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Call for Proposals

How to think the state? The question folds in on itself: what are the assumptions packed into asking a 
question of this kind? By asking “how” are we asking about the description of analytic objects, about method, 
about one’s education or disciplinary formation, about nationalism, about being a citizen of this or that state in 
particular, about the contents that should or shouldn’t, do or do not, get sucked into categories of politics, ethics, 
aesthetics? About the people or groups or essential natures that characterize leadership, or administration, or 
critique, optimism or pessimism? About dependence on theories of globality, or one’s commitment to this or that
transversal pathway by way of some alternative theory of the conditions that facilitate or restrict the ability of 
thought to move? Could it be that this question “how” is a tricky one because there is a certain awkwardness, a 
grasping not so much for solid ground as for discursive privilege, that accompanies it: the chance to speak 
without implicating oneself in presuming to think like a state, working squarely against what one presumes in 
critique to hold dear? In this workshop, we want to ask how we think the state but also how we make expedient 
the state having been thought. 

We can, polemically, sketch two broad tendencies in relation to these questions: one, which tends to take
“the state” as a unified (not necessarily the same as monolithic) entity; the other, which seeks relentlessly to 
defragment and “break down” that entity to its varied components. If James C Scott’s much-debated Seeing Like
a State exemplifies the first line of inquiry, then proliferating anthropological studies of bureaucracy, paperwork,
procedures, and law encapsulate the second. By routing the complex set of concerns outlined above through a 
deceptively simple question like “how to think the state?” we hope to wedge open some space for other 
vocabularies, other modes of writing, and other imaginaries of “the state” that---rather than hew to this or that 
theoretical framework---take our question as a provocation to unsettle habits of thought.

In the context of this workshop, we propose that Fernando Coronil’s The Magical State (1997), offers a 
useful tool for setting this line of questioning afoot. Coronil presents us with an account of the Venezuelan petro-
state. He takes his inspiration from Marx on commodity form. Putting his work into dialogue with other scholars 
who interrogate the theoretical payoff of thinking through the framework of fetishism in Marx and Freud, we 
invite contributions that attempt, simultaneously, to destabilize perceptions of what a state is and offer 
methodological insights into its study---without guarantees. We ask participants to take Coronil’s book as a 
starting point, to ask carefully what, in fact, it accomplishes; then, to read work on fetishism that could embellish
this achievement. The point of this is not to discourage critique of the book, so much as the better, we hope, to 
follow where a series of complementary readings take us; to ask ourselves why, and to remain attentive to the 
criteria that are being deployed to justify, ratify, and articulate the sense that a reading has taken us from 
Coronil’s argument somewhere else. By encouraging contributors to adhere to this experiment in organizational 
form, we are interested in drawing out a problem with certain Marxist-Freudian analyses of fetish: that they take 
fetish to connote a revelation. They also imply that revelation is the operative horizon for critical work, eliding 
questions about how and why, for how long, and by what means that which has been discovered was previously 
hidden; and for whom damage may have accrued in the interim, and how to characterize this cost.

Please let us know you are coming by February 11th, 2019: 

Williston Chase (wrchase@uci.edu), Carlos Colmenares Gil (clcolmen@uci.edu), Anirban Gupta-Nigam 
(aguptani@hri.uci.edu) 

https://sites.uci.edu/universityandstate/ 
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