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Introduction: Technologies of Stateness

The essays assembled in this dossier explore the relationships among international
organizations, state-ness, and state formation. The title of the dossier, “Technologies of
Stateness,” reflects an ambition on the part of the editors and authors to explore, through
detailed, “thick description” case studies, the particular material and discursive practices
through which international organizations contribute to state-making. Drawing on
governmentality studies, “technologies” refers broadly to “that complex of techniques,
instruments, measures, and programs that endeavors to translate thought into practice and
thus actualize political reasons.”1

The dossier builds on and contributes to a growing interest in international
organizations as objects of empirical and theoretical study as well as renewed interest in
states, statehood, and state formation.2 A multidisciplinary body of scholarship in
anthropology, politics, and sociology now approaches “the state” as an assemblage of
rationales, techniques, programs, practices, performances, and representations that may
vary considerably across time and space.3 Yet despite these productive turns in a variety of
disciplines, relatively little attention has been given to the roles played by international
organizations in the processes of state formation. Exceptions exist, of course: a small but
growing literature on “global governmentality” explores the role of international
organizations as vehicles for the production and dissemination of techniques of governance
to states; and constructivist approaches in international relations and institutionalist
sociology have produced powerful accounts of how international organizations work to
shape states’ conceptions of their interests.4 Yet much more empirical and theoretical work
remains to be done to understand the contributions of international organizations to the
formation and ongoing reform of and intervention in states.

New Perspectives on States and Internationalism

The authors contributing to this dossier build on diverse aspects of the social, cultural,
historical, and anthropological turns in the study of the state and of international
organizations, endeavoring to bring these often disconnected inquiries together in
productive and illuminating ways.

Following the broad usage of the term across the twentieth century, we use
“international organization” (and its cognates, such as “international institution”) to
include formal, public, or intergovernmental organizations, such as the League of Nations
(Megan Donaldson), the United Nations (Guy Fiti Sinclair), and the World Bank
(Corinna Unger); as well as private or nongovernmental international organizations serving
public functions, such as the Public International Law and Policy Group and Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (Sara Kendall). As Stephen Legg points out in his
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contribution, even a gathering such as a round table conference called to determine the
future of India in relation to the British Empire might be understood as an international
organization of sorts. Further, the dossier editors and authors adopt no predetermined
view of what constitutes a “state,” much less attempt to identify the quiddity of “stateness”;
the case studies include entities whose statehood was formally disputed or liminal,
projected or precarious. In each case, the point is to investigate precisely how stateness was
imagined and realised by and through international institutions of various kinds.

Donaldson and Legg take the interwar League of Nations system as the setting for
studies of state-making in Ethiopia and India, respectively. Sinclair and Unger explore
state formation in the development work of the United Nations and the World Bank, with
case studies focusing on the Congo and Calcutta. Kendall examines the work of inter-
governmental organizations and think tanks concerned with constitution-making across
the globe in the post–Cold War era. Luis Eslava and Sundhya Pahuja present a longue
durée sketch of the relationship between international development and nation-states, with
particular attention to the World Bank’s activities since World War II. Finally, Ole Sending
offers a reflection on the preceding dossier contributions from the perspective of a
researcher and practitioner in the fields of peacebuilding, humanitarian relief, and
development. Together, the essays collected in the dossier offer a rich set of historical and
theoretical resources for rethinking the interactions between internationalism and the
state.5

The specific technologies examined in the dossier’s essays vary significantly. Donaldson
considers the formulation of new criteria and procedures for admission to membership in
the League of Nations. Legg argues that the League supplied a model for the institutional
form that marked a crucial stage in India’s emergence as a self-governing state, provided a
precedent for its recognition as an international actor, and served as a potential arbiter for
communal disputes within it. Sinclair and Unger explore the application of a range of
techniques and practices of public administration and management promoted by the
United Nations and the World Bank. Kendall examines constitution manuals as outwardly
apolitical textual devices that work to inscribe the state in particular ways. Eslava and
Pahuja survey a variety of technologies of state-making promoted through international
law and organizations—from national development plans to structural adjustment and
strategies of local administration.

A central dynamic in the proliferation of technologies of stateness deployed and
promoted by international organizations relates to the complex and uncertain movement
from a world dominated by empires to one consisting largely (though not exclusively) of
independent states. This dynamic is the principal focus of the contribution by Eslava and
Pahuja, but is equally observable in the other articles in the dossier. Donaldson and Legg
both depict a moment of ambiguity and ambivalence, when it was far from clear that
polities such as Ethiopia and India would or could ever be seen as equal—even in formal
terms—to European states. Sinclair, Unger, and Kendall then focus primarily on episodes
in the decolonized Global South, exploring state-making efforts in the Congo, India, the
Middle East, and North Africa, among others. As their essays show, clear continuities exist
between the technologies of stateness associated with colonial rule and those applied by
international organizations after decolonization.

In each case examined here, moreover, new technologies of stateness arose from a
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complex interplay of power relations, ideals, ideologies, and forms of knowledge. Each
essay in the dossier reveals a complex series of dealings between national and transnational
elites that shaped the state-making enterprise, involving varying degrees of cooperation
and competition, rivalry and resistance. Each international institution engaged in state-
making was dominated by one or more Great Power: Britain and France in the interwar
period or the United States since the end of World War II. Changing notions of
modernization and development underpin many of the state-making episodes examined in
the dossier—from Haile Sellassie’s locally inflected “modernization initiatives,”6 to the
state-centered, welfare-oriented modernization theory of the postwar UN and the World
Bank, to more market-based approaches since the 1980s. The essays also reflect the
ascendance, elaboration, and contestation of various forms of professional expertise,
including economics, public administration, and law.

Research Horizons

What new and under-explored lines of research do the essays collected in this dossier
suggest? Obviously, the case studies examined here represent only a minute sample of the
possible international organizations, states, and technologies available for investigation.
The dossier does not encompass, for example, the work of the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees, the WHO, the FAO, the IMF, the WTO, or the OECD—to mention only
a handful of the many international organizations established during the twentieth century.
How did the technologies of stateness that were developed and deployed by these
organizations differ, if at all, from those examined in this dossier? To what extent did they
embody similar or distinct conceptions of the state, political rationalities, and forms of
expertise? And what of technical, regional, or specialist organizations such as the
International Civil Aviation Organization, NATO, OPEC, the various fisheries
commissions, or the (now defunct) Comecon and Warsaw Pact?

The dossier’s focus on state-making episodes in the twentieth century suggests another
set of possible inquiries. On the one hand, that timeframe excludes any consideration of
the rudimentary intergovernmental bodies that came into being in the century following
the Congress of Vienna, which marked the end of the Napoleonic Wars. These included
international unions and bureaus such as the Universal Postal Union, the International
Telegraph Union, the International Union for the Protection of Industrial Property, the
International Bureau of Weights and Measures, and the International Union of American
Republics, all of which continue to exist in one form or another today; international
financial commissions in countries situated on the European periphery such as Egypt,
Turkey, and Greece; and international sanitary councils at Constantinople, the Suez,
Alexandria, and Tehran. All of these may be viewed as early experiments in the
internationalization of technologies of stateness, which later rose to exercise much wider
and deeper influence in the twentieth century. On the other hand, the dossier omits
discussion of more recent developments, including international organizations self-
consciously established as alternatives to those dominated by Western states, such as the
(China-based) Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank or the (Russia-dominated) Eurasian
Economic Union. Extending the analysis to consider the activities of these entities might
reveal deeper continuities, and perhaps sharper disjunctures, in the technologies of
stateness advanced by international institutions.
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Such inquiries also promise to disclose additional theoretical and empirical insights
into the dynamics of power and resistance involved in the making of states. As noted
above, the case studies presented by Donaldson and Legg highlight the intersections
between internationalism and imperialism in the interwar period, but that theme resonates
through the rest of the dossier. Further investigations would help to illuminate the extent
to which “colonial inspirations” shaped (and continue to shape) the structures and
ideologies of international organizations.7 A question that goes unaddressed is how far
international organizations have been instrumental in making and remaking states in the
(now) industrialised, “advanced” liberal economies of the Global North in addition to
countries in the Global South. Another issue that is mostly absent from the dossier articles
is the centrality of violence to statehood: to what extent and in what ways have
international organizations deployed and legitimised violence—whether physical,
structural, or symbolic—as a technology of stateness? Lastly, a related issue of critical
import concerns the specific gendering of such technologies. Re-examining complex
institutional formations and practices—such as peacekeeping, structural adjustment, and
conferencing, among many others—as technologies of stateness might therefore be
expected to recast existing understandings of how our contemporary world has been
constructed and configured. We hope the dossier serves as a further stimulus and
encouragement for this ongoing project of research.
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