan 1990; Polsby 1963; Truman 1962).

The ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ school seems closest to this pluralist theory in

terms of basic theoretical assumptions about the nature, role, and function of the

state.16 The points of agreement might be briefly stated as (1)—that the state and

‘‘civil society’’, as coherent and unitary entities, are ‘‘imagined’’; (2) that, following

Timothy Mitchell (1991), there is no durable institutional thing-state with its own

structures and institutions; thus making the state only knowable through the study of

state-effects such as governmentality, rather than causes (Foucault 1991); (3) that

discourses, like ‘‘public culture’’ are exactly where to look at evolving democratic

political opinion-making; (4) that institutional structures like state-television are

probably stifling dysfunctions imposed by agglomerations of colonial corporatism

and should be shaken loose, in favour of a more culturally and politically

appropriate evolving democracy; (5) that this is likely to happen through people

organizing around a plurality of new political meanings, most likely led by a

combination of grassroots mobilisations and elite privatisations; and (6) that the

type of stories used by Gupta, appropriately demonstrate the everyday lived

complexities and contradictions of governance effects and suggest the absence of

either state-structures or durable and unitary institutional concentrations of statist

power. As Gupta (1995) puts it, ‘‘the fissures and ruptures, the contradictions in the

policies, programs, institutions, and discourses of ‘the state’ allows people to create

possibilities for political action and activism’’ (p. 394).

State autonomy

‘Historical Institutionalism’’, sometimes caricatured as ‘‘state autonomy theory’’ is

most closely associated with late 19th and early 20th century European sociologists

Wilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and Max Weber, who along with his student,

Robert Michels proposed comprehensive approaches to the study of governance,

‘‘rational bureaucracy’’, and elites. Contrary to pluralism this approach argues for

power residing explicitly in a real institution or set of institutions, such as a

bureaucracy, elite groupings, and political parties that are part of and seek state

power. This school of thought is sometimes referred to as ‘‘the power elite’’ school,

after C. Wright Mills’ (1956) book of that title. This is also the school of thought

that Gupta is probably referring to as ‘‘the Western scholarly tradition’’. It is

historically popular in Europe and with scholars looking at the state in European

history, where longstanding social institutions like ancient military orders, feudal

land arrangements, nobilities, cultural-linguistic divisions, governing bodies, guilds,

16 For a discussion of the connections between the American pluralist school of political science and

post-structuralism see Wenman (2003).
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and other durable hierarchies and systems of inclusion and exclusion, with their own

longstanding ideological continuities, have long been a part of public life. This is

also the continent that is most famous for post World War Two nation-states that are

implicated in the management of institutional cradle to grave welfare systems.

This approach argues that ‘‘the state’’ is an independent or semi-independent

force in society, with its own institutional logic, political interests and other durable

features worthy of study in its own right. It is further argued that because of its

monopoly on the legitimate use of violence; unique role as the defender of the

nation against outside states or sub-state forces; and ability to regulate, tax and

impose social order, it is the force that most structures society and therefore is the

key political prize that individuals and political coalitions seek to capture and

control to provide legitimacy to their political projects.

Its durable and longstanding historical existence, give it an institutional life and

culture that makes it (along with any groups connected to it) worthy as a subject of

study and theorizing, in its own right. In such a view, states have historical

continuity, durable structure, institutional political histories, longstanding political

parties vying for control, and distinct relations with homologous neighbours. This

makes them coherent and unitary, but not monolithic, since they are the crucial prize

to be captured by various elite groupings that may be strong or weak, divided or

united, and composed of elements that cooperate or compete (DiTomaso 1980;

Domhoff 2005; Dye 1990; Hunter 1953; Kapferer 2005a, b; Mann 1986; Mills

1956; Skocpol 1985; Stone 1989; Weinstein 1968).

Though Gupta hints (in footnote 3) that he is also criticizing Marxist theory, state

autonomy approaches are the ones that he cites and best fit the description of the

unitary, monolithic and ‘‘ontically coherent’’ reifications that have been imposed by

Western scholars on India. It is also the theory that most strongly values the distinction

between the state and civil society, as part of its longstanding argument against a

caricatured economic determinist Marxism. By arguing for the autonomy of the state it

is possible to decisively assert that ‘‘economic interest’’ is not what determines

governance, but instead, ‘‘real’’ institutions, with more complex political and social

interests, histories and trajectories. Most empirical work in this tradition is heavily

historical and not terribly concerned with the way ordinary people imagine the state. It

is far more concerned with the history of how states and various constellations of elites

imagine their homologous competitors and the ordinary people they must govern.

State autonomy theorists would probably pose the problems with the positions

being advanced by ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ writers primarily in terms of their

inability to provide rigorous and significant explanations for change based on the

diffuse, atomized, and ‘‘seemingly timeless banality of everyday life’’. They would

probably argue that states with the ‘‘legitimate’’ right to tax, kill, declare war, lead

powerful cultural traditions, and define and control time and space, through national

bureaucracies, armies, police, prisons, schools, intermarrying elite clusters, and other

social castes of the nation have too much collective knowledge, shared experience,

and Newtonian inertia to be ignored or de-imagined out of existence and substituted

for a non-centralized pluralist sum of all parts government. They would likely claim

that such a-historical micro-pluralism has the burden of proof, in face of the vast

empirical institutional histories and political ethnographies that they have compiled.
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Following Herzfeld’s observations about the process of constant reification in

creating legitimacy for power, they might ask where the imaginings come from if

there is no durable institutional thing-history to the state. Arguing ex nihil nihilo fit,
they might charge that even Gupta admits in passing (while discussing public

culture) that the answer can be found in a history of the institutions of European

colonial state building and the South Asian political institutions that colonialism

typically grafted itself onto—thus opening the door to another category for study

and analysis, that which is outside the institutions of the state: civil society. Finally,

they would probably view Gupta’s conceptual counter-position of the ‘‘public

culture’’ of newspapers against the rigidity of state television as a concession to their

view that the state is an ontically coherent institution that can be counterpoised to

other institutions in ‘‘civil society’’.

In anthropology, this institutionalist approach is the one favoured by Geertz

(1980) and has recently been given new life in anthropology, by Bruce Kapferer

(2005a, b), who is one of the few contemporary Anthropologists to directly address

state-theory, providing explicit alternatives to the pluralist model, which he

describes as rule by opinion poll (Kapferer 2005a) and the Marxist perspective of

endless cycles of accumulation. Complaining of a ‘‘tendency to oppose globaliza-

tion to the state’’, he calls for anthropology to concentrate on the ‘‘new state

formations’’, defining three key institutional networks, oligarchic interests, popular

interests, and corporations that he believes should be studied, as part of the political

action necessary to influence change.17

Marxism

Finally, there is Marxist state-theory which, starts with the definition by Friedrich

Engels that the state is ‘‘special bodies of armed men for the suppression of one

class by another’’. Intentionally clear about its class nature, but intentionally vague

about what class controls the state and by what means, Marxist state-theory, like

state autonomy theory, also views the state as an institutional structure supported by

a monopoly on violence, but one that does not have an inherent institutional

coherence, culture, or history of its own. For the Marxist, the state exists to

guarantee the inherently conflictual class relations between a direct producing/

labouring class that makes all social wealth and a ruling class that depends for its

existence on extracting the surplus value of that direct producing class. Under

capitalism it is argued, the state is capitalist and therefore exists to serve the

interests, not of a national elite, but of a wealth taking class that relies on such

institutions as private property and the relationship between wage labour and capital

(Kennedy 2006; Miliband 1969; Offe 1984; Poulantzas 1969).18 In this regard, most

Marxist state-theorists believe that the capitalist state is, in the final analysis,

17 Geertz (2004) also attempted to revive this approach to much criticism in Current Anthropology and

Cris Shore (2000) and Georgina Born (2004) have engaged such questions in the far friendlier European

context.
18 Marxist state-theory can also be applied to feudal/tributary, ancient-slave, kin ordered, or even

communist social relations (see Mandel 1979; Wolf 1997).
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coherent in its capitalism, but neither unitary nor monolithic in its operations

(Jessop 1990; Mandel 1979; Miliband 1989; Wood 2003).

It is coherent, because it is the guarantor of capitalist rule and must constantly

correct, recorrect, and strategize to serve its class logic—that of capital accumu-

lation. It is not unitary or monolithic because it takes in a plurality of inputs and may

move in seemingly contradictory zigzags, serve the interest of one set of capitalists

at the expense of another, or briefly act against what seem to be the interests of the

entire capitalist class. However, as an institution, it serves a coherent underlying

purpose. If it fails at this purpose (which does happen—sometimes through no fault

of its own) of maintaining a healthy capitalist economy with a relatively high rate of

exploitation and the corresponding confidence of an investing capitalist class, it will

not thrive or survive within the systemic logic of the laws of motion of a capitalist

economy. This suggests a coherent, explainable, and somewhat predictable set of

policies that seek to support or increase the overall social rate of exploitation,

expand markets, influence international financial instruments and exchanges, keep

unemployment rates high enough for labour to be dependent, but low enough to

protect the domestic market, and socialise and control domestic populations,

especially the working class; thereby aiding in capital accumulation. However, it is

not unitary or monolithic, because, within limits, it responds to a variety of inputs

from a variety of classes, class factions, and other state forces in an international

context, that act with their own agency.

Despite this coherent nature, it obviously takes different forms and customs of

rule based on geography, culture, the historical conjuncture, and external relations.

For many Marxists, a distinction is drawn between the state as an institution and the

particular governmental regimes that provide its administration. The institution can

be managed by a variety of different types of governments and political parties,

including explicitly socialist (such as the Socialist Parties in Chile and France, and

the Communist Party of Kerala), working class labour parties (such as the

Australian or British labour parties19) or, during the cold war explicitly

Soviet aligned governments (such as Syria or Iraq in the 1970s).20 Most such

parties have signalled a commitment to a healthy capitalist economy (as expressed

primarily by efficiency: a high profit to wage ratio) in advance of taking power.

However, sometimes a government may go too far (whatever that means in a

given context to a given capitalist class) and will be removed through a coup d’etat,
or similar top-down ‘‘regime change’’, as occurred in Iran and Guatemala in the

early 1950s, Indonesia and the Dominican Republic in the mid 1960s, Chile,

Portugal and Australia in the mid-1970s, or unsuccessfully, as with Cuba in 1962.

Regardless of the circumstances, the fact that elites typically manage the state is

therefore viewed as a consequence of its capitalist nature, rather than, as with

19 It has been argued by some that the British Labour Party is no longer a workers’ party, since the

removal of ‘‘Clause Four’’ from its constitution in 1992. Clause four read: ‘‘To secure for the producers

by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry, and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be

possible, upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production and the best obtainable

system of popular administration and control of each industry and service.’’
20 Similarly, Marxist state-theory holds that pro-capitalist governments may control and manage a

workers’ state, as with many cases of East Bloc countries during the cold war (Mandel 1969).
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historical institutionalists, the cause. This means that political action, even of the

most minimal nature, such as a strike or sit-in, must, for most Marxists, always have

some class content and context.

Marxist state-theorists would have little problem with the ‘‘ethnography of the

state’’ claims that Theda Skocpol reifies institutions and categories, divorcing them

from their relational context and mystifying political and economic life. However, it is

exactly this belief that a class structured state creates such mystifications that divides

Marxist state-theorists from ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ writers. Most Marxists believe

there is a real structure and an active force that generates these illusions in coherent,

understandable and somewhat predictable ways. For Marxists, like Weberian state

autonomists, institutions such as hospitals, universities and states are no less real

because they are complex and ever changing. However, unlike hospitals and

universities, states have huge ideological apparatuses that seek to naturalise and hide

their operations of governance. For the Marxist state-theorist the pluralist approaches

that the ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ school favours are viewed as mystifications

designed to hide the coherent power structure that is the bourgeois state.

As with their critique of religion as power mystifying the pain, suffering and

inequality of life in a class society, as unimportant worldly illusions that hide a more

important and real spiritual cycle of self based on sin and redemption or worldliness

and nirvana, the Marxist state-theorist would interpret the pluralist view of states as

the sum of their individual parts as power mystifying governance. The underlying

ethics of pluralism posits that people get the nation and governance that they settle

for, organize for, or ‘‘imagine’’, and possibly deserve. For a class based state-theory

this approach represents a cross class illusion that romanticises the small and

carefully managed choices that are allowed and hides the procrustean confines of

capitalist social relations.

This fundamental insistence that there are class divisions that structure state level

processes, national and local imaginaries, and other ideological weapons of the

capitalist class that make it difficult to see a state would put Marxist state-theorists

closer to the institutionalists in their belief that states are real, durable and historical.

They would argue that the state is real, has a history (though less determined by

history than the institutionalist model), and is governed, on a day to day level by the

conscious and not-so-conscious class struggles around the social relations of which

it is the ultimate guarantor. For Marxists, the institutionalist distinction between

civil society and the state is rarely invoked, on the grounds that the idea of civil

society is an imaginary cross class category, that obscures the class nature of politics

under capitalism.

As an example of this way of thinking, the local peasant union mentioned by

Gupta (1995) that forces the petty bureaucrats to repair an electric transformer

quickly and without corruption would likely be supported by most Marxists, both

for its small contribution to reform and its potential to create some small and

incipient class consciousness. However, the conclusions that Gupta (1995) extrudes

from the case might be ridiculed as romanticising the to-and-fro micro-battles

between petty officials, electric company workers, and other members of the

working class over who gets what part of the social consumption fund, after the

extraction of surplus for accumulation. For the Marxist focused on state power and
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its source of revenue—capitalist accumulation—these little battles neither

strengthen nor weaken the state in any significant way; neither raise nor lower

the rate of exploitation, and, in the absence of a conscious revolutionary or reformist

ideological project, movement, or party seem to contribute little to the unity,

militancy or power of the local, regional, national or world working class.

From this perspective, in the absence of state, capital, or class focused political

action, the everyday alliances and political strange bedfellows of small town life

mean that there is a good likelihood that corruption money won back by the peasant

union will be taken away from some other member of this Village-India Punch and

Judy show. If this is not the case, these petty officials that Gupta admits are very low

in the corruption food chain, will lose out on their own family’s consumption fund,

probably removing resources from a daughter, junior son, or other low status family

member’s nutrition, education, etc. Though most Marxists would not shed tears for

the financial losses to petty functionaries of the bourgeois state, they would see the

economic push-me-pull-you of struggles over the social wage (consumption fund)

as proof of the centrality and coherence of both the state and the economy. They

would interpret Gupta’s (1995) example of the peasant union as suggesting that

locally de-imagining the coherence of the state actually obstructs the important task

of using such small political actions to pose the idea of structural change in

economy and society and weakening the coherent state power (of the capitalists) by

strengthening the coherent class power (of the proletariat).

Ultimately, however, Marxist state-theory would be far less concerned with the

intellectual rigour of using the ‘‘seemingly timeless’’ and ‘‘banal’’ to make big

generalizations about governance than they would be about the question of the

political positioning of this orthodoxy: why is it important whether or not the state is

imagined and coherent; and to whom is it important?

Conclusion: why (and to whom) does it matter how we know what we know
about the state?

The problem with orthodoxies is that they prevent theoretical propositions from being

tested and therefore prevent the development of further knowledge, thus making the

exercise of scientific inquiry sterile and possibly counterproductive. I have argued

here that the anthropology of the state school has systematically refused to test their

hypotheses against other hypotheses that may be found in the tradition of political and

moral philosophy; older empirical anthropology; political science and political

sociology; and political activist writing. Can we really be in such new times that there

is no need to seriously address what came before and appraise what is worth saving

and what is worth discarding? Is it forever the destiny of Anglophone Anthropology

to bring the state into view in order to liquidate its importance?

For post-structuralists, like Gupta and the ethnography of the state school, the

failure of twentieth century social science to provide analytic structures that

perfectly explain cause and effect and predict outcomes seems to have left them

filled with doubt, scepticism, and disillusionment regarding the possibility of

generalizing on anything that goes beyond the immediate empirical timeless
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banality of everyday life. But why does it matter whether we discard the state, as a

‘‘coherent’’ and ‘‘real’’ concept, in favour of the more modest and verifiable goals of

chronicling ‘‘state effects’’, ‘‘governance processes’’, ‘‘governmentality’’ or any

number of other ways of describing the power-knowledge nexus of modern life?

In ending with the Marxist question, why does it matter and to whom, I am

attempting to tie discussions of the everyday imaginings of the state to the larger

questions of political action hinted at in footnote 3 of Gupta (1995). What is being

argued for by the ‘‘ethnography of the state’’ school, both in this footnote and in its

broader research focus is that political action should be radically decentred. It is

claimed that ‘‘statist’’ approaches that favour either working within the state or

against the state to create coherent, unitary meanings among large groups of people

to challenge historical institutions (Weber) or class divided structures (Marx) must

be discarded in favour of a plurality of new local imaginings.

This position advocates far more than a rejection, for instance, of the bankruptcy

and morbidity of actually existing workers parties. It is the rejection of the very idea

of such would be coherent and unitary entities that at one time were the political

expression of movements that won the 8 h day in places like Australia, the US, and

France. Similarly, it is a radical rejection of the idea of the political parties that

helped end colonialism and defeated the US army in South East Asia, Korea, and

Cuba. It is also the rejection of the type of state-level politics that were part of

winning civil rights for African-Americans in the United States; the right to vote for

Aboriginal Peoples in Australia; and the end of Apartheid (1989) in South Africa.

If we are indeed in ‘‘new times’’ and the Hardt and Negri argument (2000) that

power is everywhere and nowhere at the same time is correct, then such a choice to

leave state oriented political action to those who cling to the error of statist

discourses makes perfect sense, since it will never be possible to create a coherent

and satisfying alternative to an incoherent imaginary entity. But what if the state is

indeed a res? What if it has a coherence based on hundreds of years of accumulated

capital and institutional knowledge about political organization, ideological

struggle, and the use of force.

What if it is not a ‘‘third order object’’ that state-theorists reify, but a real living

institution with an historical trajectory and conscious planning? If this is the case

then an approach that declared the state imaginary, diffuse, and lacking in coherence

might be viewed as directly serving the interests of either an historical institutional

elite over those of the mass of civil society, with its newly emerging meanings

(Weberian) or the interests of capital accumulation over the interests of the class

that produces the wealth for accumulation and must live from social use value, in

the form of wages, public works, etc. (Marxian). Even classic pluralists with their

sunny optimism about the possibility of taking an idea, organizing a meeting, and

making it government, might be uncomfortable with trying to find agency in the

micro-plural social imaginaries of little villages, towns and voluntary associations

that are distinctly anti or apolitical.

If indeed the state is real and is either a powerful institutional structure that

protects, serves and ultimately oppresses the nation (Weber), or a transnational

guarantor of class rule (Marx) it is not just the necessary target for attempts to create

the alternatives that Gupta asks for at the end of his article, but possibly the only
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significant target. This is as true for reformists working within the state as for the

revolutionaries that Gupta refers to as vanguardists trying to overthrow it. The goal

of deconstructing notions of the state as a coherent entity worthy of directed

political action would then only provide intellectual cover for the key institution that

continues to determine the unnecessarily difficult fate of billions on this planet.

Right or wrong, if Anthropology, as a discipline, is to engage with state-theory it is

important to live up to the theoretical, political and moral responsibilities that are

attendant to the topic and attempt more than descriptions of the contradictions of

everyday governance. The already well discussed theoretical question of what we

are up against when we try to make political change and how to deal with this

situation is far too important to remain merely an anthropological footnote.
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