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Editors’ note

Establishing the text of Pierre Bourdieu’s lectures given at the Collége de
France required a number of editorial choices. These lectures form a lattice
of written texts, oral commentaries and more or less improvised reflections
on his own approach and on the conditions that led him to present this.
The material for the lectures was a mixture of manuscript notes, extracts
from special presentations and marginal notes on books and photocop-
ies. Bourdieu’s remarks on the conditions in which his teaching was
received, by a large and very varied audience in the big amphitheatre of
the Collége de France,' show how his lectures cannot simply be reduced to
the written versions of them that he left, given that they could take unex-
pected turns as they proceeded, depending on his perception of audience
reactions.

One solution, which would have had the apparent merit of neutrality
and formal fidelity to the author, would have been to publish a literal raw
transcription of the whole lecture course. But reproducing the spoken
word would not have been enough to preserve its properties, i.e. the whole
pedagogic work conducted during each lecture. Nor was the text pro-
nounced that of the ‘published’ version, as we have been able to verify in
the case of a number of lectures whose retranscriptions had been substan-
tially reworked, sometimes even completely reshaped, for conversion into
articles published in scholarly journals. In fact, the form explicitly chosen
in the lectures is closer to the logic of scientific discovery than to that of a
perfectly arranged written exposition of research results.

If the editors clearly cannot substitute for the author after his demise,
and write in his place the book that he would have made on the basis of his
lecture course, they can try to ensure that the properties bound up with the
spoken character of the exposition are preserved as far as possible — which
presupposes that they should be detectable and perceived, and conversely,
that the effects specific to the transcription should be reduced as far as
possible. The editors have also had to bear in mind that this publication,
without replacing that which the author would have conceived, has to give
the work that it continues its full force and necessity. The transcription
accordingly seeks to avoid two reefs, literalness and literariness. And if



xii Editors’ note

Bourdieu always recommended people to refer to his writings to under-
stand what he was saying,” he also took advantage of oral delivery and the
freedom of expression this afforded, vis-a-vis an audience that he knew
were already familiar with his work, to raise implications and go over his
line of argument and presentation.

There is a paragraph in The Weight of the World, headed ‘The risks of
writing’, in which Bourdieu analyses the transition from oral discourse to
written text as ‘a genuine translation or even an interpretation’.3 And he
reminds his reader that ‘mere punctuation, the placing of a comma’ can
‘govern the whole meaning of a sentence’. The publication of these lec-
tures thus seeks to reconcile two contrary but not contradictory demands:
fidelity and readability. The inevitable ‘infidelities’ that are inherent to
any transcription (and, more generally, to any change of medium) are
undoubtedly here, as in the interviews that Bourdieu analysed in The
Weight of the World, the ‘condition for true fidelity’, in his own expression.

The transcription of these lecture courses at the Collége de France
respects procedures that Bourdieu himself applied when he revised those
of his lectures or seminars that he went on to publish: minor stylistic cor-
rections, tidying of awkward passages in spoken discourse (interjections,
repetitions, etc.). Some obscurities and inexact constructions have been
corrected. Where digressions remained within the theme being developed
they have been noted by dashes; where they involved a break in the line
of argument they have been placed in parentheses; and where they were
too long, they have been made into a separate section. The division into
sections and paragraphs, as well as subtitles, punctuation and notes giving
references and cross-references, are those of the editors, likewise the
subject index. The bibliographic references given in footnotes are those of
Bourdieu himself, and have been completed when they gave insufficient
information. Some have been added to facilitate understanding of the
discourse: explanations, cross-references, implicit or explicit reference to
texts that continue the reflection. The reader can also consult the list of
books, articles and working documents that Bourdieu drew on throughout
the course, and that has been reconstituted on the basis of his working
notes and his many reading files.

Part of the material in these lectures was subsequently reworked and
published by Bourdieu himself in the form of articles or chapters of books.
These have in all cases been indicated. As an appendix to the lectures we
reproduce the course summaries published each year in the Annuaire of the
Collége de France.

These three years of lectures on the state have been selected to com-
mence the publication of Bourdieu’s Collége de France courses because,
as can be seen from the ‘position of the lectures’ at the end of the present
volume,* they make up an essential piece in the construction of Bourdieu’s
sociology, but one rarely seen. The following volumes will complete the
full publication of his lectures over the next few years, in the form of books
on autonomous problematics.
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Lecture of 18 January 1990

An unthinkable object — The state as neutral site — The Marxist tradition —
The calendar and the structure of temporality — State categories — Acts of
state — The private-home market and the state — The Barre commission on
housing

An unthinkable object

When we study the state, we must be on guard more than ever against
‘prenotions’ in the Durkheimian sense, against received ideas and sponta-
neous sociology. To sum up the analyses I gave in previous years’ lecture
courses, and particularly the historical analysis of the relationship between
sociology and the state, I noted that we risked applying to the state a ‘state
thinking’, and I insisted on the fact that our thinking, the very structures
of consciousness by which we construct the social world and the particular
object that is the state, are very likely the product of the state itself. By
a procedural reflex, a professional effect, each time I have tackled a new
object what I was doing appeared to me to be perfectly justified, and I
would say that the further I advance in my work on the state, the more
convinced I am that, if we have a particular difficulty in thinking this
object, it is because it is — and I weigh my words — almost unthinkable. If it
is so easy to say easy things about this object, that is precisely because we
are in a certain sense penetrated by the very thing we have to study. I have
previously tried to analyse the public space, the world of public office, as
a site where the values of disinterestedness are officially recognized, and
where, to a certain extent, agents have an interest in disinterestedness.!
These two themes [public space and disinterestedness] are extremely
important, since I believe that they bring to light how before arriving at a
correct conception — if this is indeed possible — we must break through a
series of screens and representations, the state being — in so far as it has an
existence — a principle of production, of legitimate representation of the
social world. If I had to give a provisional definition of what is called ‘the
state’, I would say that the sector of the field of power, which may be called
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‘administrative field’ or ‘field of public office’, this sector that we particu-
larly have in mind when we speak of ‘state’ without further precision, is
defined by possession of the monopoly of legitimate physical and symbolic
violence. Already several years ago,” I made an addition to the famous
definition of Max Weber, who defined the state [as the] ‘monopoly of
legitimate violence’,® which I corrected by adding ‘monopoly of legitimate
physical and symbolic violence’, inasmuch as the monopoly of symbolic
violence is the condition for possession of the exercise of the monopoly of
physical violence itself. In other words, my definition, as I see it, underlies
Weber’s definition. But it still remains abstract, above all if you do not
have the context in which I elaborated it. These are provisional definitions
in order to try to reach at least a kind of provisional agreement as to what I
am speaking about, since it is very hard to speak about something without
at least spelling out what one is speaking about. They are provisional
definitions designed to be improved and corrected.

The state as a neutral site

The state may be defined as a principle of orthodoxy, that is, a hidden
principle that can be grasped only in the manifestations of public order,
understood simultaneously as physical order, the opposite of disorder,
anarchy and civil war, for example. A hidden principle that can be grasped
in the manifestations of public order understood in both the physical and
the symbolic sense. Durkheim, in The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life, makes a distinction between logical conformity and moral conform-
ity.* The state, as it is commonly understood, is the foundation of both the
logical and the moral conformity of the social world. Logical conformity,
in Durkheim’s sense, consists in the fact that the agents of the social world
have the same logical perceptions — the immediate agreement established
between people who have the same categories of thought, of perception, of
construction of reality. Moral conformity is agreement on a certain number
of values. Readings of Durkheim have always stressed moral conformity,
forgetting the logical conformity that, in my view, is its foundation.

This provisional definition would consist in saying that the state is that
which founds the logical conformity and moral conformity of the social
world, and in this way, the fundamental consensus on the meaning of the
social world that is the very precondition of conflict over the social world.
In other words, for conflict over the social world to be possible, a kind of
agreement is needed on the grounds of disagreement and on their modes
of expression. In the political field, for example, the genesis of that sub-
universe of the social world that is the field of high public office may be
seen as the gradual development of a kind of orthodoxy, a set of rules of
the game that are broadly laid down, on the basis of which a communica-
tion is established within the social world that may be a communication in
and through conflict. To extend this definition, we can say that the state is
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the principle of the organization of consent as adhesion to the social order,
to the fundamental principles of the social order, that it is the foundation,
not necessarily of a consensus, but of the very existence of exchanges that
lead to a dissension.

This procedure is a little dangerous, in that it may appear to go back
to what is the initial definition of the state, the definition that states give
themselves and that was repeated in certain classical theories such as those
of Hobbes and Locke, the state in this initial belief being an institution
designed to serve the common good, the government serving the good of
the people. To a certain extent, the state would be a neutral site or, more
exactly — to use Leibniz’s analogy according to which God is the geometral
of all antagonistic perspectives — the point of view overlooking all points of
view, which is no longer a point of view since it is in relation to it that all
points of view are organized. This view of the state as a quasi-God under-
lies the tradition of classical theory, and is the basis of the spontaneous
sociology of the state that is expressed in what is sometimes called adminis-
trative science, that is, the discourse that agents of the state produce about
the state, a veritable ideology of public service and public good.

The Marxist tradition

This ordinary representation that my definition would appear to repeat —
though you will see it is very different in reality — is opposed in a whole
series of traditions, particularly the Marxist tradition, by an antagonistic
representation that is a kind of reversal of the primary definition: the state
is not an apparatus oriented to the common good, it is an apparatus of
constraint, of maintenance of public order but to the benefit of the domi-
nant. In other words, the Marxist tradition does not pose the problem
of the existence of the state, resolving it right from the start by defining
the functions it fulfils; from Marx to Gramsci, to Althusser and beyond,
it always insists on characterizing the state by what it does, and by the
people for whom it does what it does, but without investigating the actual
structure of the mechanisms deemed to produce its foundation. Clearly, it
is possible to emphasize more strongly the economic functions of the state
or its ideological functions: to speak of ‘hegemony’ (Gramsci)® or ‘ideo-
logical state apparatus’ (Althusser);® but the accent is always placed on the
functions, and the question of the being and acting of this thing designated
as the state is sidestepped.

It is at this point that the difficult questions arise. This critical view
of the state is often accepted without discussion. If it is easy to say easy
things about the state, it is because, both by position and by tradition (I
have in mind, for example, Alain’s famous book Le Citoyen contre les pou-
voirs),’ the producers and receivers of discourse on the state like to have
a somewhat anarchistic disposition, a disposition of socially established
rebellion against authority. I have in mind, for example, certain types of
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theories that denounce discipline and constraint, and enjoy great success,
even being destined for eternal success because they fall in with adolescent
rebellion against constraints and disciplines, and flatter an initial disposi-
tion towards institutions, what I call an anti-institutional mood,® which
is particularly strong at certain historic moments and in certain social
groups. Owing to this fact, they are unconditionally accepted, whereas in
reality, I would say, they are only the pure and simple reversal of the ordi-
nary definition, having in common with this definition that they reduce the
question of the state to the question of function, substituting for the divine
state a diabolical state, substituting for ‘optimistic functionalism’ — the
state as instrument of consensus, as a neutral site on which conflicts are
managed — a diabolical state, diabolus in machina, a state that always
operates by what I call a ‘pessimistic functionalism™ in the service of the
dominant, in a manner that is more or less direct or sophisticated.

In the logic of hegemony, the agents of the state are conceived as being
in the service not of the universal and the public good, as they claim, but
of the economically dominant and the symbolically dominant, and at the
same time in their own service, that is, the agents of the state serve the eco-
nomically and symbolically dominant, and serve themselves by serving.
That comes down to explaining what the state does, what it is, on the
basis of its functions. I believe that this mistake, which we can call func-
tionalist and which is even found with structural-functionalists such as
the Althusserians, who were in fact very close to the optimistic structural-
functionalists — Parsons and his successors — was there already in the
Marxist theory of religion, which amounts to describing an authority such
as religion by its function, without asking what structure is needed to fulfil
these functions. In other words, nothing is learned about the mechanism
by simply investigating its functions.

(One of my difficulties, in seeking to understand what we call the state,
is that I am obliged to say in traditional language something that goes
against the meta-language, and provisionally make use of this old lan-
guage in order to destroy what it conveys. But if I were to substitute each
time the vocabulary I am trying to construct — field of power, etc. — this
would no longer be intelligible. I constantly ask myself, especially before I
teach, if I will ever be able to say what I mean, if it is reasonable to believe
this . . . That is a very particular difficulty, which I believe is characteristic
of scientific discourse on the social world.)

By way of a provisional synthesis, I would say that it is inasmuch as the
state is a principle of orthodoxy, of consensus on the meaning of the world,
of very conscious consent on the meaning of the world, that it fulfils, as I see
it, certain of the functions that the Marxist tradition ascribes to it. In other
words, it is as orthodoxy, as collective fiction, as a well-founded illusion —
and I take up here the definition that Durkheim applies to religion,'? the
analogies between the state and religion being considerable — that the state
is able to fulfil its functions of social preservation, preservation of the con-
ditions of capital accumulation — as certain contemporary Marxists put it.
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The calendar and the structure of temporality

In other words, to sum up in advance what I am going to tell you, I would
say that the state is the name that we give to the hidden, invisible principles
— indicating a kind of deus absconditus — of the social order, and at the
same time of both physical and symbolic domination, likewise of physi-
cal and symbolic violence. In order to make this logical function of moral
conformity understandable, I need only develop an example that I see as
suited to making what I have said up to now apparent. There is nothing
more ordinary than the calendar. The republican calendar with its civic
festivals and public holidays is something completely trivial, to which we
do not [pay] attention. We accept it as a matter of course. Our perception
of temporality is organized as a function of the structures of this public
time. In Les Cadres sociaux de la mémoire,!'! Maurice Halbwachs recalls
that the foundations of every evocation of memory are to be sought in the
direction of what he calls the social contexts of memory, that is, those spe-
cifically social reference points in relation to which we organize our private
life. Here is a fine example of the public at the very heart of the private: at
the very heart of our memory we find the state, the civic festivals, secular
or religious, and we find different categories of specific calendar, the
school calendar or the religious calendar. We thus discover a whole set of
structures of social temporality marked by social reference points and col-
lective activities. We find it at the very heart of our personal consciousness.

It would be possible to repeat here the analyses of storytelling behav-
iour, old but still valid, that Pierre Janet proposed:!? it is clear that when
we tell a tale that implies a time dimension, when we do history, we take
our bearings from divisions that are themselves the product of history, and
which have become the very principles of evocation of history. Halbwachs
[noted that] two individuals will say: ‘In such-and-such a year I was in the
sixieme class, I was at such-and-such a place, we were at school together
... If two social subjects are able to communicate to one another the time
they have experienced, that is, a time that in Bergsonian logic is said to be
incommensurable and incommunicable, it is on the basis of this agreement
over the temporal reference points which find objective inscription in the
form of the calendar of public holidays, of ‘solemnizations’, anniversary
ceremonies and in consciousness, and are also inscribed in the memory
of individual agents. All this is completely bound up with the state.
Revolutions revise the official calendars — ‘official’ meaning universal
within the limits of a definite society, as opposed to private. We can have
private calendars, but these are themselves situated in relation to the uni-
versal calendars; they are notches in the intervals marked by the universal
calendar, within the limits of a society. You can do the following amusing
exercise: take the public holidays of all the European countries, and the
defeats of some are the victories of others . . . calendars are not completely
superimposable, Catholic religious festivals have less weight in Protestant
countries . . .
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There is a whole structure of temporality, and I believe that, if one day
the Brussels technocrats want to do something serious, they will inevitably
work on calendars. At that moment, we shall discover that extremely deep
mental habits are attached to festivals, habits on which people put much
store. We shall perceive that these calendars, that seem a matter of course,
mark social conquests: 1 May is a date that many people will not so
easily give up, while for others the Feast of the Assumption is a key date.
Remember the debate that was triggered by the intention of cancelling
the 8 May celebration. We buy a calendar each year, we buy something
that is a matter of course, we buy a completely fundamental principle of
structuration that is one of the foundations of social existence, and makes
it possible for example to make appointments. The same can be done for
the hours of the day. There is consensus about these, and I don’t know any
anarchist who does not change his clock when we go over to summer time,
who does not accept as a matter of course a whole set of things that relate,
in the last analysis, to state power, as is clear, moreover, when different
states are at odds over something apparently anodyne.

This is one of the things I had in mind when I said that the state is one
of the principles of public order; and public order is not simply the police
and the army, as the Weberian definition suggests — monopoly of physical
violence. Public order rests on consent: the fact that people get up on time
presupposes that clock time is accepted. Sartre’s very fine analysis, a com-
pletely intellectual one, about ‘I am free, I can decide not to go to work,
I have the freedom not to get out of bed’, is wrong despite being quite
seductive. Apart from the fact that this analysis implies that everyone is
free not to accept the idea of clock time, what it tells us more profoundly is
that the fact of accepting the idea of clock time is already something quite
extraordinary. Not all societies, in all countries, at all times, have had a
public time. One of the first acts of civil bureaucracies, of the clerks,!?
historically, when a number of towns federated together or when several
tribes combined, was the establishment of a public time; the founders of
states, if it is allowable to construct such remote genealogies by anthropo-
logical comparison, were faced with this problem. (In working on societies
without the state, without that thing which we call the state, for example
segmentary societies in which there are clans or groups of clans, but no
central organ holding the monopoly of physical violence, no prisons, there
is among other problems that of violence: how is violence to be controlled
when there is no authority above families engaged in a vendetta?)

Collecting calendars is an anthropological tradition: the agrarian cal-
endar of peasants, but also the calendars of women, of young people,
of children, etc. These calendars are not necessarily attuned in the same
sense as our calendars. They are approximately in tune: the calendar of
children’s games, the calendars of young boys, young girls, adolescents,
young shepherds, adult men, adult women — cooking or women’s work —
all these calendars are approximately in tune. But no one took a sheet of
paper — the state is bound up with writing — so as to put all these calendars
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side by side and say: ‘Look, there’s a little discrepancy here, the summer
solstice with . . .” There is not yet a synchronization of all activities. Now
this synchronization is a tacit condition for the proper functioning of the
social world; it would be useful to calculate all the people who live by
maintaining the order of time, who are partly involved in maintaining the
order of time, charged with governing temporality.

If you think back on some very well-known texts such as Lucien
Febvre’s book on Rabelais,'* you will see that the period when what we
are going to call the state was established reveals some interesting things
about the social usage of temporality, the collective regulation of time,
which we consider a matter of course, with clocks striking more or less
at the same time, and everyone having a watch. All this is not so old. A
world in which this public time is not established, institutionalized, guar-
anteed not only by objective structures — calendars, watches — but also by
mental structures, people wanting to have a watch and being in the habit
of consulting it, making appointments and arriving on time. This kind of
accounting of time, which presupposes both public time and a public rela-
tionship to time, is a relatively recent invention that stands in relation with
the construction of state structures.

This is very far from the Gramscian topoi on the state and hegemonyj;
which does not rule out that those who govern the clocks or who are gov-
erned by them are not privileged in relation to those who are less governed.
We must start by analysing these anthropologically fundamental things in
order to understand the true functioning of the state. This detour, which
may seem to break with the critical violence of the Marxist tradition,
seems to me to be absolutely indispensable.

State categories

The same thing can be done for public space, but giving the term a differ-
ent sense from the somewhat trivial one that Habermas gives it, and that
everyone repeats.’ A quite fundamental analysis would have to be made
as to what is the structure of a space in which the public and the private
confront one another, in which the public square is opposed not just to the
private home but also to the palace. There are studies of this differentia-
tion of urban space. In other words, what we call the state, what we point
to confusedly when we think of the state, is a kind of principle of public
order, understood not only in its evident physical forms but also in its
unconscious symbolic forms, which apparently are deeply self-evident.
One of the most general functions of the state is the production and
canonization of social classifications.

It is no accident that there is a link between the state and statistics.
Historians say that the state begins with the appearances of censuses,
investigations of property with a view to taxation, since, in order to impose
taxes, it is necessary to know what people possess. They start from the
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relationship between the census and the censor who lays down legitimate
principles of division, principles so self-evident that they do not come into
discussion. It is possible to discuss about how social classes are divided,
but not the idea that there are divisions at all. The occupational categories
defined by the INSEE, ! for example, are a typical product of the state.
This is not just an instrument to make measuring possible, enabling those
who govern to know the governed. The categories are also legitimate ones,
a nomos, a principle of division that is universally recognized within the
limits of a society, about which no discussion is needed; it is printed on
one’s identity card, or on the payslip which says ‘third grade, such-and-
such a point on the scale’. People are quantified and coded by the state;
they have a state identity. The functions of the state clearly include the
production of legitimate social identity; in other words, even if we do not
agree with these identities, we have to put up with them. Certain social
behaviours, such as rebellion, may be determined by the very categories
that are rebelled against by those who rebel. That is one of the major
explanatory principles in sociology: individuals who have difficulties with
the educational system are often determined by their very difficulties, and
certain intellectual careers are entirely determined by an unfortunate rela-
tionship with the educational system, that is, by an effort to give the lie,
without knowing it, to a legitimate identity imposed by the state.

The state is this well-founded illusion, this place that exists essentially
because people believe that it exists. This illusory reality, collectively vali-
dated by consensus, is the site that you are headed towards when you go
back from a certain number of phenomena — educational qualifications,
professional qualifications or calendar. Proceeding step by step, you arrive
at a site that is the foundation of all this. This mysterious reality exists
through its effects and through the collective belief in its existence, which
lies at the origin of these effects. It is something that you cannot lay your
hands on, or tackle in the way that people from the Marxist tradition do
when they say ‘the state does this’, ‘the state does that’. I could cite you
kilometres of texts with the word state as the subject of actions and pro-
posals. That is a very dangerous fiction, which prevents us from properly
understanding the state. By way of preamble, therefore, what I want to
say is: be careful, all sentences that have the state as subject are theological
sentences — which does not mean that they are false, inasmuch as the state
is a theological entity, that is, an entity that exists by way of belief.

Acts of state

To escape theology, to be able to offer a radical critique of this adhesion
to the being of the state that is inscribed in our mental structures, we can
substitute for the state the acts that can be called acts of ‘state’ — putting
‘state’ in quotes — in other words political acts intended to have effects
in the social world. There is a politics recognized as legitimate, if only
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because no one questions the possibility of acting otherwise, because it
is unquestioned. These legitimate political acts owe their effectiveness
to their legitimacy, and to the belief in the existence of the principle that
underlies them.

I will give a single example, that of a primary school inspector who goes
to visit a school. He has to perform an act of a quite particular type: he
goes to inspect. He represents the central authority. In the great preindus-
trial empires, you see the appearance of bodies of inspectors. The problem
that is raised right away is that of knowing who will inspect the inspectors?
Who will guard the guardians? This is a fundamental problem of all states.
Some people are charged with going to look in the name of authority; they
have a mandate. But who gives them this mandate? The state. The inspec-
tor who goes to visit a school has an authority that inhabits his person.
[As the sociologists Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer have written:] ‘States
state.”'” They make ‘statements’, they lay down ‘statutes’, and a statement
is what the inspector will deliver.

I have analysed previously the difference between a private insult and
an insulting judgement made by an authorized person.!® In school exer-
cise books, teachers who forget the limits of their responsibility deliver
insulting judgements; there is something criminal about these authorized
and legitimate insults.' If you say to your son, your brother or your
boyfriend: ‘You’re an idiot!’, that is a singular judgement delivered on a
single individual by a single individual, and therefore reversible. Whereas
if a teacher says, in a euphemistic way, “Your son is an idiot’, this becomes
a judgement that has to be reckoned with. An authorized judgement has
the whole force of the social order behind it, the force of the state. One
of the modern functions of the teaching system is to award certificates of
social identity, certificates of the quality that most contributes to defining
social identity today, in other words intelligence — in the social sense of the
term.?0

Here then we have examples of acts of state: these are authorized acts,
endowed with an authority that, by a series of delegations, goes back step
by step to an ultimate site, like Aristotle’s god: the state. Who guarantees
the teacher? What guarantees the teacher’s judgement? A similar regres-
sion can also be traced in quite other domains. If you take the judgements
of justice, it is still more evident; similarly, if you take the investigating
report of a policeman, the regulations drawn up by a commission or laid
down by a minister. In all these cases, we are faced with acts of categoriza-
tion; the etymology of the word ‘category’ — from categorein — means pub-
licly accusing, even insulting; state categorein publicly accuses with public
authority: ‘I publicly accuse you of being guilty’; ‘I publicly certify that
you are a university agrégé’; ‘I categorize you’ (the accusation may be pos-
itive or negative); ‘I sanction you’, with an authority that authorizes both
the judgement and, evidently, the categories according to which the judge-
ment is made. Because what is concealed here is the opposition ‘intelligent/
not intelligent’; the question of the pertinence of this opposition is not
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raised. Here we have the kind of sleight of hand that the social world con-
stantly produces, and that makes life very hard for the sociologist.

To escape from theology is therefore very difficult. But let us return to
things on which we certainly agree. You will grant me that the examples
I gave are indeed acts of state. They have in common the fact of being
actions performed by agents endowed with a symbolic authority, and
followed by effects. This symbolic authority refers, step by step, to a
kind of illusory community, a kind of ultimate consensus. If these acts
obtain consent, if people accept them — even if they rebel, their rebel-
lion presupposes a consent — it is because, at bottom, they consciously or
unconsciously participate in a kind of ‘illusory community’ — that is an
expression of Marx’s about the state?! — which is the community of belong-
ing to a community that we shall call a nation or a state, in the sense of a
set of people recognizing the same universal principles.

Reflection would also be needed on the different dimensions that char-
acterize these acts of state: the ideas of official, public and universal. I have
just made a contrast between insult, on the one hand, and authorized and
universal judgement, on the other — authorized and universal within the
limits of a constituency, a legally defined competence, a nation, certain
state frontiers. This judgement may be pronounced openly, as opposed to
the judgement of insult, which not only has something unofficial about it,
but also something rather shameful, if only because it might be returned.
Authorized judgement is thus framed both by its foundation and its form.
Among the constraints imposed on those who wield the capacity of official
judgement is the necessity to respect the forms that make official judge-
ment genuinely official. There are things to be said about this bureaucratic
formalism that Weber opposed to magical formalism, the formalism
expressed in a ritual test by uttering a magic formula (‘Open sesame!’).
For Weber, bureaucratic formalism has nothing in common with magical
formalism: it is not mechanical and arbitrary respect, whose strictness is
arbitrary, but rather respect for a form that authorizes because it conforms
to norms collectively approved, either tacitly or explicitly.?? In this sense,
the state also falls on the side of magic (I said just now that, for Durkheim,
religion was a well-founded illusion), but it is a magic quite different from
how this is generally conceived. I now want to try and extend this inquiry
in two directions.

(As soon as you work on an object from the social world, you always
come up against the state and state effects, without necessarily looking for
it. Marc Bloch, one of the founders of comparative history, says that in
order to raise the problems of comparative history it is necessary to start
from the present. In his famous book comparing the French seigneurie and
the English manor,? he starts from the shape of fields in England and in
France, and from statistics on the proportion of peasants in France and in
England; this is the starting point from which he raises a certain number
of questions.)

I am therefore going to try and describe how I encountered the state in
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my own work; I shall then try to give a description of the historical genesis
of this mysterious reality. Better description of the genesis gives a better
understanding of the mystery, you see things taking shape by starting
from the Middle Ages, by taking the English, French and Japanese exam-
ples. I shall have to justify myself about the type of historical work I shall
propose to you, work that raises formidable problems that I do not want
to tackle naively: methodological preambles will take a great deal of time
in relation to substance. And you will say: ‘He’s raised a lot of questions
for us but given little in the way of answers . . .’

The examples I have taken fall into a whole tradition of socio-linguistic
or linguistic reflection on the notion of the performative, but at the same
time, they risk stopping short at preconstructed representations of what
lies behind the state effects.?* So as to try to give an idea of the mechanisms
that produce state effects, and to which we attach the idea of state, I shall
summarize a study I made several years ago of the single-home market, the
production and circulation of that economic good with a symbolic dimen-
sion that a house is.?’ I want to show, on the basis of this very concrete
example, the form under which the state manifests itself. I hesitated a good
deal before giving you this example, since I could spend the whole year’s
lecture course on this study alone. To a certain extent, the meta-discourse
I am going to offer on this work is somewhat absurd, since it assumes that
all the detailed meanderings of the work are known. Such are the contra-
dictions of teaching . . . I do not know how to articulate research, with its
rhythm, its demands, and the teaching that I seek to orient in the direction
of research.

The single-home market and the state

I undertook this inquiry into the market in single homes with rather
ordinary and trivial questions in mind, such as are regularly raised by
researchers: Why do people buy rather than rent? Why at a certain point
in time do they seek to buy rather than rent? Why do social categories who
used not to buy now seek to buy, and what social categories are these? It is
said that the total number of owners is rising, but how the rate of increase
is differentiated in social space according to classes is not examined. The
first thing needed is to observe and measure: that’s what statistics are for.
A whole series of questions is raised: who buys, who rents? Who buys
what? How do they buy? With what kind of loans? Then you come on
to ask: but who produces? How do they produce? How should the sector
constructing single homes be described? Are there small craftsmen build-
ing one home a year, on the one hand, side by side with big companies
linked with enormous banking powers, building three thousand homes a
year? Is this the same world? Is there a genuine competition between them?
What is the balance of forces? Questions that are classical ones, therefore.
The research methods were very varied: interviews with buyers — why buy
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rather than rent? — observations, the recording of acts of sale and negotia-
tions, contracts between buyer and seller, study of sellers and their strate-
gies, through to listening to the representations that the buyers came up
with [vis-a-vis] the sellers.

What is interesting is that gradually, by a kind of regression imposed
by the logic of the inquiry itself, the centre of research shifted: what was
initially a study of transactions, the constraints weighing on these trans-
actions, the economic and cultural conditions determining the choice,
the study of a system of factors explaining the choice between becoming
a renter or a buyer, and a buyer of this rather than that, a renter of this
rather than that — this investigation gradually dwindled to the point that
in the final text it makes up only 5 per cent, that is, scarcely a dozen pages.
The centre of research interest shifted to the institutional conditions of
production, both of the supply of homes and of their demand. It became
very quickly apparent that, in order to understand what happens in the
transaction between a single seller and a single buyer — a meeting that ulti-
mately is apparently random — you have to go back step by step, and at the
end of this regression you find the state.

At the Salon de la Maison Individuelle in Paris, a buyer arrives, a little
embarrassed, accompanied by his wife and two kids; he asks about a house.
He is spoken to politely because he has a wife and two kids, he’s a serious
customer . . . If it was a woman by herself, we know what she would say:
‘T’ll come and look at it with my husband’ - so the salesman does not make
a great effort. He says to the couple: ‘Come and sit down.” We have to spell
things out in concrete detail in order to see how the state is involved. At the
beginning, I didn’t start with the idea of studying the state: it forced itself
on me. In order to understand what happens in this single encounter, you
have to do everything that I shall mention very quickly, whereas you would
ultimately have to study the French state back to the Middle Ages . . .

Two people are talking to one another: a salesman who is in a bit of a
hurry, who first has to gauge if the man opposite him is a serious customer
or not. On the basis of a spontaneous sociology, but a very good one, he
knows that the most common buyer is a family with two children. He has
to lose as little time as possible, so he has to anticipate. Whether it’s worth
the effort, and having determined that it is worth the effort, he also has to
accelerate the process. The communication, the structure of the exchange,
is very standardized, very stereotyped; it always takes the following form.
For a few minutes, the buyer, going by what his friends have said or his
mother-in-law on lending him money, asks the salesman a few questions,
to try and make him compete with other possible sellers, to try and get
information and see if there are any hidden defects. The situation turns
round fairly quickly; sometimes, by the third question, the buyer is already
hooked. It’s then the salesman’s turn to ask questions; he makes the poten-
tial buyer pass a regular examination as to his payment capacities.

It is clear enough that the potential buyer becomes the object of a kind
of social assessment; it is his identity as a customer of the bank that is
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at issue. The salesman often has his arguments ready prepared; that is
a characteristic of the bureaucratic situation which is always forgotten,
especially if you don’t do empirical research: if you start from the state,
as [Nicos] Poulantzas did, you never get to this. The salesman is in a
completely asymmetrical relationship to the buyer. For the salesman,
the buyer is simply one more in the series, he has seen others and will see
others again; he has generic anticipations that are sociologically well-
founded, and accordingly he has generic strategies for all sorts, which have
been validated by experience. Opposite him, the buyer is experiencing a
unique situation, which is unlikely to be repeated. On the one hand the
repetitive and on the other the unique; the person on the repetitive side
has the advantage both of his accumulated experience and of an experi-
ence accumulated by others as well. Sometime he also has at his elbow a
vicarious experience of the bureaucratic type, protocols fully prepared,
forms, that s, a rational, informational bureaucratic capital that is already
considerable. But if we stopped there, we would be forgetting the essential,
which is that behind him he also has a considerable force: the power given
him by the fact of being the representative of an organization acting in the
name of a bank; he is the delegate of a credit institution. What he appears
to be doing is selling houses, but in fact he is selling the credit that makes
it possible to buy a house.

Discourse analysis, which studies discourse without studying the social
conditions of production of this discourse, does not understand anything.
(I was particularly attentive to the implicit conditions of production of
discourse.) There is the apparent definition of the situation: the customer
comes to buy a home from someone selling homes, who is competing with
other sellers of homes. The real definition becomes clear very rapidly:
the buyer comes to buy credit in order to be able to buy a home. He will
have the home that corresponds to his credit, that is, his social value as
measured by the standards of the bank. ‘How much are you worth? — that
is the question posed by the salesman, who is equipped for assessing the
customer’s social value in as economical a manner as possible, in the least
time possible. Behind him he has the authority of the bank that delegates
him; in this sense, he is a bureaucrat. The second characteristic of the
bureaucrat is to be general as opposed to singular, and a delegate by virtue
of his delegation. He can say ‘that’s ok’, ‘that’s not ok’, ‘you’ll get there
with a bit of a stretch, if you make an effort’. That enables him to trans-
form himself into the role of protector, an expert who gives advice and
assesses capacities. Behind this structure of an exchange relationship there
is an economic and symbolic balance of forces.

That said, it is clear from listening to the salesman that there is a third
level involved in his strength; he is not simply a private agent of a private
bank, he is also an agent of the state, in the sense that he says: “You have
therightto. . .’, ‘No, you can’t do that . . .” He is an agent who wields legal
and financial powers; he has a pocket calculator and never stops calculat-
ing, it’s a way of reminding people of his authority . .. These situations
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are clearly very painful for the customer, who discovers that what is being
measured is his own social value: he arrives with his dreams, and leaves
with a reality. The fourth function of the salesman is to make the customer
let down his defences. The customer arrives, he needs so many square
metres, he wants light from the left side, etc. The salesman tells him: “This
is your market value, what you’re worth; given what you’re worth, this is
the home you can have. If you want 200 square metres, that will be 200
kilometres from the city centre; if you want 100 square metres it will be
100 kilometres away.” The two main parameters of the negotiation are
distance and surface area. The salesman constantly says: “You’re entitled
to ..., you’re not entitled to . . . Given what you’ve got, there’s the APL
[aide personalisée au logement] which is a kind of bonus designed to help
first-time buyers.’

You can see that it’s very complicated, and it is impossible to draw a
sharp line and say either that ‘the bank is in the service of the state’ or that
‘the state is in the service of the bank’. The salesman (for Phénix homes
he is generally a former worker) has neither an explicit mandate from the
state nor any official mandate; he has not been appointed as legitimate
seller of legitimate homes by the legitimate state, but he acts as agent of
the state in saying: ‘I know the rates, I tell you what you’re entitled to;
you’ve got two children, so you’re entitled to such-and-such an alloca-
tion.” You then have to go back to the origin of this housing support. How
was it produced? By whom? Under what conditions? In what field? You
also have to go back to the origin of the rules governing the management
of credit. In the 1960s, for example, with the invention of personalized
credit, you find the problem of the assessment of the buyer by the seller.
Personalized credit is granted not as a function of the possession of visible
goods, but as a function of what economists call steady income: what is
assessed is what you are worth on a lifetime scale. That is easy to calculate,
especially if you’re a civil servant. If you have a career, it is possible to cal-
culate what you are worth, that is, the total sum of money you will earn in
the course of your life. Behind this assessment lies a whole legal structure,
the rules that govern credit and the institutional rules that govern credit
support.

This negotiation concludes, if successful, with a contract that I have
called a ‘contract under constraint’, since the game is artificial and people
believe they are negotiating whereas in reality the dice are already cast,
and the size of home they will have can be predicted. In order to under-
stand the seemingly free game that is played out in negotiations, therefore,
we have to go back to the whole legal structure that supports what we can
call the production of demand. If people who have no visible property,
not much money for their down payment (which is the case with skilled
or semi-skilled workers, all those whose over-indebtedness is discussed
today), if they are able to fulfil the dream of home ownership, it is because
a whole series of facilities have been produced by people who can be
referred to under the category of state, in certain conditions.
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The Barre commission on housing

I found the same problem on the supply side. In the 1970s there was a
kind of boom; companies produced a lot of identical homes by industrial
methods, drawing very heavily on the banks both to guarantee their busi-
ness and to provide themselves with means of production. It is possible to
ask how they came to enter the market and succeed there, given that, for
historical reasons, the dominant expectations in terms of housing were
for ‘hand-made’ homes built one by one ... The question was referred
to the higher authorities. A reform movement in the years 1970-3 led to
commissions and committees being set up, the most important of which
was the Barre commission.?® The regulations that used to govern ‘bricks
and mortar’ support — which essentially helped builders — were changed to
support for the individual — which essentially helped buyers.

I was led to study the world of those people who had a say in this series
of decisions. I did not ask the traditional questions of the type: what is
the state? Do the big banks use the state to impose a policy favourable to
the development of a certain kind of property that makes it possible to
sell on credit, by asking for the development of credit? Who makes use
of whom? I rather asked who were the agents acting, in order to under-
stand the origin of these regulations that have their effect right through
to the ordinary seller. I established the field of acting agents on the basis
of objective data about their characteristics (which individuals are effec-
tive here, the director of construction at the Ministry of Finance, or the
director of social affairs who makes it possible for people to obtain loans
through the state?) And also on the basis of statutory information (Is it
the function of this or that agent of the state to intervene? Is he mandated
to decide whether loans will be granted or not, in the way that an inspec-
tor is mandated to inspect?) For example, the Ministry of Equipment and
its departmental counterparts can obviously not be left out: I took people
whose official definition was such that they could be considered a priori as
involved, contrasting this with what might be said by informants accord-
ing to the reputational method (was such-and-such a person important?)
The problem then arises as to where the boundary lies. The famous articu-
lation between the state and the banks or major industries is of ten effected
by way of these individuals, but in forms that are not at all those described
by a theory in terms of functions. I discovered therefore senior officials
in the Ministries of Finance, Highways and Equipment, mayors of large
cities, as well as representatives of voluntary associations and HLMs,?’
social workers who dealt with these questions, for whom there was an
issue involved that was worth fighting for, people who were ready to die
for the principle of ‘bricks and mortar’ support.

The question then was to know what were the principles according to
which this world operated: were we going to see the state on the one hand
and the local authorities on the other? This is the way people think. In the
spontaneous sociology that is in the minds of all high officials, there is the
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central and the local. We discover here one of the key questions of a whole
sociology: central/peripheral, central/local . . . the answer comes automati-
cally, in the form of taxonomies. The central is the state. That is the vision
they have of themselves: they have more general interests, as opposed to
people who are local, particular, always suspected of being the expression
of lobbies — like that of the HLMs for example. They were individuals who
had histories, trajectories, who had circulated in the space that I was in the
process of establishing, they had successively occupied various functions,
they carried their whole former itinerary in their habitus, and therefore
in their strategy. I assumed that this space had a structure, it was not just
made up any old how. By way of statistical analysis, I tried to reveal the
structure as it appeared, taking the set of pertinent agents and the set of
pertinent properties.

You will say to me, what are the criteria? The first of these is to take
the pertinent agents, since they have something to do with this problem
and can do something about this problem; they have the specific power
enabling them to be effective, to produce effects. Secondly, it is to consider
the pertinent properties, that is, the properties that are needed to be effec-
tive in this field. We are in what the Germans, in scholarly fashion, call
the ‘hermeneutic circle’: how do we determine this? This is done by trial
and error, by successive attempts, because it is the very object of research.
We determine the properties that make for someone being effective. For
example, the fact of being an inspector of finances is very important, or
the fact of being an engineer with the Corps des Mines or the Ponts et
Chaussées.?® On the basis of these properties of effectiveness, I constructed
the objective space, the structure of this space, which could be called the
relation of forces or the division into camps. This was thus therefore a
complex space with divisions.

Finally, I made a chronicle of these reforms, a diary of events; I inter-
viewed informants, evidently selected among people who had played a
prominent role in this enterprise — good informants, at all events, are those
who are informed, and to be informed, they have to be insiders — people
who sat on commissions, who were able to tell how the members of the
commissions were selected, which is quite decisive . .. It is possible to
determine what will come out of a commission on the basis of its compo-
sition. I reconstituted the series of events, as a historian would do, from
what happened in the process that led to the elaboration of the regulation
whose effects I could see with the property sellers. I related the ensemble of
pertinent events and only those, that is, the ones that need to be known in
order to understand. In other words, it is not a formal account of proceed-
ings, but an account of the events capable of explaining.

(This does not necessarily mean that a historian, giving a good account
of the events that make explanation possible, is always completely aware
of the principles on which he selects events. Marc Bloch spoke of the his-
torian’s craft:? this is a habitus on the basis of which it is possible to make
methodical selections, without building these up into an explicit method.



Lecture of 18 January 1990 19

The recourse to history is very useful: presenting myself as a historian
made it possible to get information that would have been refused me point
blank as a sociologist.)

I put forward the hypothesis that, since structures are relatively invari-
ant, by studying the structures of twenty years previous I was studying
structures that were still in place. So I first gave the account, and then I
presented the structure of the space in which what I related happened,
with proper names and the characteristics of the individuals who had these
names. Here is the structure of the space of those agents who produced this
history.* Did this structure make it intelligible? I was surprised to see how
far the structure of the field of forces, the distribution of camps, explained
the oppositions I am speaking about. We see by and large that the site
where this regulation was generated — ‘regulation’ being a state word — was
a structured space in which there were representatives of the administra-
tive field, senior officials and representatives of the local economic and
political fields, mayors . . . A first opposition, therefore.

The second opposition was that, within the administrative field, there
was an opposition between those who were on the side of the Ministry of
Finance and those on the side of the Ministry of Equipment, the technical
side. This opposition is very interesting. The issue in this opposition was
between those in favour of support for bricks and mortar, that is, a rather
statist form of support for housing, a collective, collectivist form (support
for the HLMs, for collective construction), and those in favour of a more
liberal, personal, personalized, personalistic, Giscardian support. On the
side of the administrative sector you find an opposition between those
on the side of the statist approach and those on the side of the liberal
approach. The state is opposed here to freedom, the state to the market,
but if you find the market within the state, that complicates matters . . .
One may well ask why the engineers of the Ponts et Chaussées were on
the side of the state, the collective and collectivism. They were polytech-
niciens,? not suspect at all . . . Yet they were on the side of the social, the
collective, the side of the past, of preservation, against the liberals seeking
to make a liberal turn, anticipating the subsequent political direction.

Among the neo-Marxist theories of the state, one developed by a
German, Hirsch, stresses the fact that the state is the site of class struggle,
the state is not the dumb instrument of the dominant class’s hegemony.??
There are people within the state who are more on the liberal side or [more
on] the statist side. This is a major issue of struggle. If this were translated
back into terms of political division, you would more or less have socialists
on one side, liberals on the other. I think however that in order to under-
stand this opposition, it is necessary to refer to the history of the bodies
under consideration, and the interest that the respective bodies (technical
engineers and inspectors of finance) have in one political line or another.
To understand the interest of the technical bodies in an attitude that can
be called ‘progressive’, it is necessary to assume that they have a profes-
sional interest bound up with progressive positions. It is not because they
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are progressive that they have a progressive position, but because they
belong to a body that is partly bound up with a form of progressive regula-
tion. Once a ‘social conquest’ has been inscribed in a state institution, once
a body has been established whose existence is partly bound up with the
perpetuation of this thing (the Ministry of Social Affairs), it is certain that
there will be within this state body a defence of this social conquest, even if
the beneficiaries have disappeared and are no longer there to protest. I am
pressing the paradox here, but I think it is very important.

The state, in other words, is not a bloc, it is a field. The administrative
field, as a particular sector of the field of power, is a field, that is, a space
structured according to oppositions linked to specific forms of capital with
differing interests. These antagonisms, whose site is this space, have to do
with the division of organizational functions associated with the different
respective bodies. The opposition between financial ministries and spend-
ing or social ministries is part of the spontaneous sociology of the senior
civil service; as long as there are social ministries, there will be a certain
form of defence of the social. As long as there is a Ministry of National
Education, there will be a defence of education that has very wide auton-
omy in relation to the characteristics of those who occupy these positions.

Third opposition: in my chronicle, by way of objective indications and
informants, I saw the appearance of protagonists, individuals who were
said to be the authors of this bureaucratic revolution. I asked myself, what
am I studying here? I am studying a specific revolution, a bureaucratic
revolution, the transition from one bureaucratic regime to another. I am
dealing with specific revolutionaries. By studying who these people are I
could perhaps answer the question, what has to be done in order to make
a bureaucratic revolution? It turns out, then, that the third factor miracu-
lously singled out these people, practically all individuals designated as
revolutionaries by objective indicators and indicators of reputation, and
only these. What characteristics did these people have? They were very
dispersed, in all corners of the space. They had some very surprising char-
acteristics in common: a major bureaucratic inheritance — they were often
the sons of senior officials, they were part of the high state nobility, with
several quarters of bureaucratic nobility. I tend to believe that, in order to
make a bureaucratic revolution, you have to be thoroughly familiar with
the bureaucratic apparatus.

Why was Raymond Barre appointed president of the commission that
played a decisive role? It is possible to do a sociology of individuals (socio-
logically constructed) and of what they do in very particular situations.?
These revolutionary protagonists, these innovators who formed this
bureaucratic avant-garde, had very surprising characteristics: they had a
sum of characteristics that are very improbable in this world. They were
people who had been in the technical sector, pol ytechniciens, but who then
did econometrics and followed Sciences-Po. They combined their regular
bureaucratic capital with a technical, theoretical capital; they could make
an impression on men of politics by calculating the costs and benefits of
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different political forces. Or else they were those inspectors of finance who
transgressed a taboo by going on to chair HLM commissions. Robert
Lion, current president of the Caisse des Depdts, committed an act of
derogation that was viewed in his milieu as quite barbaric: he went from
high to low in the state and bureaucratic space; he is an individual in a
mixed and unstable position.3*

This explanatory history, this sociogenesis, was indispensable for under-
standing what went on in the interview between a salesman and a buyer,
for understanding the trend in ownership statistics, the fact that owners
always have in mind the social spaces elaborated in Distinction — the
right side of the social space is made up by those wielding more economic
capital than cultural capital.>> Now the big push forward in access to
property was effected on the left side of the social space, among people
who had more cultural capital than economic capital. It is here that
the rates of increase were strongest. I can find, at the political level, the
political formula, both cunning and naive, that managed to inspire those
responsible for this policy: “We are going to associate the people with the
established order by the tie that is property.” That is explicitly said in the
writings of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, and by everyone in the milieu of
these kinds of reforms. In the series of events, there was a whole prophetic
work of conversion, people who wrote articles, who made mathematical
models, who made use of all the instruments of persuasion. In modern
societies, mathematics has become a great instrument of political per-
suasion. These people had a political intention based on a philosophy:
attachment to the social order follows from adhesion to property, and to
make the left side of the social space adhere to the established order meant
carrying through a considerable change. To understand certain changes in
the French political universe, it was as important to follow housing poli-
tics as to follow the writings of Jean Daniel (in the Nouvel Observateur) or
the discourse of the Communist Party, which might on the contrary have
been determined by these changes.

We can understand how, on the basis of a political programme borne
by certain individuals, an effective regulation was generated that governed
demand and supply, the market, and constructed the market from scratch.
It is one of the functions of the state to construct markets. How then was
this regulation applied? How did the social agents on the ground put it into
practice, at the level of the département and the town? We find the acts,
the statements that I discussed above: the building permit, the granting of
dispensations, derogations, authorizations. Certain regulations specified
that roofs must overlap by 20 centimetres and no more. That is completely
arbitrary. Architects all said: ‘It’s ridiculous, why not 25 centimetres, why
not 23?" This arbitrariness generates a specific form of bureaucratic profit:
either apply the regulation very strictly and later relax it, or grant a dero-
gation. A dialectic that I call the dialectic of droit et passe-droit [law and
dispensation]®® ends up with bribes and scandals. We discover here the
regular management of the state by the depositories of power.
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I conducted only a very minimal historical regression here, to the imme-
diate historical cause. To understand this historical section, which explains
another historical section, you have to regress. What does telling this
history mean? Is the history of the administrative field — that of the state
as a whole remains to be told — simply a series of sections of the kind that
I made for each of these regulations decreed by the state? (It is intimidat-
ing to keep saying ‘the state . . .". I can’t continue saying sentences starting
with ‘the state .. .".) I took the example of support for housing. The same
should be done for social security. Each moment, to be completely intel-
ligible, calls for knowledge of all the preceding sections. To understand the
complexity of a body of technicians, you have to know that these bodies
were created in France in such-and-such a year, that they were established
at the local level, then at the national level ... Unfortunately, in the
social sciences we are faced with the problem of drawing up impossible
programmes. Perhaps the greatest merit of what I am going to do will be
precisely to make an impossible research programme.
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The theoretical and the empirical — State commissions and stagings — The
social construction of public problems — The state as viewpoint on view-
points — Official marriage — Theory and theory effects — The two meanings
of the word ‘state’ — Transforming the particular into the universal — The
obsequium — Institutions as ‘organized fiduciary’ — Genesis of the state.
Difficulties of the undertaking — Parenthesis on the teaching of research in
sociology — The state and the sociologist

The theoretical and the empirical

I want rapidly to refer to the last lecture in order to stress the contrast
you may have observed between its two parts. In the first part, my aim
was to present a number of general propositions about the state, and in
the second part I presented a kind of schematic and hasty description
of a study I recently made of a certain aspect of state action. Among the
indexes that I have of your selective attention and reception, there is one
that is particularly important: the level of note-taking. I observed that in
the second part there was a considerable decline in the taking of notes. I
might put this down to the quality of my performance, but I think that
it actually bears on the fact that I was speaking of things that seemed to
you less worthy of being noted. This is a problem, since to my mind the
second part was the more important, the more worthy of being noted. The
very fact that I was explaining things at an accelerated pace was already
an anticipated reaction to your reception, since I might well in fact have
devoted the whole of this year’s lecture course to this work, and to the
detailed analysis and methods that I used.

If I return to this now, it is because it raises a quite fundamental ques-
tion, one that is also raised for me. It is extremely hard to combine men-
tally, to keep together, the description and analysis of a state of the state as
it can be observed today, and general propositions about the state. I think
that if the theory of the state, in the ramshackle state it is in today — at
least to my mind — can keep going, this is because it floats in a world that is
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independent from reality. Theorists can discuss ad infinitum, whether they
are from Marxist or neo-functionalist traditions, precisely because the
connection with the things of the real world, of everyday life, is not made,
and there is a kind of epoche, as phenomenologists would say, a suspension
of any reference to what is happening, which makes so-called ‘theoretical’
discussions possible. Unfortunately, this status of theory is reinforced by
social expectations. In every discipline, the theoretical is placed above the
empirical, above experience. The more famous scientists become, the more
‘theoretical’ they become. In old age, all scientists become philosophers,
especially if they win a Nobel Prize . . . These very general considerations
are important, as they are among the obstacles to progress in social science
and, among other things, to communicating the results of scientific work
in the social sciences.

I shall return to this dualism. I am so much aware of the difficulty of
conveying what I want to convey that I am constantly wedged between
strategies of communication (how should I say what I have to say?) and
the imperatives of coherence in what there is to communicate. The con-
tradiction between the two can sometimes give what I am saying a very
strange appearance, which is probably as painful for me as it is for you. In
this particular case, I am raising the question of the link between these two
levels, and I am not sure I am able to answer it fully. But I think that by
inviting you to be attentive to this difficulty, I can indicate a difficulty that
also arises for you, if you take an interest in the state, or if you are working
on something that has a connection with the state.

State commissions and stagings

So as to try and link the two levels a bit, I shall return to a point that I
touched on very quickly in passing: the idea of commission. I told you
that commission is something very odd, it is a form of social organization
that raises several questions. First of all, it is a historical invention, an
English invention whose genealogy we can trace. It was originally known
as a ‘royal commission’: a body of people mandated by the king, commis-
sioned to perform an important and socially recognized mission, generally
to do with a problem that was also considered important. Two underlying
acts were involved in the constitution — the word is important and should
be taken in the strong sense — of a commission. First of all, the nomina-
tion and appointment — if it was a state act, this was indeed appointment
— of a body of people recognized as capable, socially nominated to deal
with public problems. A public problem is a problem that deserves to be
dealt with publicly, officially. This notion of ‘public’ deserves reflection, in
others words, what things deserve to be presented openly to all? Clearly,
social critique always tends to look for what lies behind this public. There
is a spontaneous view on the part of social agents, very often made into
a sociological posture, which can be called ‘theatrical’; we find this with



Lecture of 25 January 1990 25

Goffman,! who [elaborated] this spontaneous view that we have about
interactions between persons. They play out a scene; one is the actor and
the other the audience, a good audience or a bad one. This theatrical view
of interactions may be applied to the world of theatre par excellence, that
of state theatre, the world of officialdom, official ceremony — the ceremony
of the law, for example. A major English historian has studied in detail
the ceremony of English law, and the fundamentally effective role of this
ceremonial, which is not simply an end in itself but acts, as a ceremonial,
by having itself recognized as legitimate.?

These public commissions, then, are stagings, operations that consist
in staging a set of people who have to play out a kind of public drama,
the drama of reflection on public problems. The commissions of wise men
that are constantly proposed deserve to be studied. If we adopt this reduc-
tive, theatrical view, it leads to saying: ‘So there is the stage, there is the
backstage, and for my part, as a clever sociologist, I shall show you behind
the scenes.’ I often tell you, and this is important for those of you who are
sociologists, that one of the unconscious motivations that lead people to
become sociologists is the pleasure of discovering what goes on behind the
scenes. With Goffman this is quite patent: it is the view of someone who is
behind a grocery counter and watches the strategies of the grocer and the
customer. See the magnificent description he gives of what goes on in a res-
taurant. When the waiters come out through the swing door they change
their posture completely, and when they go back inside they make a racket
... This description of the social world as theatre is ironic by definition.
What it involves, in the rigorous sense of the term, is saying: ‘The world is
not what you think it to be, don’t be takenin . . .” And when you’re young,
when you rather like to appear clever, and especially to feel clever, it’s
most agreeable to demystify appearances.

This view could be the spontaneous sociology of the semi-wise sociolo-
gist, to use Pascal’s expression. This semi-wise person says: the world is a
theatre, and this applies very well to the state. (I'm rather afraid that you
might have understood my analysis in this way.) I said: the state is a legal
fiction, so it doesn’t exist. The theatrical view of the social world does see
something important: a commission is a trick; the [typical] view of a com-
mission that Le Canard enchainé gives is true at a certain level. It is the task
of the sociologist to know how a commission was made up: who chose it
and why? Why was such-and-such a person asked to chair it? What were
his or her properties? How does cooption take place? Isn’t everything
already settled by the mere fact of defining the members? This is all very
well, and is part of the work. But it is often very hard to do it in such a
way that it is publishable, and thus publicly refutable by the participants.
[-.]

This approach, however, despite its completely legitimate aspect, risks
missing something important. Commission is an organizational invention
—we can give the date when it was invented. It is like a technological inven-
tion, but of a quite particular kind. The state is itself one of those inventions,
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an invention that consists in putting people together in such a way that,
being organized in this manner, they do things that they would not do if
they were not organized like that. Spontaneously, we forget the existence of
this kind of technology. There are lots of publications on the effects of the
introduction of computers in offices, but people overlook the way in which
the invention of the circular changed the world of bureaucracy; or at a much
earlier stage, how the transition from oral custom to written law changed the
whole bureaucratic world. There are often words for such organizational
techniques, inventions, but rarely a person’s name: the names of scientific
inventors are rembered, but not those of bureaucratic inventors. Personal
credit, for example, is a very complex organizational invention.

The commission is a historical invention that functions, and if it is still
used today — I call this ‘minimal functionalism’ — that is because there
are functions for it to perform. The word functionalism is one of those
concepts that is used as an insult, and so is not much use scientifically. I
simply say — this is something sociologists can agree on — that an institu-
tion that is constantly used over a long period merits the hypothesis that
it has some function, it does something. The organizational invention
that is the commission produces a considerable effect, which leads people
to forget the theatrical view of the institution: it generates the symbolic
effects produced by the staging of the official, of official conformity with
the official representation. I shall explain what I mean. What was the
Barre commission doing, which I spoke about last time? It was elaborat-
ing a new definition of a problem constituted as public, in this case the
right to housing, which itself would merit a historical analysis. Clearly,
one of the elementary precepts of sociology as I conceive it consists in
never taking a problem at face value, but seeing that problems are a
problem, and so there is a historic genesis of problems. As regards the
right to housing, we should ask when it arose and how, who were the
philanthropists who established it, what were their interests, what space
did they inhabit, etc.

We admit, therefore, that the problem exists, and we say: this com-
mission deals publicly with this public problem, and takes as its mission
to come up with a solution that can be made public. There will be an
offical report that is officially submitted, with a quasi-official authority.
A report is not ordinary discourse but performative discourse, addressed
to whoever it was who asked for it, and who, by asking for it, gave it an
authority in advance. The writer of the report is the person who writes a
discourse of authority because authorized to do so, a discourse of author-
ity on behalf of whoever authorized him by asking for it and giving him
a mandate in advance. This report is a historically determined report that
has to be analysed in each particular case, depending on the state of the
balance of forces between the principal and the representative, depending
on the abilities of the two sides to make use of the report. Do those com-
missioned have sufficient strategic strength to make use of the commission,
and everything that was implicit in the mission they were given, to have the
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conclusions of their commission accepted? Do they have the intention and
capacity for this? There is a whole empirical work to be done each time,
which does not mean that the model does not hold good. The model is
there as an invitation to study the variations in parameters.

The social construction of public problems

These people thus elaborate a new legitimate definition of a public
problem, they propose a new way of providing citizens with the means of
satisfying what is granted them as a right, that is, the need for housing.
The problem would be raised in the same way if it concerned drugs or the
problem of nationality. Who is entitled to vote in municipal elections?
Who should rightfully be punished? Joseph Gusfield made a study of the
debates on the link between drunkenness and car accidents.? His problem-
atic is what in the United States is called ‘constructivist’; he is among those
who emphasize, in the tradition of Alfred Schiitz* and certain American
psycho-sociologists such as Mead,’ that social agents do not take the
social world as a given but construct it. To give a very simple idea of this
thesis, we have to reconstitute the operations of construction that social
agents conduct in constructing their partly formatted interactions or rela-
tions, such as the relation of students to teacher or the relation of customer
to bureaucratic staff. In his book, Gusfield emphasizes the origin of a
public problem, and shows among other things how work with a scientific
appearance, statistics, whether state or private, is itself a social rhetoric
by way of which statisticians participate in the construction of a social
problem. It is they, for example, who establish as self-evident the connec-
tion between the fact of drinking and having road accidents; they provide
the ratification that discourse perceived as scientific, that is, universal,
can bring to a social representation which is morally based, something
that is very unevenly distributed in the social world. Gusfield showed that
official agents, legislators who elaborate new norms, as well as lawyers,
men of the law who apply these, bring a symbolic reinforcement — which
may be authorized by scientific arguments — to moral dispositions that are
unevenly distributed in what is called ‘public opinion’.

If a poll is taken, for example, it is noticeable that not everyone is in
favour of suppressing drink driving, that not everyone is in favour of
abolishing the death penalty, and a majority probably do not favour it.
If a poll were conducted on the reception given to immigrants from the
Maghreb, it is likely that it would not validate what is the norm for the
practice of teachers in schools or lycées, that is, an official definition of
anti-racist discourse. What do the social agents of the official do in such
cases, teachers who make anti-racist speeches, judges who condemn
people who drive while intoxicated? Even if their discourse is flouted, even
if there is an extraordinary contradiction in this theatrical performance —
in the English sense of the word — of official truth, this official truth is not
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without effect for all that. The intention of Gusfield’s book is to say that
the symbolic has a real effect, and that even if all these symbolic expres-
sions are no more than pious or hypocritical wishes, they operate none the
less. It would be naive — and this is the same naivety that is already found
with the clever little demystifier — not to take seriously these acts of theat-
ricalization of the official that have a real effect, even if the official is never
more than the official, something that in all societies is established only to
be transgressed.

The state as viewpoint on viewpoints

I do not want to express reservations about Gusfield’s book, but I think
it is possible to go further on the basis of what he says. He reminds us of
one important thing, that a social fiction is not fictitious. Hegel already
said that illusion is not illusory. Despite the official being never more than
official, despite the commission not being what it would like to have people
believe it is, it produces an effect none the less, because despite everything
it succeeds in having people believe that it is what it wants to have believed.
It is important that the official, despite not being what it presents itself as,
is effective all the same. How and why is it effective? What reinforcement
does it bring, for example, to those who, supporting the maintenance of
order, want marijuana smokers to be heavily punished, and how is this
reinforcement exerted? It is by way of this analysis that we can grasp one
of the forms of effectiveness specific to the state.

To put things in a very simplistic way, before we go on to express them
in a more complicated fashion, if we follow Gusfield we could say that the
state, in the case that he studied but also more generally (the commissions
of wise men on racism, on nationality, etc.), strengthens one point of view
among others on the social world, which is the place of struggle between
points of view. He says of this point of view that it is the right point of
view, the viewpoint on viewpoints, the ‘geometral of all perspectives’. This
is a divinization effect. And this means that it must make believe that it
is not itself a viewpoint. It is necessary therefore for the commission to
appear as a commission of wise men, that is, above contingencies, inter-
ests, conflicts, ultimately outside the social space, because as soon as you
are in the social space, you are a point, and therefore a viewpoint, that can
be relativized.

In order to obtain this effect of de-particularization, this set of institu-
tions that we call ‘the state’ must theatricalize the official and the univer-
sal, it must put on the spectacle of public respect for public truths, public
respect for the official truths in which the totality of society is supposed
to recognize itself. It must present the spectacle of universality, on which
everyone is ultimately in agreement, on which there cannot be disagree-
ment because it is inscribed in the social order at a certain moment in
time.
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An in-depth analysis of what lies behind this effect, however, is extremely
difficult. In a publication of mine several years ago on Berber marriage.® I
already encountered this problem. You will see that the analogy between
state situations and this seemingly quite different reality is very strong.
Anthropologists often speak of preferential marriage, an expression that
is a euphemism for official marriage (sociologists and anthropologists
often take up indigenous concepts and neutralize them in order to create a
scientific effect, which means that they lose the problem I am raising here).
They say that preferential marriage is marriage with a parallel cousin: a
man tends to marry his son to the daughter of his father’s brother. They
examine the reality as ethnologists, who normally do not do statistics. As
a somewhat deviant ethnologist, I did do statistics, and I observed that
so-called preferential marriage, legitimate, official marriage, was practised
by between 3 and 6 per cent [of cases] in the most official families, mara-
bout families, those who conform most to the official definition of what is
official — also those who remind people of the official when things turn out
wrong. You are then led to raise questions. You can say: this is all false, it’s
of no interest, the informants are mystifiers or mystified. Or else you can
say that they are deceived or deceive themselves, or that they are obeying
unconscious rules, their statements are only rationalizations — and in this
way you get rid of the problem. In fact, by analysing matters more closely
I observed that a certain number of marriages existed that did correspond
to the official definition, and that these were especially celebrated, recog-
nized as ensuring fertility in the mythico-religious logic of prosperity and
bringing blessings on those who conform to them, as well as on the whole
group. Looking still more closely, I observed that these marriages could
be in apparent conformity with the official rule despite being determined
by motives that were completely contrary to this. In other words, even
the 3 per cent that were pure and conformed to the rule could be a result
of interests that were quite antagonistic to the rule. To take an example:
that of a family in which there is a girl who is a bit deformed and hard to
marry; it turns out that one of her cousins sacrifices himself to protect the
family from ‘shames’, as they say, and in this case the marriage is espe-
cially celebrated — exactly as a successful commission is celebrated — since
it has done something extremely important, made it possible to realize the
official norm in an extreme case, one that is extremely dangerous for the
official norm. In other words, it saved face, not only for an individual but
also for the whole group. It rescued the possibility of believing in the offi-
cial truth despite everything.

There are heroes of the official. The bureaucratic hero is the person
whose major function is to enable the group to continue to believe in the
official, that is, in the idea that there is a group consensus on a certain
number of values that are indispensable in dramatic situations in which
the social order is deeply challenged. There is thus a prophetic role in
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periods of crisis, when no one knows any more what to do. The ordinary
official discourse is what priests say in everyday routine when there is no
problem — priests are people who resolve public religious problems outside
situations of crisis. But in a situation of great crisis, whether moral or
political, one that challenges the very foundations of the symbolic order
that religion guarantees, the prophet is the person who manages to restore
the official norm. In the societies that we call precapitalist, without state
or writing, where there are no official guarantors of the official, no agents
who are officially mandated to pronounce the official in difficult moments,
no civil servants because there is no state, there are individuals who are
poets. Mouloud Mammeri has given a very fine analysis of the character
of the amusnaw in Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales,” the person
who says what has to be done when no one knows what to think . . . These
are people who bring the group back into line with its order, who tell it
what has to be done in tragic situations where there are antinomies. These
sages can be naively described as conciliators who arrange things. But this
is not the case. They actually arrange things that cannot be arranged, in
tragic situations where both antagonists are in the right. The adversaries
each have right on their side in the name of values that the group cannot
fail to recognize — the right to existence, the right to autonomy — without
destroying itself as a group. When these values are in conflict, the pro-
phetic spokesperson or the poet is the person able to reconcile the group
with its professions of faith, with its official truth.

Theory and theory effects

I started out, in this presentation, from the notion of commission, to show
you how at a certain level of elaboration the most trivial things of the ordi-
nary bureaucratic order are those that I have the most difficulty accepting
as an object of thought, because if there is something that seems trivial
when you are sociologically constituted as an intellectual, it is reflecting
on the meaning of a circular or a commission; this really demands a very
special effort when you have been prepared to reflect on Being or Dasein,
whereas it is in fact extremely difficult: the problem of the state is as
complex as the problem of Being . . .  have expanded on this a bit to make
you understand something that I want to communicate, the effort that has
to be made in order to reject the dichotomy between theoretical proposi-
tions and empirical propositions if you really want to advance reflection on
these problems, which need to be looked at theoretically because they exist
by way of theory effects.® The state is to a large extent the product of theo-
rists. When they take the writings of Naudé on the coup d’état or Loyseau
on the state,” or the writings of all those jurists in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries who produced theories of the state, some philosophers
treat them like colleagues whose theories they are discussing, forgetting
that these colleagues produced the very object they are reflecting on.
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Loyseau and Naudé, all those jurists, produced the French state, and they
produced the thinking of the individuals thinking them. There is a form of
history of ideas that has a very ambiguous status, and is not usable without
precaution from the viewpoint at which I place myself. The same holds for
thejurists who say that the state is a legal fiction. They are right, and at the
same time they do not concretely conceive the social conditions that make
this fiction not fictitious but operative — which is what the sociologist has
to do. That was the pedagogic intention of this excursus on commissions.

To recapitulate very briefly. Something that is apparently very anodyne,
in this case the fact that President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing set up a com-
mission chaired by Raymond Barre to report on support for housing,
which in due course drew up a report advising the government — the notion
of advice is very important — to adopt a policy of support for individuals
instead of support for bricks and mortar, is in fact an extremely complex
operation of officialization, which consists in theatricalizing a political
action involving the creation of imperative rules of action imposed on
the whole of society, theatricalizing the production of this type of order
capable of confirming and producing the social order in such a way that
it appears backed by the official discourse of the society in question, thus
by the universal on which all agents are obliged to fall into agreement —
and to do so successfully. This is an operation that can succeed or fail.
The conditions of its success can be sociologically analysed: the operation
will have a greater chance of success, the more that the theatricalization
of the official is conducted in such a way that it actually reinforces official
representations that are actually internalized by agents on the basis of the
primary education of the nineteenth century, the action of the republican
schoolteacher, on the basis of all kinds of things . .. Otherwise, it would
be no more than a pious wish. This makes the question of the distinction
between state and civil society completely vanish.

The two meanings of the word ‘state’

French dictionaries give two adjacent definitions of the state: (1) the state
in the sense of the bureaucratic apparatus that manages collective inter-
ests, and (2) the state in the sense of the territory on which the authority
of this apparatus is exercised. When people say ‘the French state’, they
think of the government, the armed forces, the state bureaucracy, and on
the other hand they think of France. A symbolic operation of officializa-
tion such as is effected in a commission is a work in and through which
state 1 (in the sense of the government, etc.) manages to be perceived as
the expression, the manifestation, of state 2, of what state 2 recognizes
and grants state 1. In other words, the function of the commission is to
produce an official view that imposes itself as the legitimate view; it is to
have the official version accepted, even if there are grimaces, even if there
are articles in Le Canard Enchainé on the underside of the commission’s
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operations, etc. This is the intention of the analysis I gave you of the rela-
tionship between the salesman for the Phénix housing corporation, who is
not a state employee, and the customer. The salesman may set himself up
as a statutorily mandated embodiment of the official, and say: ‘With three
children, you are entitled to this’, and be immediately understood and
accepted by his interlocutor as bearer of a legitimate definition of the situ-
ation. That is by no means automatic. It is clear that on a question such
as housing there are antagonistic perspectives, conflicting interests on the
part of a whole series of agents — think of the law on rents.!? The stakes are
enormous, and so there are a large number of private viewpoints endowed
with very unequal strengths in the symbolic struggle to construct the legiti-
mate social view of the world and impose this as universal.

To continue the analysis of the opposition between state and civil
society, which goes back to a duality that is simply the transposition into
concepts of the ordinary dictionary definition, we could say, in a Spinozist
perspective, that there is the state as natura naturans and the state as
natura naturata. The state as subject, as natura naturans, is — according to
the Robert dictionary — ‘the sovereign authority exercised over the whole
body of a definite people or territory: for example, all the general services
of a nation. Synonyms: public authorities, administration, central govern-
ment.” The second definition is ‘a human grouping settled on a definite
territory, subject to an authority and capable of being considered as a legal
entity. Synonyms: nation, country, power.” Lalande’s dictionary of clas-
sical philosophy gives the two definitions in the following order: (1) ‘An
organized society having an autonomous government and playing the role
of a distinct legal entity in relation to other similar societies with which it is
in relation.” And (2): “The sum of the general services of a nation, the gov-
ernment and the whole administration.’ In other words, the two definitions
are given in the reverse order. The hierarchy in which these two definitions
are placed expresses a philosophy of the state that we all have in mind,
and this is, I believe, the implicit philosophy that underlies the distinction
between state and public service. The view of the state as a set of organized
individuals who mandate the state is the tacitly democratic definition of a
civil society from which the state, in bad times, cuts itself off (when people
speak of civil society, it is to say that the state should remember the exist-
ence of civil society). Implicit in this ordering is the assumption that what
exists first of all is the organized society with an autonomous government,
etc., and that this society is expressed, manifested, perfected, in the gov-
ernment to which it delegates organizing power.

This democratic view is completely false, and what I should like to
demonstrate — this was implicit in what I said in the previous lecture — is
that it is the state in the sense of the ‘sum of the services of a nation’ that
makes the state in the sense of the ‘whole body of citizens with a frontier’.
There is an unconscious reversal of cause and effect that is typical of the
logic of fetishism, a fetishizing of the state that consists in acting as if the
nation-state, the state as organized population, were first, whereas the
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thesis I would like to propose, and will test in relation to a kind of history
of the genesis of the state in two or three different traditions, is the very
opposite: that is, that there are a certain number of social agents — includ-
ing jurists — who played an eminent role, in particular those possessing that
capital in terms of organizational resources that was Roman law. These
agents gradually built up this thing that we call the state, that is, a set of
specific resources that authorizes its possessors to say what is good for the
social world as a whole, to proclaim the official and to pronounce words
that are in fact orders, because they are backed by the force of the official.
The constitution of this instance was accompanied by the construction
of the state in the sense of a population contained within frontiers. In
other words, it was by constructing this unprecedented kind of organiza-
tion, this extraordinary kind of thing that is a state, constructing this set
of organizational resources, both material and symbolic, with which we
associate the notion of the state, that the social agents responsible for this
work constructed the state in the sense of a unified population speaking
the same language, which we generally see today as the initial cause.

Transforming the particular into the universal

There is a kind of process of fetishization that is inscribed in the logic of
the commission, a real sleight of hand (to use again the reductive language
of ‘behind the scenes’). The members of the commission, as I regarded
them in this particular context, are in effect particular agents who are the
bearers of particular interests with very uneven degrees of universalization:
promoters who want to obtain legislation favourable to the sale of certain
kinds of products, bankers, senior civil servants who want to defend the
interests associated with a particular department or a bureaucratic tradi-
tion, etc. The logic within which these particular interests work is such that
they are able to achieve a kind of alchemy that transforms the particular
into the universal. Basically, each time the commission meets, the alchemy
of which the state is the product is reproduced, and moreover, using the
resources of the state. To be a sucessful commission chair you need to have
state resources, to understand what a commission is, the proper behav-
iour associated with it, the laws of cooption that are not written down
anywhere, unwritten laws that govern the selection of the spokespeople
who play a determining role in preparing the authoritative discourse that
will emerge from the commission’s work, etc. A whole capital of resources
is deployed, functioning as an alchemist’s retort for the person able to
operate them, and the universal is reproduced in this way. There are cases
in which the logic of the commission gives itself away, when it is patently
obvious (“This Mr Clean that they’ve foisted on us, who can credit him?’).
The commission’s message may be immediately buried. There are defeats,
but both defeat and success implement the same logic of officialization.
To sum up what I have been trying to say about the notion of
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commission, I would say that a commission (or a ceremony of inaugura-
tion or appointment) is a typical act of state, a collective act that can only
be performed by people who maintain a sufficiently recognized relation-
ship to the official to be in a position to use the universal symbolic resource
involved in mobilizing what the whole group is supposed to agree about.
Not to mobilize consensus, but to mobilize the doxa and transform what
is tacitly accepted as self-evident, what everyone grants to this order: to
mobilize in such a way that the statements pronounced by this group
can operate as watchwords and effect the extraordinary operation that
consists in transforming an observation into a norm, moving from the
descriptive to the normative.

I once spent a long time exploring Kantorowicz’s analysis of the state
as mystery.!! He took up the play on words of the twelfth-century English
canon lawyers who played on the similarity between ministerium and mys-
terium, speaking of the ‘mystery of the ministry’. In the ministry there is
delegation. What I have tried to describe in the case of the commission is
the empirical form of the mystery of the ministry.!>? What takes place when
M. Raymond Barre, who is a man just like anyone else, on becoming chair
of a commission finds himself invested in a quite mysterious way with the
delegation of the state, that is, of the entire social world? He proposes
things that are universally recognized. This work is difficult because it has
to hold together both Raymond Barre and the theoretical . . .

[Break in the lecture]

The obsequium

I am tempted to go over again what I said previously with a view to cor-
recting, completing, qualifying, appeasing my remorse and regrets, but I
shall try and go forward despite everything. I would just like you to keep
in mind, for further development, the analogy I suggested very briefly
between the work of the official commission producing discourse whose
authority is founded on reference to the official, and the behaviour of the
Kabyle peasant who in a sense brings himself into line by conducting a
marriage in accordance with the rules, and in this way obtains the benefits
of the official, the benefits that in all societies, as I see it, come from actions
that appear to conform with what the society universally tends to view as
right. For this idea, there is a concept in Spinoza that has been the subject
of very little philosophical comment, and has always struck me forcefully
because it touches on personal things. Spinoza speaks of what he calls the
obsequium,’3 a respect that is not for individuals, forms or people; it is
something very fundamental, a respect that, by way of all this, is paid to
the state or the social order. These ‘obsequious’ acts display a pure respect
for the symbolic order, which the social agents of a society, even the most
critical, the most anarchistic, the most subversive, pay to the established
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order, all the more so as they do this without knowing it. As an example
of this obsequium, 1 always propose the formulas of politeness or rules of
conduct that are seemingly insignificant, that bear on trivia and yet are all
the more strictly demanded because they have a pure and Kantian side. By
respecting them, homage is paid not to the individual who is the apparent
object of respect, but to the social order that makes this person respecta-
ble. This is the most fundamental tacit demand of the social order. It is the
reason why sociologists, if they do their work well, of ten find themselves in
difficulty, because they are inevitably led to bring to light, thus to appear
to denounce, things of this order that touch on the sacred — a sacred that
finds its way into the smallest things.

In appointing the members of a commission, the choice of individuals
is extremely important. This choice must focus on respectable people,
respectful of the forms, knowing how to impose the forms, to do things
in the proper form, to respect the rules, the rules of the game, to play the
game; knowing therefore how to have right on their side — and this is a
magnificent formula that does not simply mean ‘respect the law’. The
bureaucratic alchemy that has been working for ten centuries, and still
continues today, is embodied in the Garde Républicain and the red carpet,
in words (for example a ‘summit meeting’ assumes that there is a summit
and a base), in ready-made turns of phrase, in insignificant gestures . . . On
this terrain, sociology is extremely hard, as it has to analyse in detail things
that are perceived as insignificant about a subject that is the noble subject
par excellence, and accordingly on which very general things must be said
(as for example Raymond Aron’s book Peace and War),'* great universal
reflections. This is a case where the gap between theory and empirical
work is greatest. Hence the malaise that I feel.

It is also necessary to explore further what is meant by official: what is
an official newspaper?'> What is published in it? What does the publication
of marriage bans mean? What is official truth? Not exactly the equivalent
of universal truth. French town halls have inscribed over their doors the
words ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité’: this is a programme, the reality is far
from the legal fiction. That said, this fiction has its effects and can always
be referred to, if only to say that there is a gap between the official and
the reality; one of the weapons of criticism is to confront a regime with
its official truth in order to show that it does not conform to what it says.

This official truth is not universal and recognized by everyone or at
all times. And above all, it is not the constant generative principle of all
actions of all agents in a particular society, which does not mean that it
does not have its effects and that it does not exist by the very fact that it is
unanimously recognized as official, that it is unanimously not disavowed.
It exists both in a certain type of structure — in the social ministries,
for example, there are objective principles of equalization, a claim to
equalize — but also in people’s minds, as the representation of something
that one might well say does not exist, but that people agree would be
better if it did. It is on this little lever of fundamental obsequium that
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one can lean in order to produce the effect of the official, of alchemy, by
‘paying homage to the official’, as the English put it. Following the logic
of hypocrisy that is a homage vice pays to virtue, an official effect is pro-
duced far greater than one would believe. I would much like to analyse the
negotiations between employers and trade unions that are arbitrated by
civil servants; I am certain, having seen snippets of these, that the effects
of obsequium, of the official, the effects of ‘Mr Chairman’, play a consider-
able role, because they act on the official as inscribed in people’s minds.
For example, the school system is a tremendous institution for getting the
official incorporated, establishing wellsprings that can be mobilized later
on, what is known as ‘civic spirit’.

The distinction between state 1 as government, public service, public
powers, and state 2 as the entire people that this state has as its base,
should be challenged and replaced by a distinction in terms of degree.
Maurice Halbwachs spoke of the ‘focus of cultural values’ from which
people are more or less removed;!¢ it would be possible to speak of a ‘focus
of state values’ and establish a fairly simple index of a linear hierarchy of
distance from the focus of state values by taking, for example, the capac-
ity to make interventions, to proclaim amnesties, etc. A cumulative index
could be arrived at, more or less rigorous, of the differential proximity
of different social agents to this centre of state-type resources: one could
also produce an index of proximity in mental structures. I would tend to
substitute, for the simple opposition of state and civil society, the idea of
a continuum which is a continuous distribution of access to the collec-
tive, public, material or symbolic resources with which the name ‘state’
is associated. This distribution, like all distributions in all social worlds,
is the basis of constant struggles and the stake in them, political struggles
(majority/opposition) being the most typical form of struggle to change
this distribution.

Institutions as ‘organized fiduciary’

So there we are. All this is very simple and very provisional. In order to try
to condense things in a rather pedagogic way, I shall quote you a sentence
from Valéry, taken from the chapter of his Cahiers devoted to teaching. He
has a very nice sentence that has the virtue of summing up in a mnemonic
and synoptic fashion the essentials of what I have just said. Poets have the
good fortune of not having to argue in a coherent manner, they have the
advantage of being able to put things in a formula. The phrase I shall cite
you here seems to me richer and more subtle than Weber’s on the monop-
oly of violence. Valéry said of Napoleon: ‘This great man, truly great as
he had the sense of institutions, of the organized fiduciary, endowed with
automatism and independence from individuals — and if personal, seeking
to reduce the role of personality, the irregularities of which he was well
aware —accomplished everything too quickly.’'” What is meant by institu-
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tions? They are an organized fiduciary, organized trust, organized belief,
a collective fiction recognized as real by belief and thereby becoming real.
Clearly, to say of a reality that it is a collective fiction is a manner of saying
that it has a tremendous existence, but not as people believe it exists. There
are lots of realities that the sociologist is led to say do not exist in the way
people believe they exist, in order to show that they do exist but quite dif-
ferently — which means that people always retain one half of my analysis
and make me say the opposite of what I meant.

Institutions are an organized fiduciary endowed with automatism. The
fiduciary, once organized, operates as a mechanism. From the pen of the
sociologist, this often becomes: the mechanism that makes cultural capital
goes to those with cultural capital. It is observed that there is a correlation
between the father’s occupation and that of the son, between the father’s
level of education and that of the son. People speak of mechanisms to
mean that these are regular and repetitive processes, constant and auto-
matic, which react in the manner of an automaton. This fiduciary exists
independently of the people who inhabit the institutions in question.
Weber laid great store on the fact that bureaucracy appears when you
have individuals who are separate from their function. In the historical
genesis that I am going to present in a very summary way, you will see
a most interesting period in which the venality of offices [produced] a
very ambiguous situation. An English historian has shown how until the
nineteenth century in England this dissociation between functionary and
function had not yet been completely effected, that the functionary still
performed a function with the (accepted) idea of enriching himself on the
back of his function.'® These mechanisms are independent of individuals.
Napoleon, paradoxically, who was so personal, so little bureaucratic (the
very type of the charismatic character), so extra-ordinary, tried to reduce
the role of personality so that it was abolished in the function, in the
automatisms, in the autonomous logic of the bureaucratic function. That
is Weberian or Kantian: you cannot base an order on the affective disposi-
tions of the individual, a rational morality or policy on dispositions that
are basically fluctuating. In order to have regularity, repetition, you have
to establish automatisms, bureaucratic functions.

Genesis of the state. Difficulties of the undertaking

Having said, about the two meanings of the word state, that in my view the
state as the set of social agents unified and subject to the same sovereignty
is the product of the set of agents commissioned to exercise sovereignty,
and not the other way round, I would like to try and verify the proposition
that it is the constitution of bureaucratic instances that are autonomous
in relation to family, religion and economy that is the condition for the
appearance of what is called the nation-state, starting from the process
by which this constitution is gradually effected. How is such a legal fiction
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constructed, consisting essentially of words, modes of organization, etc.?

A certain number of agents who have made the state, and have made
themselves into state agents by making the state, have had to make the
state in order to make themselves into holders of a state power. There are
people who have been partly connected with the state from the start. How
do we go about describing this genesis? On this point, I am to some degree
a victim of my culture. Because I know that this is a rather crazy project,
which has been attempted a number of times in the course of history and
often failed, it is quite frightening to embark on it, and I hesitated a good
deal before presenting it to you. So that you will make allowances for
me, I will show you how dangerous it is by demonstrating how previous
attempts have, in my view, run aground. I shall give you weapons against
me; but at the same time, by showing how difficult it is, I shall make you
far more indulgent than you would be if you did not know this.

How do you give a historical genealogy of the thing that we call the
state? What method should be used? If you turn towards what is called
comparative history or comparative sociology, you are immediately faced
with terrible problems: what is there in common between the military state
in Peru, the Aztec state, the Egyptian empire, the Chinese Han empire and
the Japanese state after the Meiji restoration? You are already faced with a
monstrous undertaking, disproportionate and discouraging. Yet there are
many people who have tackled it. I shall mention some important efforts,
partly just to set myself at ease with my conscience . . .

Parenthesis on the teaching of research in sociology

The official definition of my role here authorizes and forces me to present
my own intellectual productions, [...] to be original, even prophetic,
whereas the ordinary definition of the professorial function is very differ-
ent: it requires the professor to be the agent of the institution and convey
established knowledge, canonical knowledge, to explain work already
done instead of relating work that is both personal and still under way,
that is, uncertain. This ambiguity is particularly pronounced in a discipline
such as sociology. According to the position of the science in question in
the hierarchy of their degree of officialness, of recognized universality —
with mathematics at the top and sociology at the bottom — the situation I
am now describing takes on a completely different meaning. By giving you
the elements to analyse it, I am also giving you elements to objectify what
I am doing, but also to understand better the difficulties that I feel, and
thus to share them with you. What I say here challenges the very status of
scientific-type discourse on the social world. If officialness, universality in
the limits of a social universe, is only granted so grudgingly to sociology,
this is also because it makes a demonic claim quite analogous to that of
the state, that of constructing the true view of the social world, more true
than the official one. It is in competition with the official construction of
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the state, even if it says what the state says, even if it says that the state
speaks the official truth and thereby finds itself in the position of meta-
state, something that is not envisaged by the state. The sociologist does
something analogous to the coup de force that creates the state by appro-
priating the monopoly of the construction of legitimate representation of
the social world, that is, by tacitly dispossessing each of the social agents
of [. . . their] claim to construct a personal representation of the state, by
claiming to speak the truth about the social world. The state says, on the
question of housing, ‘here is the truth’, and relegates partial views to the
status of interests that are particular, conflict-bound and local.

A very fine text of Durkheim identifies the sociologist with the state.!® He
says that fundamentally the sociologist does something that Spinoza calls
‘knowledge of the second kind’: he produces a truth freed from the lack
bound up with particularity. Each agent has a particular truth (according
to Spinoza, error is a lack), and social agents have private truths, that is,
errors. The sociologist, Durkheim says, is the person able to place himself
at the point from which particular truths appear as particular, and he is
therefore able to utter the truth of particular truths, which is truth pure
and simple. By doing this, the sociologist is close to the state; and it is not
by chance that Durkheim’s view was that the sociologist is spontaneously
an agent of the state. He is the person who places this de-particularized
knowledge at the service of the state, whose function is to produce official,
that is, de-particularized, truths.

The state and the sociologist

How then does the sociologist obtain the concrete means to escape rela-
tivization? How can he produce a non-relativizable point of view on the
genesis of a point of view that lays claims to non-relativization? How can
the sociologist arrive at a scientific theory, claiming universal recognition,
of the process by which an instance is constituted that claims to have a uni-
versal view and generally distributes degrees of legitimacy in the claim to
speak the universal? The state also establishes the professorial chairs at the
Collége de France; the state distributes degrees of claim . . . The problem
of the degree of scientificity of the various sciences — the social sciences and
the natural sciences — is [often] presented in a very naive manner. I shall
now try and formulate it along the lines of what I have just been saying.
A conventional way of tackling the problem of the state is to give a defi-
nition of the state in terms of function — a definition that may be Marxist.
Another conventional approach is to say: ‘As a historian of the Middle
Ages, I say that in the twelfth century wars played a pre-eminent role in the
construction of the state by introducing Roman law, etc . . .” These ambi-
tions are socially recognized as legitimate. The sociologist, for social and
historical reasons, is faced with a very difficult situation. If he takes his role
seriously, he cannot be content with either one or the other, that is, he can
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neither propose grand definitions, universal but almost empty, of the type:
‘The function of the state is to reproduce the conditions of reproduction
of economic capital or profit’, nor can he, without abdicating his specific
role, be content with simply recording propositions about the state that
are partial and circumscribed. He is condemned therefore to rather crazy
attempts of two kinds: either he can try to construct contemporary empiri-
cal objects in such a way as to try to find the state under his scalpel, that is,
construct observable historical objects in such a way that, in the particular
case in question, he can hope to find universal mechanisms to which the
notion of state is attached (that is perhaps the example of Gusfield, who
studies something that looks trivial, but in which something very funda-
mental is involved; that may be what I tried to do in my analysis of the
Barre commission that I explained to you); or he can embark on a rather
crazy undertaking, which a certain number of [thinkers] have attempted,
which is to produce a general theory of the state based on comparing a
large number of historical trajectories of the state.

The danger, as has been said of Perry Anderson, an English Francophile
and Althusserian, who undertook a grand history of the genesis of the
modern state, is to end up proposing no more than a pretentious redefini-
tion of what historians have already said, on the basis of historical propo-
sitions taken second-hand.?’ One can also criticize the position taken by
a very great sociologist, Reinhard Bendix,? who gave the most radical
formulation of scepticism [towards] all universal propositions about the
state, in particular all tendential laws of the kind of ‘Elias’s law’ on the
civilizing process,?? ‘Weber’s law’ on the process of rationalization,? etc.
He systematically challenged the possibility of generalizing on the basis
of a historical sociology that was very popular in the 1970s in the United
States. There was then a whole group of young sociologists who defined
themselves against the dominant ‘establishment’ of the time and insisted
on the use of quantification. They worked for the most part on the present
time, in pure synchrony, with statistical methods. In reaction against this,
there were young sociologists among whom Theda Skocpol was particu-
larly prominent; her book States and Social Revolutions** was important in
drawing attention to new ways of doing sociology.

I embarked on the question of the position of the sociologist because
I wanted to escape from the prophetic role of the sociologist and move
towards the priestly role, which is more restful for the auctor in ques-
tion, and so that you do not feel I am imposing on you the monopoly of
symbolic violence that has been conferred on me. In the same way as the
state usurps the power of constructing social reality that belongs to every
citizen, a professor is invested with a kind of provisional monopoly that
lasts for two hours each week, the monopoly of social construction of
reality. This is a difficult psychological situation. In explaining Gusfield’s
book I was satisfying myself, but I would not want to give you the impres-
sion of only hearing some Bourdieu, even if in principle that is what I am
here for. Skocpol’s book was very important because it showed the pos-
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sibility of doing sociology by drawing on other kinds of facts, facts that
are not quantified but constructed differently. Her second intention was
to show that it was possible — in the native language — to do empirical
macrosociology.

The opposition between macrosociology and microsociology, borrowed
from economics, is a fictional opposition, but it has a considerable social
force, existing both in minds and in reality, and is in my view one of the
great obstacles to scientific work. People generally say: “Yes, macrosociol-
ogy is all very well, but it’s speculation, theory, it doesn’t have any empiri-
cal foundation . . .” The researchers I mentioned showed that it is possible
to do macrosociology based on data of a new type, those given by the
historical tradition when comparative method is applied to it. The limita-
tions of this current are due to the fact that it partly originated from false
problems generated by the social divisions of the American scientific field,
which were converted into mental divisions and false problems. Which
does not mean that what they have done is not interesting.

For Bendix, there was no question of establishing general tendential
laws, which are often projections of the researcher’s unconscious, the
problem of the state being one of the major areas of this projective tempta-
tion; one of the places where the function of certain subjects as projective
tests is most clearly visible. This is very clear in the Marxist tradition. It
is a terrain on which it is hard to establish the constraints of empirical
validation, and on which the most blatant naiveties of the authors’ social
unconscious can find expression. Bendix took it as his task to explain the
divergent responses to similar problems in different historical circum-
stances, while rescuing the sense of historical particularity. This remained
in an American context, as is very clear with structural-functionalists
such as [Shmuel] Eisenstadt, who believe societies confront universal
problems that can be listed. That is typical of Parsons, for whom there
are a certain number of questions that all societies face, with the role of
comparative history being to list the responses that different societies, at
different historical moments, have given to this universal problem, with
a sense of historical particularity, that is, avoiding wild generalizations.?
More generally, attempts at comparative history have also been criticized
for juxtaposing two forms of uninteresting propositions: on the one hand,
general laws that are completely empty, empty macrosociological laws,
universal because empty, of the kind: ‘Everywhere there are dominant and
dominated’, laws that are one of the sources of certain ideological debates;
and on the other hand, propositions that bear on historical singularities,
without the linkage between the two ever being made. What the majority
of books I shall be speaking to you about have been criticized for is strip-
ping these tendential laws of particular historical references.

They are criticized for what a great historian of science, Holton, called
‘adhoc-ism’:% inventing explanatory propositions as a function of what
there is to explain, finding ad hoc explanations, which is all the more
tempting and easy as far as historical comparison is concerned, since the
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outcome of this history is known. What is very likely the cause of the
subsequent situation is isolated in the antecedent situation. Some authors,
in particular Barrington Moore,?” have tried to combat this danger of
assuming causes on the basis of known effects by using the comparative
method as an antidote to the temptation of drawing a general law from a
particular case. He says for example that with a knowledge of American
history, one is tempted to say that a situation in which a country has two
parts, one based on a big agrarian nobility with a slave base and the other
on a modern industrial bourgeoisie whose power is based on free labour,
will lead to civil war. One need only think of Germany in the late nine-
teenth century, its Junkers whose power relied on the use of a quasi-servile
labour being confronted by a bourgeoisie, to see that the structure here
was different. Against this temptation of ‘adhoc-ism’ and ex post lucidity,
comparative history — and this is one of its virtues — provides counter-
propositions and forces a real consideration of the particular case in its
individuality, which is one of the imperatives of the scientific method.

Another important argument developed by researchers is the idea that
each historical series is unique. If you want to compare the English state,
the Japanese state and the French state (as I shall try to do within the limits
of my knowledge), you are tempted to say that, because the founding
agents of these three states were literati, clerks, you are dealing with a state
bureaucracy whose capital has a cultural component. This objection is
hard to overcome. It consists in saying that since history is linear, the point
of departure in a certain sense governs the whole succession. This is some-
thing that historians have an intuition of, and in the name of which they
refuse to offer generalities in the manner of sociologists, whom they criti-
cize for making use of the laborious, serious and erudite work of historians
in order to put forward general and empty propositions. Historians may
well use this argument, but I believe that it would make life difficult in their
own work. That is why they have never formulated it explicitly.

I shall use an analogy to help you understand. There is an analogy
between the history of a state, in both senses of the word, and that of an
individual. [Concerning the] genesis of a habitus, initial experiences cannot
be placed on the same level as later experiences, inasmuch as they have a
structuring effect and are the basis from which all other experiences are
thought, constituted, conceived, legitimized. The logic of precedence is
used not only in law, but also in politics. To have the official on your side,
to have right on your side, is often to say, for example: ‘I am only doing
what De Gaulle did in 1940 .. Certain historical bifurcations can be
treated as relatively irreversible. By the same token, you may think that
there is a kind of accumulation in the course of history, which means that,
if you compare today the mental structures of a French professor with
those of an English or a German one, it is likely that you would find the
whole history of the educational system, and through this, of the French
state from the twelfth century on. Think of what Durkheim did in his
famous book L’Evolution pedagogique en France.?® In order to understand
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the educational system today, he was obliged to go back to the twelfth
century, back to the hierarchy of faculties. In my book Homo Academicus,
I showed that the mental faculties of professors in different faculties are
structured following the division of faculties as institutions, a division that
has been established over the centuries. In other words, the principles of
division and vision of the world associated with different disciplines are
themselves associated with the history — in large part contingent — of the
teaching institution, itself associated with the history of the process of
state formation.

This is more or less the argument I wanted to give by way of warning
before going on to speak to you of the attempts of three authors:
Barrington Moore in The Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy,
Eisenstadt in The Political Systems of Empires and Perry Anderson in
his two books Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism and Lineages of the
Absolutist State.? 1 shall try to give you the broad outlines of these books,
which are enormous volumes, with two objectives. On the one hand, to try
and see what they each contribute as instruments in providing a historical
genesis of the state, and on the other hand, what lessons may be drawn
from their errors, and from their failings from the methodological point
of view.
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The rhetoric of the official — The public and the official — The universal
other and censorship — The ‘legislator as artist’ — The genesis of public
discourse — Public discourse and the imposition of form — Public opinion

The rhetoric of the official

I want to go over again here, in a deeper and more systematic way, what
I sketched out in the last lecture. The title for what I am going to propose
to you could be ‘the rhetoric of the official’. I shall try to bring together,
if not in a systematic form then at least as coherently as possible, a series
of reflections that I have been offering you for several years now, starting
from law, proceeding by way of analysis of the pious hypocrisy of law,
then by way of analysis of disinterestedness, etc., and I ended up last time
with a series of reflections that must have appeared to you disjointed —
which indeed they were both objectively and subjectively. I want to take
up again the analysis of the official that I sketched out in the last lecture,
around the notion of commission, the idea of the mandated agent, in
which a commission of this kind, by its very existence, raises the question
of those who appoint it. In its original use, in English, the word ‘commis-
sion’ meant a mandate: to have a commission meant being mandated to do
a certain thing. The question, therefore, is to know who commissions the
members of a commission. Whose mandataries are they? And isn’t it part
of their action to theatricalize the origin of their mandate, to make people
believe in the existence of a mandate that is not just self-proclaimed?
One of the problems of members of commissions, whoever they are, is
to convince themselves that they are speaking not just for themselves,
but in the name of a higher instance that has to be defined and brought
into existence. The question I should like to raise today is: whose spokes-
person is the mandatory? If we are talking about a commission charged
with reforming support for housing, people will say: this commission is
mandated by the state, and the regression back to the principals stops
there. Basically, all the work I am doing with you here consists in going
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back beyond the state. What is this reality in the name of which those who
speak ex officio officiate? What is the reality in the name of which those
who have an officium speak in the name of the state? And what therefore
is this reality that those who speak ex officio, that is, officially, bring into
existence by the fact of speaking, or that they must bring into existence for
their speech to be official?

Y ou might think this is just playing with words, but I justify this manner
of proceeding by the fact that a certain analysis of language is essential
inasmuch as language is the depositary of a whole social philosophy that
has to be recovered. I always cite as example, to justify this way of pro-
ceeding, Benveniste’s magnificent work Le Vocabulaire des institutions
indo-européennes,! in which he reveals, from analysis of the original forms
of Indo-European languages, the political philosophy of the language that
is inscribed in them. I think that Benveniste wrote on the one hand, as a
linguist, an explicit theory of the performative, while on the other hand he
presented an entire reflection on the implicit philosophy of the discourse of
authority that is contained in Indo-European legal language. I think that
the theory he revealed from what is implicit in the Indo-European vocabu-
lary is far stronger and more interesting than that which he revealed
simply as a linguist (albeit a very competent one, and basing himself on the
whole linguistic tradition of Austin).? I think that this work has nothing in
common with traditional philosophical word play in the manner of Alain
or Heidegger, which consists in making words do things, and I believe that
what I am going to do is not of this type.

I shall try and reflect, therefore, on those social agents who speak in
the name of the social whole, whom Max Weber somewhere calls ‘ethical
prophets’ or ‘law prophets’,? that is, the founders of a discourse designed
to be unanimously recognized as the unanimous expression of the unani-
mous group. Among these legal prophets, the Kabyle sage, the amusnaw,
is the person who speaks in difficult situations. He is often a poet, and
expresses himself in a language that we would call poetic. He is mandated,
either tacitly or explicitly, to tell the group what the group thinks, and
to do so in difficult situations when the group no longer knows what to
think; he is the person who thinks even when the group no longer knows
what to think. The work of the poet, who is the man of extreme situations,
situations of conflict, tragic situations in which everyone is both right and
wrong, is to reconcile the group with its official image, especially when the
group is obliged to transgress this official image. In the case of a moral
antinomy, moral conflicts over ultimate values, the sage or poet refers
to authorities, and one of the rhetorical procedures he employs — exactly
as politicians do — is prosopopoeia, a rhetorical figure that consists in
speaking in the place of an absent person or an object, and in the name of
something that can be a person, ancestors, the lineage, the people, public
opinion. He speaks then in the name of an ensemble that is made to exist
by the fact of speaking in its name. Prosopopoeia can be institutionalized
when the spokesperson is mandated to voice this trans-personal speech.
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Think for example of De Gaulle saying ‘France believes’ to mean ‘I believe
... Someone who took himself for De Gaulle and said ‘France believes’
would obviously be seen as mad, whereas someone who speaks ex officio
in the name of France is seen as normal, even if people find it a little bit
excessive. The ethical prophets are interesting because they bring about a
reappearance of what is taken for granted in the case of the routine legiti-
mate spokesperson. The president of the republic constantly speaks as
an institution embodying a collectivity that is reconciled in him. He may
sometimes say: ‘I am president of all the French people’, but normally
he does not have to say this. When he receives congratulations from the
constitutional bodies, it is France and not he who receives the congratula-
tions of these bodies that are constitutive of France; even the opposition
is there to acknowledge the transcendence of this biological person who is
in reality an institution.

Why do we need to go back to original situations, that of the Kabyle
amusnaw, that of the juridical creator or, that of the beginnings of the
state, with the canon lawyers of the twelfth century who invented the
modern state, all these things that have become self-evident and com-
monplace in our minds? Because it is in these circumstances that the ques-
tions ‘who is speaking?’, ‘what is he speaking about?’, ‘in whose name
is he speaking? are posed, while the rhetoric that is also present in the
congratulations of the constitutional bodies is far more obvious: the func-
tions it fulfils are visible and declared. One of the virtues of beginnings
— Lévi-Strauss speaks in Tristes tropiques* of the ‘grandeur inseparable
from beginnings’ — is that they are theoretically interesting because what
will become taken-for-granted, and will therefore be destroyed in the
invisibility of this taken-for-granted, is still conscious, still visible — of ten
dramatically visible. The amusnaw, or the ethical prophet, is the person
who, in Mallarmé’s verse (quoted in dissertations to the point of having
become completely trite), ‘gives a purer sense to the words of the tribe’,
that is, the person who will speak to the tribe using the words in which
the tribe ordinarily utters its highest values, but effecting a poetic work on
these words. This work on form is necessary in order for these words to
regain their original meaning — of ten the role of the amusnaw is to return to
the sources, to what is pure, as opposed to the routinized, the corrupted —
or to reveal an unheeded meaning, obscured by ordinary language, which
makes it possible to conceive an extraordinary situation. In analysing, for
example, the great pre-Socratics, people like Enpedocles — I have in mind
Jean Bollack’s book® — or the poets of pre-literate societies, it is often
noticeable how poets are people who invent within certain limits; they take
up a well-known proverb and make it undergo a minuscule alteration that
changes its meaning completely, which means that they [combine] the ben-
efits of conformity to the official with those of transgression. There is the
famous case cited by Bollack of a verse of Homer’s that contains the word
phos, which generally means ‘light’, but which has a very rare secondary
meaning in which phos means ‘man’. So the verse that everyone knows
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is cited, in its ordinary form, but giving it a little alteration — which may
be a difference of accent or pronunciation — and the commonplace and
routinized ordinary expression is ‘debanalized’ and reactivated, though
the ordinary meaning remains present. You have, at the level of form, the
exact equivalent of what is required at the level of function: a conforming
transgression, a transgression within the proper forms. This requires a
mastery of language. Jurists are masters of language.

I do not want to go too fast, as afterwards I criticize myself for such
telescoping — I think things are clearer in my head than in what I say — but
I want to turn to something that is important, a remark by Kantorowicz
in a very fine text, ‘The sovereignty of the artist’.6 Kantorowicz sees the
legislator as close to the poet, though he does not make too much of this.
He carries out a similar work on history to that which Benveniste does on
language, discovering a deep philosophical truth in the juridical act, but
without exploiting this completely. I think that to understand fully what
Kantorowicz tells us, it is necessary to do the work, slowly and carefully,
of deepening what is implicit in the notion of official. I shall return to this
later, so as not to jump too quickly from one theme to another.

The prophet catches the group in its own trap. He invokes the collective
ideal that tells the group the best of what the group thinks of itself: basi-
cally he expresses the collective morality. We have again here the notion
of the pious hypocrisy of the supreme juridical bodies of the state, such as
the Conseil d’Etat. The logic of pious hypocrisy consists in taking people
at their word, at their grand words. The ethical mandatories act as persons
to whom the group delegates the utterance of the ‘must-be’ that the group
is obliged to recognize because it recognizes itself in this official truth.
The Kabyle amusnaw is the person who embodies the values of honour,
which are the official values, to the highest degree. Making fun of bour-
geois idealism, Marx speaks in his ‘Contribution to the critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right’ [1843] of the ‘spiritualist point of honour’. The point
of honour is typically what is involved when people recognize the official:
it is the disposition to recognize what has to be recognized when one is
before other people, facing other people. This is why ‘losing face’ is such
an important notion in this logic — viz. the logic, in many civilizations,
of ‘in front of” and ‘behind’, ‘what one shows when facing people’ and
‘what one hides’. The amusnaw, as embodiment of honour, is the person
who recalls that the values of honour are indispensable, and [at the same
time] that in certain tragic situations they can be superseded in the name
of honour itself — I refer you to a dialogue I had with Mammeri, published
in Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales;’ he enables the group to
transgress its official ideals without denying them, saving what is essential,
the obsequium, that is, the recognition of ultimate values. He requires the
group to bring itself to order, to save the rules precisely in the case of their
transgression. We find here one of the foundations of the notion of legiti-
macy. People very often confuse legitimacy with legality. Weber made the
point that the thief recognizes legitimacy by concealing himself in order
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to steal. This opposition between public and private is found again here;
in concealed transgression there is a recognition of public values. This is
basically the key idea.

The official, therefore, is the public. It is the idea that the group has of
itself, and the idea that it wants to give of itself, the representation (in the
sense of mental image but also of theatrical performance) that it wants to
give of itself when it presents itself as a group. One might say ‘before other
groups’, but not necessarily: before itself as a group. All the mirror effects
have to be taken into account here. In other words, the idea that it wants
to give of itself in public representation: you see here the link between the
official and the theatre, theatricalization, with the official being the visible,
the public, the theatrical — the theatrum, that which is seen, which is given
as a spectacle. It is therefore the idea that the group wants to have and give
of itself before itself as other. This has the air of metaphysical speculation,
but you will see that an entire analysis is needed of the mirror and the role
of the spectacle in the mirror as realization of the official.

The public and the official

We need to deepen here the opposition between public and private. The
word ‘public’ has many meanings. I stumbled on these themes when com-
menting on a text of d’Aguesseau,® who was one of the great founders of
the modern juridical and state order in France, in which, in a completely
unconscious way, he played with three or four different meanings of the
word ‘public’. I shall focus on two of these for the purpose of my demon-
stration. The public is first of all that which is opposed to the particular,
the singular, the idios of the Greeks, that which is unique in the sense of
‘idiot’, ‘lacking common sense’, ‘special’, ‘particular’, ‘personal’; a private
opinion is a singular opinion. The private is also what is independent of
the collective, and public actions, in the original sense, are attributed to
agents who ‘speak for’; they are actions or thoughts that are attributed
to representative representatives of the group, the collectivity, those who
are called ‘official personalities’, who act officially. For example, when an
official wants to make the point that he is no longer being official, he says
he is speaking ‘in a private capacity’. The property that is key to all the
acts of an official personage is then put in parentheses, the property that
he always commits more than just himself. So much so that when he wants
to commit only himself, he is obliged to suspend this particular property.
A consideration of political scandal would be needed here, but I don’t
want to go off on a tangent and lose your attention; political scandal owes
its dramatic aspect to the fact that it plays on this property of the official
person who has to act officially, and when he publicly shows himself or is
revealed to have made a private appropriation of his public personage,
that is patrimonialism, nepotism, one or other form of misappropriation
of the collective symbolic capital to the benefit of the private individual.
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It is clear that the imperative division between public and private, official
and unofficial, public and hidden or secret, is imposed on public men to
the greatest degree. ‘Waftle’ goes with the territory; it is what makes it pos-
sible for public men to field questions on private life. Is it possible to make
confidences in public?

The public is thus opposed to the particular, to the singular. Secondly,
it is opposed to the concealed, the invisible. To speak in public, to do
something in public, means to do so in a visible manner, ostensibly, even
ostentatiously, without hiding anything, without leaving anything behind
the scenes. Once again, the theatrical analogy is apt: the public is what
takes place on stage. Hence the essential link between the public, the offi-
cial, and the theatrical. Private acts are invisible, they take place behind
the scenes, backstage; the public, on the contrary, is conducted in view
of everyone, before a universal audience, in which it is not possible to
select, or to make an aside and say: ‘I’'m talking to you in confidence’ — it
is immediately heard by everyone. An effect of radio and television is that
confidences are made before millions of people. You can’t select people in
the audience, and this universal audience means that official statements are
omnibus statements, intended for everyone, and for no one in particular. I
believe that the anxiety theatrical situations create (stage fright) is due to
this confrontation with a universal public to whom it is impossible to say
anything concealed or inadmissible. It is clear here that you can never be
quite sure of not saying what must not be said in public, hence the constant
danger of a lapsus, a gaffe, a lack of proper behaviour, a Dostoyevskian
fault. People who give public lectures suffer from stage fright. It is impossi-
ble to exclude witnesses, and basically the official situation is the opposite
of the situation of the invisible man.

Thought experiment is an important instrument of understanding and
knowledge, for breaking with what is self-evident and is taken for granted.
There is a splendid thought experiment on the problem I am dealing with
here in Plato’s Republic, with the myth of Gyges’ ring, the story of a shep-
herd who finds a ring by chance, puts it on his finger, turns the signet and
becomes invisible, seduces the queen and becomes king. The philosophy
of this myth raises the question of private morality. Can there be a non-
public morality, not subject to publicity, to actual or potential publication,
that is, to public revelation, to denunciation, to bringing to light what is
hidden? Gyges’ ring is to morality what the evil demon is to the theory
of knowledge. Official announcement would be to morality what the evil
demon is to knowledge . . .° Could there be a morality for an invisible man,
that is, a man protected from publication, from becoming public, from
being revealed to all, before the tribunal of public opinion? In other words,
is there not an essential link between visibility and morality? The problem
comes up again in the especially demanding morality imposed on people
whose job it is to be visible embodiments of the morality and officialness
of the group.!® We feel that the politician who transgresses the values of
disinterestedness betrays a kind of tacit contract, that of the official: I am
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official, and so I must conform to the official. Political delegation involves
a kind of tacit contract that lies at the root of the sense of scandal pro-
voked by the publication of private interests — interests of a bureaucracy,
of a party, of currents of thought — dissimulated beneath the professions of
faith, universal and disinterested, that are constitutive of the role. If poli-
ticians make professions of disinterested faith, this is not from faith, but
because they are constitutive of the role, constitutive of the official; they
cannot do otherwise, it is constitutive of the fact of their being mandated.

If the distinction between private and public is of this kind, if the private
is both that which is singular and that which is concealed or capable of
being concealed, then the official effect necessarily involves an effect of
universalization, moralization, and here we can take up all the analyses
that Goffman makes of the presentation of self and the behaviour of social
agents in public.!! I mentioned to you last time the magnificent example
that Goffman gives of waiters in a restaurant who, when they pass through
the swing door, change their posture, adjust their jacket, hold themselves
straight and put their napkin correctly over their arm. As the saying goes,
‘it’s no longer the same person’. They change, and this kind of change,
which corresponds to the boundary between the public and the private, is
the entrance onto the stage. These things may be insignificant, but at the
root of them is the correctness that self-presentation in public demands. A
whole analysis could be done on confidentiality or confession, and official
or public discourse. There are magazines, of ten designed for women, that
specialize in this: confidence is typically a private language for a private
person, intimate and rather feminine (the division of labour between the
sexes is closely bound up with the opposition between public and private).
Women are on the side of the intimate, the private, confession, it is they
who are entitled to confidences. Confidence is therefore on the side of the
private, in contrast with official discourse, that is, acts performed in the
name of the group and in the eyes of the group. There is in fact a word to
denote the person who makes confidences in public: he is an ‘exhibition-
ist’. He shows publicly what is supposed to be concealed. The scandal of
Rousseau’s Confessions was that this role was not established, hence the
sense of transgression. (Today, the right to narcissism is one of the profes-
sional properties of all artists. On [the radio channel] France-Culture you
hear legitimate narcissistic professions of faith; if you don’t talk about
your mum and dad, you haven’t done your job as a writer . . .)

This opposition between confidence and official discourse is bound
up with a whole series of oppositions that lie at the heart of the mental
structures of most societies, Kabyle society in particular: inside/outside,
private/public, house (female)/marketplace, assembly or agora (male);
female/male; the biological or natural that is reserved for the home (where
children are made, cooking done, etc.)/culture; facing people, holding
your ground with a certain stance — there is a very fine article by Goffman
on stance, ‘knowing how to carry yourself’!? — the front/the back — this
great opposition lies at the root of the deepest representations we can have
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about the sexual division and homosexuality; between economics and
honour, which is a very important opposition, as it is by way of this that
you get the identification of the official with disinterestedness.!* The case
of Kabylia is interesting, because things are said there in a more explicit
fashion: economics in the strict sense, that is, the sense in which we under-
stand it, contracts, repayments, etc., is only proper between women. A
man of honour does not say: ‘I’ll lend you an ox until autumn’; he says:
‘T’ll lend you an ox’, whereas women are reputedly [thrifty], clearly in the
view of men, who have the official Kabyle philosophy in which the good
side is always the public, male side, the other side being wretched and
shameful. The male view of the female economy, that is, our economy, is
one of disgust — it’s alright for women, as they call a spade a spade. The
woman says: ‘I’'m lending you, so you give it back’, whereas the man of
honour says: ‘I’m lending you something, I know that you are a man of
honour and so you will give it back, and as I only lend to a man of honour,
I am sure that you’ll give it back.” So that goes without saying. You may
think this is something very archaic, but if you reflect on it, you will see
that in our own society — think of the division of labour between the sexes
in your own household - in awkward situations, the man gets his wife to
say what he cannot say himself, discreetly reminding his friends of the
repayment date: ‘My wife is getting impatient . . .’

[Break in the lecture]

Women are on the side of the contract economy, of an economy that
does not deny its nature. Men also do economic transactions, of course,
make gifts for example, but these are denied in the Freudian sense: I make
exchanges as if I was not making them. The exchange of gifts is advanta-
geous to both parties, but this is concealed, disguised as an act of gener-
ous exchange; mutual advantage is to the exchange of gifts what the real
economy is to the ideal official economy. I believe that one of the universal
properties of all societies is that the economic economy is never really
acknowledged. Even today, the most capitalist capitalists always have a
collection of paintings (this is simplistic, but I could develop it), or else
they set up a foundation and are patrons . .. Historically, societies (it is
ridiculous put like that, but this is in order to proceed quickly) have found
it very hard to admit that they had an economy, because this is one of the
shameful things. The discovery of the economy as economy was difficult to
make. ‘In business, feelings don’t come into it.” ‘Business is business.’ These
tautologies were extremely difficult discoveries, since they run counter to
the official image of disinterestedness, generosity and gratuitousness that
societies, and the dominant within these societies, that is, men, wanted to
have. Within these universes of opposition, you can see outlined the link
between the official and the disinterested. What I said last year on disinter-
estedness will be more coherent in the analysis I am giving now.!*

This series of oppositions defines a fundamental opposition, between
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the private universe, that of impulses, nature, spontaneity, and the
universe of the public, of manners, bearing, morality, asceticism. In
Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious Life there is an astonishing
passage — God knows that he cannot be suspected of a naive or naively
relativist universalism — in which he says that if there is one thing that is
universal, it is the fact that culture is always associated with the idea of
asceticism.!> As Durkheim was a professor under the Third Republic, with
his little beard and his intention of honouring a secular morality, you may
think this is a nice ethical anachronism. I believe that he was right. This
opposition between nature and culture, between spontaneity and proper
form, is fundamentally the Freudian opposition between the id and the
superego; and in fact the public, this kind of anonymous character within
which one cannot arbitrarily decide who has the right to hear and who
does not, is a universal public, that is, a public before whom a whole lot
of things are censored. In the nineteenth century, people said: ‘not in front
of women and children’. The official excludes barrack-room jokes, that is,
jokes intended for a group made up solely of men, for example soldiers
released from naive moral censorship. The opposition between the id and
the superego is in full vigour here, that is, the basis of the Freudian theory
of the superego and censorship. The point I intended to reach here is of
course that the official is censorship.!¢

The universal other and censorship

Censorship is something that is at the same time imposed from outside (by
way of sanctions) and internalized in the form of the superego. There is a
famous expression of George Herbert Mead, an American psychosociolo-
gist and a major thinker, who talks of a ‘generalized other’.!” In certain
situations we are dealing with a kind of generalized other, a universal
other. This is what I shall now try to develop.

Censorship of the moral kind, which Gyges’ invisibility makes it pos-
sible to escape, is not only fear of the policeman, it is something far deeper,
the kind of universal eye constituted by the world of all social agents,
which brings to bear on an action the judgement implied by recognition of
the most universal values in which the group recognizes itself. The kind of
terror that public appearance arouses, on television for example, is bound
up with confrontation not with a universal other, but with a kind of uni-
versal alter ego that is a kind of generalized superego, a universal alter ego
formed by everyone who acknowledges the same universal values, that is,
values that cannot be denied without denying oneself, since one identifies
oneself with the universal by affirming oneself as a member of this com-
munity that acknowledges the universal, the community of men who are
really men. This is a point that I shall naturally come back to.

There is always something implicit in these invocations of the universal:
the Kabyles are thinking of men of honour when they say ‘universal’;
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the Kanaks think of men who are really men, as opposed to non-men,
who begin with the neighbouring tribe, or women.!® This universal is
always particular. I will quote to you [later on] a splendid sentence from
Mackinnon, an English nineteenth-century writer on public opinion, who
gives in a naive manner — no one would dare to speak like this nowadays,
but everyone feels like this when they are confronted with the universal
public — the content of this universal audience that exerts a function of
censorship on the speaker who speaks publicly in the name of the official.'’

(All this is by way of reminder. I have analysed hypocrisy at length as a
homage that vice pays to virtue. I am afraid of always going both too fast
and too slow ... I have a problem with tempo, not because I think that
what [ am saying is very important, and thus deserves to be spoken slowly
in the manner of philosophers who are thinking. I think that one always
proceeds too quickly. And so it is not because of the importance I ascribe
to what I am saying that I think I should go more slowly, it is rather
because I believe I am still going too quickly for the importance of what
I am trying to say. And by going too quickly there is a risk of passing too
quickly over important things, of missing a bifurcation, implications. I am
constantly repeating the same thing, but if there is one thing that I want to
communicate, it is this kind of respect in conceiving the social. If the social
is conceived so poorly, it is because the weighty and pedestrian modes of
thought normally associated with the philosophical, the uttermost depth,
are not applied to it. This is to justify that although I'm going slowly, I still
think I’'m going too fast.)

This analysis of the universal other needs further development. What
exactly is this universal alter ego, an instance that I cannot revoke without
denying my human quality (with the limitations I have stated), a court
whose verdict I tacitly accept by the fact of addressing myself publicly,
with an official function, to these people? This superego is a kind of practi-
cal embodiment of the constraining reminder of what ‘must-be’, something
experienced in the mode of feeling, stage fright experienced in the mode of
panic, timidity, intimidation, the bodily fear that is often associated with
the earliest learning experiences of socialization. The relationship to the
father and to this universal audience might make it possible to show the
link between sociology and psychoanalysis . .. This universal other is a
kind of ungraspable transcendence, the weakened form of which manifests
itself to us as ‘what will people say?’, what Kabyles call the word of men.
The man of honour is always obsessed by the word of men, what men
might say. We are close here to public opinion, to ‘what will people say?’,
to gossip, all those statements that are doubly transcendent. They have
the transcendence that Sartre called the serial, an indefinite regression as
practical infinity; and there is also the fact that this purely additive set of
people have something in common which is that officially they always rec-
ognize the official values in the name of which they judge what I am doing.

This universal other is a kind of fantasy — we are getting close here to
the state and law — that can be materialized by a public, by an audience,
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but it is a fantasy in which is embodied the idea of self that each singular
individual seeks to give to others, for others and before others. It is not
a simple, commonplace being-for-other, the gaze in Sartre’s analysis,
which contains a bit of truth but does not go very far. It is a super ego®
constituted by the ensemble of alter egos that have the same super ego
in common. This kind of collective super ego, at once transcendent and
immanent, transcendent because immanent in thousands of agents, is cen-
sorship in the strong sense of the term — Freud did not develop his notion
of censorship in much detail. It is clear here that there is no antimony
between sociology and psychoanalysis.

The ‘legislator as artist’

I shall return now to the legal prophets, and those people who perform
original acts of uttering the ‘must-be’ that a society recognizes. Their pious
hypocrisy is the recognition of everything I have just been saying. They are
people who speak in the name of this generalized super ego, of the official,
and who, by this token, can even rule on an official transgression of the offi-
cial rules, since they are masters. They succeed in releasing the group from
the fatality that the group is for the group, because groups are caught up
in their own game. Groups constantly say that a man of honour is a truly
masculine man. How can groups be released from the traps that they set for
themselves, and that are constitutive of their group existence? Jurists are
people who assert the official even in those extreme cases when the official
must be officially transgressed. The extreme case is particularly interesting.

The sociologist finds himself in a difficult position in this game. What is
he doing? Is he not himself in an official position? Is he not speaking offi-
cially about the official? Is he not exposed to tacitly accepting the implica-
tions of the official? He places himself somewhat outside the game; he is
not the Kabyle amusnaw, or the wise man on the commission of wise men,
that is, someone explicitly mandated by a bureaucratic society. He is self-
mandated by his specific competence, known and acknowledged, in saying
things that are hard to think. The sociologist does something that is both
disappointing and disturbing. Instead of doing this work with the official,
he states what is involved in doing the official work — he is ‘meta-meta’. If
it is true that the state is meta, then the sociologist is always a step beyond.
This means that he is very irritating, and people always want to say to him,
‘and what about you ...? He is ‘beyond the beyond’, as Achille Talon
puts it;?' he doesn’t act the wise man, he says what those who do act the
wise man are doing. Which is perhaps a kind of wisdom.

To come back now to Kantorowicz. In his article “The sovereignty of
the artist’, Kantorowicz speaks of the legislator as an artist able to make
something out of nothing. Drawing on Renaissance texts, he says that the
poet and the jurist have a comparable function in that they both seek to
imitate nature thanks to their specific genius and inspiration. The differ-
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ence between them is that the legislator draws his strength from divine
inspiration and creates judgements and legal techniques from nothing; but
in order to do so, he acts ex officio and not simply ex ingenio. The jurist
is a professional officially mandated to create official fictions ex officio.
This is a work on language that is not just playing with words. One line
of research in social science consists in awakening dead meanings, killed
off by what Weber calls routinization, banalization. In order to create the
official, it is necessary to create the officium, the function on the basis of
which one has the right to create the official. The state, in other words, is
the place from which the official is spoken. Its word is ex officio, it is there-
fore official, public, with the right to be recognized; it cannot be disavowed
by a tribunal. If it is true that the generative principle of the official is the
ex officio, how then is the officium created? The description of the official,
in fact, refers to the genesis of the official, of the state that has made the
official. Kantorowicz worked on the jurists who stood at the origin of
the official. I am simplifying, as you cannot say that it was the jurists and
canon lawyers who made the state, but they did make a great contribution
to it. I believe that it is impossible to give a genealogy of Western society
without bringing in the determining role of jurists brought up on Roman
law, capable of producing this fictio juris, this legal fiction. The state is a
legal fiction produced by lawyers who produced themselves as lawyers by
producing the state.??

[Break in the lecture.]

The genesis of public discourse

To pick up the threads. I received a question: “You located the secret of the
state on the side of the public. How do you explain that?’ I will not answer
this [separately], as the answer will be contained in what I am about to
say. I tried to analyse the opposition between the public and the private,
and I will return to the problem of the genesis of a public discourse, of the
social conditions in which a public discourse can be produced. But I think
that in order to deal in a systematic and coherent way with the problem of
the genesis and history of the state, preliminary reflections of this kind are
needed, or else a very major part of the historical material is overlooked.
Perhaps you think that what I am telling you is abstract and speculative.
In fact, it is the precondition for concrete operations of reading docu-
ments. There are texts that I might have read without really reading them,
and that today I believe I am capable of reading and will find something
in them. Historical documents, like all documents, an interview, a statisti-
cal table, etc. — this is an epistemological commonplace, but it needs to be
repeated here — only speak if you have questions [to put to them]. In rela-
tion to this particular object which I said was particularly difficult because
it is inscribed in our heads, you have to make explicit these categories that
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it instils in us, simply to succeed in seeing, to be amazed by things that pass
unperceived because they blind our eyes, because with mental structures
that are adjusted to the structures from which the materials in question are
constructed we do not even see these materials. We read them distractedly
... Sociology is difficult because you have to have the eye. It is very hard
to teach this. You can only say: ‘In your position, I would have said that.’
It is a trade with a very long apprenticeship. What I am trying to convey is
a manner of constructing reality that makes it possible to see facts that are
normally not seen. This has nothing to do with intuition, it is very slow.
So much for the justification of my impatient harpings, which are as much
for myself as for you.

Proceeding from this analysis, it is possible to distinguish three situa-
tions. The first is that of the law prophet, the sage, the amusnaw who has
to win his mandate afresh each time — he has to succeed on every occa-
sion. The prophet, as Weber says, has no guarantor beyond himself;; he is
not ex officio. If he is not up to the mark, his prophetic status collapses,
whereas if the philosophy professor is not up the mark, his status sustains
him, likewise the priest who does a daily miracle ex officio, who cannot fail
to succeed. A part of the work that the prophet does, particularly poetic
work on form, is designed to assert his ‘commission’ and have it recog-
nized; and if he is not up to the mark, he loses his mandate. He is therefore
extraordinary. He cannot do miracles every day. The law prophet is a
kind of continuous creation of his own mandate.?® He exists in Cartesian
time, the time of a miracle repeated each moment. If the prophet stops
creating himself as creator, he falls; he becomes just another person, even
a madman, since, given that what he says is extreme, there is only a step
between the discredit that destroys the madman and the respect, the aura,
that surrounds the recognized prophet.

The second situation is that of jurists, legislator-poets in a position of
legal prophecy, of creation. These are the English canon lawyers of the
twelfth century whom Kantorowicz discusses, who were the first to put
forward the theory of the state. One of Kantorowicz’s historic merits is
to have reconstructed the philosophy of the state that was explicit for the
founders of the state, following the principle that at the beginning obscure
things are visible — things that later no longer need to be said because they
are taken for granted. Hence the interest of anthropology and compara-
tive methods, Durkheim’s subjects. I believe that the main interest of this
research on the genesis of the state is the clarity of beginnings. At the
beginning, you are still forced to say things that later go without saying
because the question is no longer raised, precisely because the state has
the effect of resolving the problem of the state. The state has the effect of
making people believe that there is no problem of the state. Basically, that
is what I have been saying all along. I'm pleased with this formula. It is
what I wanted to say when I said that the state poses a particular problem
for us because we have state ideas that we apply to the state.

The third situation: jurists who are still close to the amusnaw. You still
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see what they are doing, and they are themselves obliged to know this to
some extent in order to do it. They are obliged to invent the notion of
fictio juris, to theorize their own work and ask themselves: ‘In whose name
are we speaking? Is it God or public opinion . ..? Jurists in a normal
state situation, on the other hand, who are mandated, institutionalized,
are reproducers and no longer legal creators, at most charged in certain
circumstances with judging the judges, dealing with the most thorny cases,
those that Alain Bancaud?* discusses, those that raise the question of the
justice of justice, those that are the site of infinite regression: there is a
judgement, an appeal, then an appeal against the appeal, but there has to
be an end-point . . . Either you say ‘It’s God’, or else you say: “There is a
human court of justice that judges the legitimacy of judges.’ It’s with them
that you find the concept of pious hypocrisy. These jurists in a normal
situation, even if they ask themselves problems about justice, do not raise
the actual problem of their existence as justiciaries. A whole work could be
done on ‘justiciaries and judges’: the justiciary is the self-mandated legal
prophet who imposes a new form of prophetic justice. A fine work could
be carried out on the enforcer in Western movies and the official represen-
tation of justice. This character is a juridical creator of a certain type who
opposes a personal and private justice to juridical common sense, and he
naturally has problems with justice.

What happens in any juridical act, or any act of state foundation, is
clearer in the first and second cases, that is, the case of the legal prophet
and the case of jurists in a situation of legal prophecy, than it is in the third
case where nothing is visible any more. Yet there are common features
none the less, and if it is interesting to study the original prophetic situ-
ations, this is because they reveal things that continue to operate in the
routinized cases without this being visible. If there were a difference in
kind, it would no longer be interesting to study the origins because they
reveal things that continue to operate but that pass unnoticed. What the
legal prophets teach is that in order for legal prophecy to function it has
to be self-legitimizing, and they reveal that the state is the fictio juris that
founds all the acts of juridical creation. This is what leads to the ordinary
fictio juris being forgotten as such. And so it is this that makes for what
Max Weber called the ‘routinization of (juridical) charisma’,?> making this
commonplace and everyday.

We can now ask how the original or routinized jurist has to act in order
to carry out this juridical creation, for his act not to be just an ordinary act
among others. We see that there is a link between juridical creation and
the imposition of form. I will not repeat here an analysis I have already
made in another context. (Very often, in my reflections, I go back over the
same points but from a higher perspective, seeing differently something
different in what I had previously been able to see from a certain point
of view.) I elaborated in my work on Heidegger, where I was working on
the notion of censorship in a field,? [the idea of] the imposition of form
that a scientific or philosophical field exerts; I emphasized the relationship
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between this censorship that a field exerts and the imposition of form that
those who wish to be recognized as full members of the field carry out. If
you want to be recognized as a philosopher, you must assume philosophi-
cal forms simply in order to say things — all the more so if what you say
is hostile to the tacit presuppositions of the philosopher’s trade. I par-
ticularly focused on Heidegger, as what he had to say was fundamentally
hostile to the implicit philosophy of philosophers. In this way I established
a link between censorship exerted on the scientific or philosophical field,
and two operations: the imposition of form and observing the forms. I
emphasized the fact that the imposition of form always involves observing
the forms: the social world demands that you bring yourself into line with
the official, by extending to the world under consideration the fundamen-
tal recognition of the official that consists in observing the forms, that
is, not saying things bluntly, putting them into a poetic form, expressing
them in a euphemistic way, as against the cacophony of the barbarian
or blasphemer. Philosophical euphemism, of no matter what kind, is the
result of an operation that consists in the imposition of form and, by the
same token, manifesting that you respect the forms. Huizinga, in Homo
Ludens,*” emphasized that the cheat, like Max Weber’s thief, transgresses
the rule of the game while concealing himself. But there is also the spoiler
who refuses to be polite, who rejects the game of the obsequium: it is he
whom the social world completely expels. If you remember what I was
saying about the sociologist, who is meta-meta, stating the rule of the game
that consists in observing the forms, you will understand why he is often
perceived as a spoiler.

Public discourse and the imposition of form

The person who expresses himself politely is the person who respects
himself and who respects in himself the generalized ego that I discussed
above, which translates into form by the fact that these Kabyle poets write
like Mallarmé: they play on words in as complicated a way as he did, they
have forms of versification that are as complicated as Mallarmé. One might
ask how, in the absence of writing, it is possible to invent such complex
and refined verbal forms; this presupposes a tremendous training. There
are schools of poets who are often, as in Homer, smiths, demiurgoi. They
are professionals of dodgy verbal improvisation and, contrary to accepted
ideas, ‘oral’ and ‘popular’ does not mean ‘simple’. These poets use complex
verbal forms, archaisms, things that ordinary people no longer understand,
and this enables them to speak above people’s heads, to address them-
selves to certain individuals, as the pre-Socratics did. When Empedocles is
translated by French academics who aim to translate him into Voltairean
terms, not a great deal remains ... You have the Heideggerian reading
that adds meaning, and the rather positivist reading that subtracts meaning
... Between the two, these poets are professionals of a highly regulated
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formalization, all the more so in that what is to be said touches on funda-
mental questions. The classical tragedies, those of Aeschylus or Sophocles,
for example, are extremely complex discourses that theatricalize extreme
situations, in which ultimate things are said in a form that everyone may
hear, but that only the elect understand. One of the solutions for these
public men is a double discourse on two levels: esoteric for the initiates,
and exoteric for the others. The Kabyle amusnaw, or Empedocles, or the
great pre-Socratics, were able to speak on two levels. There is an inherent
polysemy — I am not speaking of postmodern polysemy — that is bound up
with the contradiction of speaking publicly: how to speak before all, in the
face of all, while being understood only by a few initiates?

Imposition of form is a very important property of this discourse, since
it is in this way that the inexpressible, the ineffable, things that are some-
times unnameable, become nameable; it is the price to be paid in order to
bring what could not be named into the realm of the potentially official.
To put it another way, poetry in the strong sense, juridico-poetic creation,
makes something ineffable, unsayable or implicit exist in a universally rec-
ognized form. Either something is collectively repressed, something that
the group does not want to know, or something cannot be said because the
group lacks the instruments to say it. Here we see the role of the prophet,
which is to reveal to the group something in which the group deeply rec-
ognizes itself. It’s ‘you wouldn’t look for me if you hadn’t found me’, the
paradox of prophecy that at the same time can only succeed because it says
what people knew, but which however succeeds because people could not
say it. All the rather inflated discourses about creative poetry are not mis-
taken, but they bear on a quite different context. (The dissertation routine
has a terrible effect, because of ten it manages to say true things, but in such
a manner that no one can believe it any more. A very fine analysis could
be made of what scholarly belief is. Is it effective? How do people believe
something scholarly?)

Mallarmé developed this theme of the poet who brings something into
existence by the words he pronounces. The person making such creative
nominations can make things exist that should not exist, that are unname-
able. For example, he can have homosexuality recognized in a society that
despises it, he can make it legal, nameable, by replacing the insult ‘queer’
by ‘homosexual’; that is a juridical work. He can make the unnameable
nameable, which means that people can talk about it publicly, even on
television, and individuals who were previously unnameable can be given
voice. If it is possible to speak of it, this is because there are the words to
say it; if there are the words to say it, this is because these individuals have
been given them; if the only word was ‘queer’ they would be frustrated.
What is involved is therefore the unnameable or the implicit, that is,
things — this is an analogy I often use — that are experienced in the mode
of unease, and end up being transformed into symptoms. Political work is
of this kind: a group feels uneasy somewhere, for example with the social
security, with its middle-ranking officials, with its petty state nobility. No
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one knows how to name this. Then someone succeeds in doing so, thereby
carrying out an act of constitution, making exist as a symptom what previ-
ously existed simply as unease. You know what you have, and that is an
enormous change, you are already half cured, you know what has to be
done . . . This is what the originating poet does: he makes the group speak
better than the group can do itself, and yet he does no more than say what
the group would say if it were able to speak. He is involved in a very subtle
game, he cannot allow himself to say ‘Queers forever!’; if he is not ready to
be followed, he might be lynched or treated as mad. His discourse is avant-
garde, and so rather solitary, but ready to be followed because he pro-
vokes an effect of revelation; he reveals to the group things that the group
did not know or did not want to know — in the sense that people say: ‘I
know this, but I don’t want to know it.” The censored, the denied, is what
I do not want to know. He says something that no one wants to know,
yet without provoking scandal in everyone’s face. Someone who respects
himself cannot say things that would make him lose his self-respect in the
company of people who respect him and who respect in him what should
be respected. For example, you don’t go to see a porn film with your son
... This reflects on the official . .. The work of euphemizing consists in
transgressing a fundamental taboo, that of saying publicly, and saying
without arousing scandal, something that was previously inexpressible in
both senses of the term.

The prophet is the person who says in the place of the group what the
group cannot or will not say, and who mandates himself while not arous-
ing scandal by the fact of saying things that the group previously did not
or could not say. By the same token, the prophetic word is the archetype
of correct speech, conforming in its forms to the requirements of the
group, formally respecting the group’s formal demands. A common-sense
proverb, something consensual, is given a slight alteration, which is in
no way heretical, it’s not a black mass, mass upside down, this being the
absolute opposite of regulated transgression. The amusnaw is a transgres-
sor respectful of those he respects, and the imposition of form shows that
he respects himself to the point of still respecting the rules in the inevita-
ble transgression of the rules that the harshness of life, the necessities of
existence, the wretchedness of women’s condition, human weakness, etc.
impose on him. He is therefore the spokesperson of the group, who gives
the group what the group asks of him, and in exchange the group gives
him what he asks: the permission, the mandate, to speak, and this mandate
is negotiated. People forget that these archaic poets were always face to
face with their audience; they did not write in the security given by a sheet
of paper ... In the 1960s, everyone transgressed, that was the fashion,
but in the solitude of their study. This was comic: imagine what would
have happened if that homo academicus had to say such things publicly.
Whereas the Homeric poet or the amusnaw were people who had to carry
out things in presentia.

In order to produce this catalysing effect on the group’s values, they
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use rhetorical procedures such as euphemism. The most mysterious of
these is prosopopoeia, in which speech invokes someone absent, dead or
departed, or even a thing in the personal mode: ‘The Republic calls you
... The Republic demands . . . Prosopopoeia is a rhetorical figure inher-
ent to official discourse, since it is what transforms the idios logos, in the
contrast that Heraclitus made between idios logos and koinon kai theion:
between singular, idiotic, personal discourse and universal man, between
the common and the divine. What transforms singular discourse into
common and sacred discourse, into common sense, into discourse capable
of receiving the consent of the totality of individuals and thus generating
consensus, is rhetorical alchemy, the alchemy of the oracle. The delegate
is someone who speaks not as an individual but in the name of what is
right: “You have raised a question, and it is not the singular Pythia, the
idios, that is answering you, it is the Pythia as mouthpiece of something
other of which she is the spokesperson.’ Official man is a ventriloquist who
speaks in the name of the state. He takes an official stand (the staging of
the official should be described), he speaks in favour and in place of the
group that he is addressing, he speaks for and in place of all, he speaks as
representative of the universal.

Public opinion

We come now to the modern notion of public opinion. What is this public
opinion that the lawgivers of modern societies invoke, those of societies
in which law exists? Tacitly it is the opinion of all, of the majority, or of
those who count, those who deserve to have an opinion.?® I think that the
ostensible definition in a society with a claim to democracy, that is, that
official opinion is the opinion of all, conceals a latent meaning, that public
opinion is the opinion of those who deserve to have an opinion. There is
a kind of qualified definition of public opinion as enlightened opinion,
as opinion that deserves the name. The logic of commissions is to create
a group constituted in such a way that it gives all the outward signs,
socially recognized and recognizable, official, of the capacity to express
the opinion that deserves to be expressed, and in the forms of conform-
ity. One of the most important tacit criteria in the selection of members
of a commission, particularly its chair, is the intuition of the people in
charge of the composition of the commission that the person in question
knows and recognizes the tacit rules of the bureaucratic world. In other
words, someone who knows how to play the game of the commission in
the legitimate fashion, which goes beyond the rules and the game, which
legitimizes the game. You are never so much in the game as when you are
beyond the game. In any game there are rules and fair play. In relation to
the Kabyles, as well as to the intellectual world, I have used the formula
that excellence, in most societies, is the art of playing with the rules of the
game, using this playing with the rules of the game to render a supreme
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homage to the game. The controlled transgressor is the complete opposite
of the heretic.

The dominant group coopts members on minimal indexes of behaviour
that are the art of respecting the rules of the game in the regulated trans-
gressions of these rules: correct behaviour, bearing. In Chamfort’s famous
phrase, ‘the priest must believe, the canon may have doubts, the cardinal
can be an atheist’.?° The higher you rise in the hierarchy of dignitaries, the
more you can play with the rules of the game, but ex officio, on the basis of
a position that is beyond any doubt. The cardinal’s anti-clerical humour is
supremely clerical. Public opinion is always a kind of double reality. It is
what must always be invoked when you want to legislate on ground that
is not yet established. When people say that ‘there is a legal vacuum’ (an
extraordinary expression) in relation to euthanasia or test-tube babies,
individuals are convened who work with their full authority. Dominique
Memmi*® describes an ethics committee [on assisted reproduction], its
composition in terms of disparate individuals — psychologists, sociolo-
gists, women, feminists, archbishops, rabbis, scientists, etc. — with the aim
of transforming a sum of ethical idiolects into a universal discourse that
will fill a legal vacuum, that is, provide an official solution to a difficult
problem that is shaking society — by legalizing surrogate motherhood, for
example.

If you are working in this kind of situation, you have to invoke a public
opinion. The function attributed to opinion polls is readily understandable
in this context. Saying that ‘the polls are with us’ is the equivalent of ‘God
is with us’ in another context. But the polls are awkward, as sometimes
enlightened opinion is against the death penalty, for example, whereas
the polls are rather for. What is to be done? A commission is set up. The
commission constitutes an enlightened public opinion that will establish
enlightened opinion as legitimate opinion in the name of public opinion —
no matter that this says the opposite or has no opinion at all (which is the
case with many subjects). One of the characteristics of opinion polls is that
they present people with questions that they do not ask themselves, that
they slip in answers to questions that people have not asked, and in this
way impose these answers. It is not a question of bias in the samples taken,
but the fact of imposing all these questions that are asked by enlightened
opinion, and thereby producing answers from everyone on problems that
only certain people pose, thus giving enlightened responses since these
have been produced by the question itself. Questions have been brought
into existence for people that did not exist before for them, whereas the
real question is what questions did exist for them.

I shall translate for you here a text by Mackinnon from 1828, taken from
Peel’s book on Herbert Spencer.3! Mackinnon defined public opinion,
giving a definition that would be official if it were not inadmissible in
a democratic society. What I mean is that, when you talk about public
opinion, you always play a double game between the admissible defini-
tion (the opinion of all) and the authorized and effective opinion that
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is obtained as a restricted sub-set of this democratically defined public
opinion: ‘that sentiment on any subject which is entertained by the best
informed, most intelligent and most moral persons in the community,
which is gradually spread and adopted by nearly all persons of any edu-
cation or proper feeling in a civilized state’. The truth of the dominant
becomes the truth of all.

In the National Assembly in the 1880s, what sociology has since had
to rediscover was openly stated, that is, that the education system was
supposed to eliminate children from the lower social classes. At the begin-
ning, a question was raised that was subsequently completely repressed,
since the education system turned out to achieve what was expected of it,
without having to be asked. No need therefore to talk about it. The inter-
est in going back to the genesis is very important, because there are debates
at the beginning in which all kinds of things are said which later appear as
the provocative revelations of sociologists. The reproducer of the official
is able to produce (in the etymological sense of the word: producere means
‘bringing to light’), by theatricalizing it, something that does not exist (in
the sense of palpable, visible), and in the name of which he speaks. He has
to produce what it is that gives him the right to produce. He cannot avoid
theatricalizing, imposing proper form, doing miracles. The most ordinary
miracle, for a verbal creator, is the verbal miracle, rhetorical success. He
has to produce the staging of what authorizes his speaking, in other words
the authority in whose name he is authorized to speak.

I have found the definition of prosopopoeia that I was looking for a
while back: ‘A figure of rhetoric by which a person who is evoked is made
to speak and act: someone absent, a dead person, an animal, a personi-
fied thing.” And in the dictionary, which is always a tremendous instru-
ment, you find this phrase of Baudelaire’s, speaking of poetry: ‘Skilfully
manipulating language amounts to practising a kind of evocatory magic.’
Intellectuals, who like jurists and poets manipulate a scholarly language,
have to produce the imaginary referent in the name of which they speak,
producing it by speaking in the proper form; they have to bring into
existence that which they express, and in the name of which they express
themselves. They must at the same time produce a discourse, and produce
belief in the universality of their discourse by palpable production in the
sense of evocation of spirits, phantoms — the state is a phantom . . . — of the
thing that will guarantee what they are doing: ‘the nation’, ‘the workers’,
‘the people’, ‘the state secret’, ‘national security’, ‘social demand’, etc.
Schramm has shown how ritual ceremonies are the transfer of religious
ceremonies into the political order.3? If religious ceremonial can be trans-
ferred so easily into political ceremonies, by way of ceremonial ritual, this
is because what is involved in both cases is making believe that there is a
foundation to the discourse, which only appears as self-founding, legiti-
mate, universal because there is theatricalization — in the sense of magical
evocation, sorcery — of the united group consenting to the discourse
that unites it. Hence we have juridical ceremonial. The English historian
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E. P. Thompson emphasized the role of juridical theatricalization in
eighteenth-century England — wigs, etc. — which cannot be fully under-
stood unless you see that what is added here is not simply what Pascal
calls apparatus, but rather something constitutive of the juridical act.>* To
speak the truth in a lounge suit is risky, you risk losing the pomp of the
discourse. People always talk of reforming legal language, but they never
actually do so, because this is the last item of clothing: naked kings are no
longer charismatic.

One very important dimension of theatricalization is the theatri-
calization of interest in the general interest; the theatricalization of the
conviction of interest in the universal, of the disinterestedness of the
politician — theatricalization of the priest’s belief, the politician’s convic-
tion, his faith in what he is doing. If the theatricalization of conviction is
one of the tacit conditions for exercising the profession of intellectual, if
a philosophy professor must seem to believe in philosophy, it is because
this is the essential homage of ‘official man’ to the official, it is what
has to be paid to the official in order to be an official. Disinterestedness
has to be accorded, faith in the official, in order to be a genuine official.
Disinterestedness is not a secondary virtue, it is the political virtue of
everyone with a mandate. Political scandals, or the escapades of priests,
involve a collapse of this kind of political belief in which everyone dis-
plays bad faith, belief being a kind of collective bad faith in the Sartrean
sense: a game in which everyone lies to themselves and lies to others, while
knowing that they are lying. And that’s what the official is . . .
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The concentration of symbolic resources — Sociological reading of Franz
Kafka — An untenable research programme — History and sociology —
Shmuel Eisenstadt’s The Political Systems of Empires — Perry Anderson’s
two books — The problem of the three routes according to Barrington
Moore

I offered you last week an analysis of what I call the logic or rhetoric of
the official, an analysis presented as a general anthropology that could
serve as a basis for empirical analyses, in particular genetic ones. I tried in
this way to show how the state presents itself, either in a nascent state or
in an institutionalized one, as a kind of reserve of symbolic resources, of
symbolic capital, which is both an instrument for agents of a certain type,
and the stake in struggles between these agents. This analysis of what the
state does, and what it has to be to do what it does, is a preliminary for any
analysis of a historical kind. It is in fact only if one knows what the state
consists of, what it is (not simply, as in the Marxist tradition, the func-
tions it is held to fulfil), and if one is able to note the specific operations
and specific conditions of these operations, that it is possible to investigate
the history, and in particular to describe the process of concentration, of
a particular form of resources with which one can identify the genesis of
the state. Even if it was repetitive and emphatic, this analysis was indispen-
sable in order to actually introduce you to the question of genesis that I
wanted to raise, and that unfortunately I did no more than raise.

The concentration of symbolic resources

One of the historical questions that are raised, if you accept the analyses I
gave in the last sessions, is that of knowing why and how this concentra-
tion of symbolic resources could come into being, that is, the concentra-
tion of the official and of the specific power that access to the official gives.
To a certain extent, in fact, every individual agent stakes a claim to the
monopoly of the naming operation that official discourse constitutes. I
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want to look now at injury or insult, which has been the object of work by
linguists. Insult belongs to the same series as official declarations, official
acts of naming, the most fundamental institutional acts that we tradition-
ally associate with the state. Insult is an individual act of naming, with a
claim to universality, but incapable of giving any other guarantees of its
universal ambition than that of the person pronouncing it. Because of this,
the extreme situation of insult would be something like a state of absolute
anarchy from the symbolic point of view, that is, a state in which each
person could say of himself or of anyone else what they are; each person
could say, for example: ‘I am the greatest living philosopher’, or ‘the best
street-sweeper in France and Navarre’, while others could say: “You’re
nothing buta ...

(For purposes of comprehension, this kind of imaginary variation is
highly useful. Situations of political crisis, revolutionary situations, are
close to these symbolic struggles of all against all, in which everyone can
claim the monopoly of legitimate symbolic violence, of naming, with an
equal chance of success. The question of origins may appear naive, and
has to be dismissed by science, but it has nonetheless the virtue of posing
in a radical manner questions that ordinary functioning tends to obscure.
If you imagine this state of symbolic struggle of all against all, in which
each person claims for himself, and himself alone, the power of naming,
it is easy to see how the question arises of knowing how this kind of pro-
gressive abdication of these individual claims comes about, in favour of a
central instance that has steadily concentrated the power of naming.)

By way of a simple image, it is possible to imagine a great number of
agents, each struggling against each other for the power of naming, the
power to be named and to name others, and gradually, through these
very struggles, the different agents delegating, or abandoning, or resign-
ing themselves to abandon this power, in favour of an instance that
will tell each person what he is. A mythical genesis of the state could be
described in this way, a Platonic myth invented. Keeping this question in
mind makes it possible first of all to be amazed: how could we have got
to this point? For someone with a rather anarchistic temperament, it is
amazing that people have abdicated this right to judge and be judged. In
this way, you can become attentive to historical processes that often pass
unnoticed. What I am trying to sketch out for you here is a story of this
process of concentration that has nothing in common with what is some-
times said. Those historians who come closest to this kind of investigation
emphasize the fact that the birth of the state is accompanied by a process
of concentration of instruments of legitimation, as well as the develop-
ment of a symbolic apparatus and symbolic rituals surrounding the royal
power.

There is a more fundamental question, the one that I raised; and to
give you an idea of this symbolic struggle of all against all, I shall quote
you a text by Leo Spitzer on what he calls polyonomasy in Don Quixote.?
Spitzer remarks that Cervantes’ characters often bear a number of names;
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depending on the scene or the situation, they are called ‘the knight of the
doleful countenance’, etc. This plurality of names raises a question. Spitzer
interprets this as a kind of empirical realization of a practical perspectiv-
ism in which every agent has a right to his own point of view. This strikes
me as an excellent realization of the myth I introduced: each person names
each other as he sees fit. Clearly, this power of naming is particularly
exercised in emotional, amorous relationships. One of the privileges of the
lover or the beloved is to name and be named, to accept a new convention,
a re-naming in which the autonomy of a certain emotional relationship
is asserted in relation to previous namings — a de-christening and re-
christening. This is not just anecdotal. It is no accident that this happens
in a very general and universal way. You can imagine a situation in which
this privilege of naming is randomly distributed and each agent has the
right to his own perspective. There would no longer be — to use Leibniz’s
metaphor about God — a ‘geometral of all perspectives’, a central place
from which authentic names are given, the names of the civil register.
Nicknames, pet names, are swept away in favour of the official name, a
publicly recognized name.

Spitzer’s article is about proper names, but the utopia can be pursued
further by imagining a polyonomasy for nouns in general, a situation in
which there would only be idiolects, in which each person would seek to
impose his own naming, and put in question what is precisely the specific
characteristic of an official language, that is, that all social agents in the
same group associate the same sound with the same meaning and the same
meaning with the same sound.? One effect of the construction of an official
language, imposed on a certain territory, is to establish a linguistic contract,
a code in both senses of the word, both legislative and communicative,
between all the agents of a community, a code that each person must respect
on pain of being unintelligible, being dismissed as barbarian or talking
gibberish. The state has concentrated linguistic capital by establishing an
official language, in other words it has got individual agents to renounce
the privilege of free linguistic creation and abandon this to a few individu-
als — linguistic legislators, poets, etc. You can see how, on the basis of a
generalization of Spitzer’s image, the establishment of an official language,
which is the product of a historic action of imposition, normalization, both
of language and of the social subjects who have to use it, is accompanied
by these agents renouncing a radical perspectivism, the equivalence of all
points of view, the universal interchangeability of points of view.

Sociological reading of Franz Kafka

This utopia of radical anarchy can be generalized, if we imagine a world in
which each person fully exercises his right to judge and be judged, without
renouncing or abdicating this in any way. This theme is present in Kafka’s
The Trial * Novelists are useful because they construct utopias that are the
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equivalent of Platonic myths. The mysterious, unreachable lawyer, whom
the hero, K., solicits and who claims to be a great lawyer, says: ‘But who
will judge the quality of a great lawyer? This is quite a regular theme in
Kafka. There is a tendency to make a theological reading of Kafka’s work.
But a sociological reading can also be made, not that the two are in any
way contradictory. This search for the place where the true identity of
social agents is defined can be presented as a search for God as the conver-
gence point of all perspectives, the ultimate instance of that instance that
is the court, an instance where the question of the just judge is raised; or as
a theological search for the absolute as opposed to perspectivism, or again
as a sociological search for a central place where the resources of legiti-
mate authority are concentrated, and which is accordingly the point where
regression stops. As with Aristotle, there is a moment at which you have
to stop,’ and this place where you stop is the state. In the Durkheimian
tradition, Halbwachs speaks of the ‘central focus of cultural values’;® he
posits the existence of a central place where the cultural resources specific
to a society are capitalized and concentrated, and on the basis of which
distances are defined (as with the Greenwich meridian), so that one can
say: ‘This man is cultivated or uncultivated. He speaks French or does
not speak French, etc.’” This central place is the point from which all
perspectives are taken.

There is therefore a central perspective. On the one hand, perspectivism;
on the other hand, an absolutism, a point of view on which there is no
point of view, and in relation to which all points of view can themselves
be measured. This central perspective cannot be established without all
partial perspectives being disqualified, discredited or subordinated, no
matter what their claims may be: the point of view of the king in rela-
tion to that of the feudal magnates; or, in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, of the Sorbonne professors as opposed to the surgeons.’

There is a dominant place from which a point of view is taken that is
not a point of view like the others, and which, by establishing itself, estab-
lishes a fundamental asymmetry such that nothing will afterwards be the
same. From now on, all other points of view than this will be deprived of
something, they will be partial or mutilated. Gurvitch, starting from the
phenomenological tradition, speaks of the ‘reciprocity of perspectives’:® a
world in which every agent is to another agent what the other is to himself.
There is thus an absolute reversibility of relations, which is established for
example in the insult. I say ‘you’re justa . ..’, and you can say the same to
me. But there is now a third term in relationship to which perspectives can
be judged; between two perspectives, one is better than the other because
it is less far from the focus of central values, from the convergence point
of all perspectives.

The coup d’état from which the state was born (even if this was an
imperceptible process) attests to an extraordinary symbolic act of force,
which consisted in getting universally accepted, within the limits of a
certain territorial jurisdiction that is constructed by way of the construc-
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tion of this dominant point of view, the idea that all points of view are
not equally valid, that there is one point of view that is the measure of
all points of view, one that is dominant and legitimate. This third-party
agency is a limit to free agency. On the one hand, there is the free agency
of individuals who claim to know what they truly are, and on the other
hand, a supreme arbiter of all the judgements of free arbiters — free and
arbitrary — on truths and values, a supreme arbiter that is collectively rec-
ognized, within certain limits, as having the last word on matters of truth
and value. Am I guilty or not guilty? I claim that I am not guilty, others
claim that I am: there is now a legitimate instance able to say, in the last
resort, ‘he is guilty’, or ‘he is not guilty’, who can deliver a judgement both
of truth and of value, without discussion or appeal.

An untenable research programme

This kind of analysis may seem almost metaphysical; metaphysics is often
nothing but transfigured sociology, as I have tried to show in relation to
Heidegger.® Better to know this and to really do sociology. But it is on the
condition that these questions are kept in mind that one can see what is
astounding in the most commonplace history of the constitution of state
instances, parliaments, etc. The work programme I shall elaborate is prac-
tically untenable, at all events for one person. The positivist representation
of science that almost requires scientists never to propose anything that
they cannot immediately demonstrate exercises a terrif ying effect of cas-
tration and mutilation on the mind. One of the functions of science is also
to conduct research programmes perceived as almost unrealizable; pro-
grammes of this kind have the effect of showing how research programmes
viewed as scientific because realizable are not necessarily scientific. In posi-
tivist resignation, instead of seeking the truth where it lies, people look for
it under the street lamp where theycanseeit . . .

My programme — which I hope I shall be able to convince you of —
immediately has effects. It makes it possible to see, in historical documents
or in contemporary empirical observations, things that other programmes
completely ignore. It has a critical effect, showing the extent to which pro-
grammes taken as realistic are in fact mutilated. It goes without saying,
then, that one cannot be satisfied with certain scientific programmes that
amount to reducing the history of the state to the history of taxation. A very
good historian is able to say: ‘What the modern state does is fundamen-
tally to establish a state fiscality’, and, five pages further on: ‘In order for
taxes to be established, the legitimacy of the instance establishing taxation
had to be recognized.” In other words, everything was needed that I said
was needed, that is, instances capable of having their monopoly of legiti-
mate constitution of the social world recognized.!® Simple programmes
are dangerous, they succumb very easily to a certain form of economism.
There is a whole Marxist tradition that reduces the accumulation process
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to its economic dimension, and accumulation to an accumulation of
material resources. For example, people say that the state begins with the
concentration of resources that makes redistribution possible, but all they
have in mind are economic resources. Now, everything I have said suggests
that there is another form of accumulation, just as important if not more
so, that makes the accumulation of economic resources possible.

There are some very fine anthropological works on the accumulation
that religious capital makes possible. In North Africa, the founders of very
prestigious confraternities, holy men, can accumulate tremendous eco-
nomic resources on the basis of a purely symbolic capital, an accumulation
that subsequently leads to a bureaucratization, a rational management of
this capital, and a decline in symbolic capital in proportion to the accumu-
lation of economic capital. In certain cases, economic accumulation may
be subordinate and secondary in relation to symbolic capital. One of the
dangers of partial research programmes is to mutilate reality, either on
the economic or political side. Certain historians, who have transposed the
logic of fashion onto the terrain of history and act as if paradigms changed
like hemlines, say: ‘It’s the end of the Marxist, materialist paradigm.’
Once everything was economics, now everything is politics. This inver-
sion of signs, with Pareto in opposition to Marx, was done more elegantly
by Raymond Aron,!! if elegance has any scientific value . . . Economism
describes the genesis of the state in the logic of the steady accumulation
of economic capital. And if you say that the opposite is true, that is, that
what counts is the accumulation of political capital, you then have a
history reduced to politics.

These perversions arise because people are not sufficiently amazed at
what is extraordinary in the problem of initial accumulation — to use the
Marxist vocabulary — that Marx constantly raised.!? What comes closest
to the analyses I have sketched is Hegel’s famous analysis of the master/
slave relationship, a philosopher’s analysis that places a social contract
at the origin.!* Giving a historical anthropology of the state, a structural
history of the genesis of the state, means raising the question of the condi-
tions in which this initial accumulation was effected. A certain number of
people abandon the power of judging in the last instance, and receive from
other people an abdication in relation to certain very important things —
the right to make peace and war, to say who is guilty or not guilty, who is
a real advocate or a real builder . . . We find ourselves today in a state of
the state where these things are taken for granted. But they need only be
placed in the logic of their genesis for the question to arise: how did each
individual builder, for example, abandon to a kind of ‘trans-builder’ the
right to say who is really a builder?

After this preliminary critique of the attempts of general sociology or
social history of the state that are found in the tradition of comparative
history, I come to my own programme. I have cited three authors who
stand in the tradition of the great founders of sociology: Marx with his
analysis of primitive accumulation, Durkheim with the social division of
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labour, and Weber with his description of the genesis of modern socie-
ties as a process of rationalization. These authors have in common their
attempt to describe a very general process, to offer a global history of the
state. Their respective visions of the state and this process are organized on
the basis of very different assessments of the final state. We can mention
here Marc Bloch’s Seigneurie francaise et manoir anglais, which can be
treated as a comparative study of the genesis of the English and the French
states. A very important author, Karl Polanyi, to whom I have referred
indirectly in relation to the processes of unification of the market (which
are correlative with the processes of constitution of the state and are pre-
cisely, like the process of unification of the linguistic market, the effect of
state action), in The Great Transformation'* and Trade and Market in the
Early Empires," studied the way that the market was gradually established
independent from constraints exerted by the family and communities.
Two other authors are Karl Wittfogel in Oriental Despotism,'® who devel-
oped a general theory on the basis of the Asiatic mode of production, and
Rushton Coulborn, whose Feudalism in History'” would not satisfy con-
temporary historians but assembled work by a number of historians on
Japanese feudalism as well as feudalism in France, England, etc. For my
synthesis on the genealogy of the modern state, I shall take up just some of
the results of these books, having decided not to deal with them in detail.

History and sociology

One of the functions of teaching — if it has one — is to give bearings, to
display the map of an intellectual universe, and what I am going to do
now is located in a universe whose map you may be unacquainted with; it
is the product of tacit or explicit references to this space. One of the ways
of checking an idea that is proposed to you consists in checking, not its
sources in the naive sense of the term, but rather the theoretical space in
relation to which this discourse is produced. Scientific communication
should always spell out, not the ‘state of the question’, which is stupid,
bureaucratic, like a CNRS research project, but rather what the state of
the scientific space is that you have actively mobilized to construct your
problematic. Very often, lay people do not have the problematic in rela-
tion to which the professional produces his discourse. They have their
ideas: for or against the grandes écoles, for [or against] direct democracy,
self-management, etc. Every science historically develops complex struc-
tures of problematics, by a process of accumulation that is not simply
additive. In the same way, being a painter today, if you want to avoid
being naive, means being up to date with the whole history of paint-
ing and mastering its problematic. The naive visitor to an art gallery,
unaware of these problematics, might say of certain paintings: ‘My son
could have done the same . . .’ The sociologist is like a non-naive painter
who is the unfortunate victim of naive judges ... A rational pedagogic
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communication should at least seek to show the problem space. I shall give
you a few indicators. You will see that the three authors I am going to talk
to you about played a very small role in the construction of what I shall
propose. But they are none the less important, because they represent the
spontaneous manner of doing what I am doing today. These books, with
which I disagree completely, at least deserve to be read with respect; they
represent an enormous work, and systematic attempts aiming to construct
coherent, explicit and conscious approaches. Historians, masters of their
little monopoly, may well grimace at attempts of this kind; they can natu-
rally say that it is bad sociology applied to bad history. But their merit is
that, instead of being satisfied with combining histories, they have tried to
construct systematic models, to bring together a collection of connected
features by way of relationships that are controlled and capable of being
validated or falsified by confrontation with reality. I am well aware that
these models are rather summary and arbitrary.

Historians are social agents, and their works are the product of an
encounter between social habituses that are formed partly by the histori-
cal field, as a system of demands and censorships. They are what they are
because the historical field is what it is. Part of the things they do not do, as
well as of the things that they do, is explained by what the field asks them
to do or not to do. They rightly criticize sociologists for being in a field that
demands certain things of them that may seem presumptuous, arrogant,
exhibitionist, while on the other hand it does not ask them to do other
things that appear to historians as indispensable and necessary. In other
words, the relationships between disciplines, like the relationships between
high officials or artists, are relationships between fields that have differ-
ent histories, in which people endowed with different habituses respond
without knowing it to different programmes produced by different histo-
ries. The same would be true of the relationship between philosophers and
sociologists, etc. I am not in any logic of accusation here; there is nothing
to condemn. One of the virtues of sociology, when applied to itself, is to
make everything understandable. One of the normative intentions that I
keep in mind - if there are historians among you - is to say: ‘Put in ques-
tion the programme in whose name you are going to reject the programme
implied in the works that I shall expound to you, and ask yourself whether
this positivist certainty is not the product of an incorporated censorship,
thus of a mutilation, and whether it would not be good to reintroduce this
ambitious programme, without abandoning anything of the traditional
requirements of historians . . . This was my implicit message, so I may as
well make it explicit . . .

Shmuel Eisenstadt’s The Political Systems of Empires

I will start with Eisenstadt’s The Political Systems of Empires. The project
he set himself — which was bound to startle historians — was to study twenty
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states that he viewed as belonging to the type of historical bureaucratic
empires, that is, ‘preindustrial regimes characterized by a high degree of
centralized power, acting through a vast impersonal administration’. The
key words here are ‘preindustrial’, ‘centralized power’, and ‘impersonal
administration’, that is, independent of individuals in its operation and
transmission. This set includes the absolutist states of the premodern era
(France and England), the Arab caliphates of the Abbasids, the Ottoman
empire, the successive dynasties of the Chinese empire, the Aztec and Inca
states, the Moghul empire and its Hindu predecessors, Sassanid Persia,
the Hellenistic empires, the Roman empire, the Byzantine empire, the
empires of ancient Egypt and the colonial empires (the Spanish in Latin
America, the British in the Indian subcontinent). This is a listing in the
Prévert style . . . but you can see that the attempt was an interesting one,
and presupposed a certain culture.

First of all the question of method. This stands in a tradition that soci-
ologists call structural-functionalist, embodied by Parsons and his notion
of ‘profession’,'® a tradition that seeks to discover the fundamental charac-
teristics of all political systems. His postulate involves revealing structural
properties, since every state has to fulfil a certain number of universal
functions. The conditions for accomplishing these functions are that the
state has to be legitimate, to concentrate resources, etc. These functional
requirements are accompanied by structural properties. In actual fact,
however, and contrary to appearances, structural-functionalists, who are
rather conservative on the political spectrum, are very close to Marxists
in terms of these fundamental postulates. (This point may seem arbitrary
and simplistic, and I should develop it and argue it in detail, as I can
understand that the idea that Marx and Parsons are not very different
might upset certain people. But I don’t have the time to do so, or a great
desire . . .)

In a structural-functionalist philosophy, there are fundamental features
of all possible political systems and their relationship with the other con-
stitutive systems of a society. These fundamental features are used as vari-
ables that make it possible to characterize all societies. Hence the idea of
developing a model. Other approaches view society as a system of systems
(political, economic, cultural, etc.). On the basis of a listing of these invari-
ants one can investigate the variations, and thus define the variables that
divide different states as different realizations of these combinations of
systems. This has the merit of being coherent and explicit . . . People such
as Eisenstadt, with their pedestrian heaviness, have a certain virtue in my
eyes. They tried to think with the whole conceptual arsenal of the world’s
sociology in the 1960s (status, role, etc.). The first operation is one of
classification. The types of state are classified, in a typology based on the
listing of a certain number of characteristics or combinations of features
common to different societies, while maintaining that these configura-
tions have systemic properties. (This comes to us from Germany through
the neo-functionalist theory of Niklas Luhmann, a very general theory
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that swallows everything. This parenthesis is a way of inoculating you in
advance when the thing arrives . . .)

The idea is that it is possible to isolate characteristics within a political
regime, and that regimes that have the same characteristics can be put in
the same class. At the same time, it is not forgotten that these characteris-
tics will enter into different combinations, and will thus make for different
systems. Behind this lies the analogy with biology. We have therefore, at
one and the same time, an analytical thinking, which isolates elements
in complex ensembles, and a synthetic thinking, which remembers that
these elements enter into singular historical configurations, that the
Japanese state is not the French state or the Abbasid state. That is what
is attempted. Having defined these classifications based on comparative
research, by grasping common characteristics, the next thing is to try
to reveal common properties, a kind of historical essence. The common
characteristics of all the empires classified in the type that is the object of
this study, that is, centralized historical-bureaucratic empires, are listed as
constitutive of this political order.

The first characteristic is the limited autonomy of the political sphere:!°
these are worlds in which the political sphere has to some extent freed itself
from immersion in relations of kinship or economic relations. A relatively
autonomous political order has appeared. This contribution is important,
as every theory of the genesis of the state has to agree. This limited and
relative autonomy of the political sphere is manifest in the appearance of
autonomous political goals among the ruling milieus. They begin to have
a political reason that is not only family reason — the beginnings of what
will come to be known as raison d’état. The second major property is the
differentiation of political roles in relation to other activities, for example
the appearance of a specific role of official, as distinct from warrior, scribe
or priest. Correlative with the appearance of this division of political
roles, or a division of political labour to put it into Marxist language, we
see the appearance of a struggle within the political world; this acquires
autonomy, differentiates, and because it differentiates becomes the site
of a struggle. The third characteristic is that leaders seek to centralize the
political sphere; in other words, there is a work of concentrating power.
The fourth characteristic (it is not very clear how this is distinguished from
the second): there is on the one hand the appearance of specific admin-
istrative instances, bureaucracies, and on the other hand of instances of
legitimate political struggle, the paradigm of which is a parliament, that is,
institutionalized sites where the political struggle is concentrated and cir-
cumscribed. This is bound up with the process of centralization and con-
centration. The struggle of all against all, which can be waged anywhere,
is replaced (in Marx’s metaphor) by a place where political struggle can be
waged in legitimate forms, parliament being this theatre of the political.

I am combining Eisenstadt with Marx. Eisenstadt says that the state
appears with the concentration of ‘freely floating’ resources, resources in
silver, gold, techniques; we could add symbolic resources, as the state is
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bound up to an extent with these floating symbolic resources. The process
that Eisenstadt describes may be analysed as a process of differentiation,
autonomization, centralization. He emphasizes — this is another impor-
tant idea — the fact that this process of centralization and concentration
of floating resources is limited by the fact that it has to reckon with the
traditional ties against which it has been constructed. I shall return to this
very important point. It is clear that what all these people have in mind is
the question of feudalism, and — in Marxist terms — the transition from feu-
dalism to absolutism. Marx imposed his problematic on a series of people,
who have themselves posed this kind of problem, and perhaps still more so
on those who thought contrary to him. Thus the structural-functionalists,
despite being completely opposed to Marx politically, stress the idea of
the contradiction involved in this concentration of resources, which was
effected against the feudal lords but at the same time for them. We find the
same theme with Perry Anderson.

After defining these common characteristics, Eisenstadt describes what
he sees as the set of factors that determine or are favourable to the appear-
ance of this historical configuration. In order for this kind of empire or
state to appear, the first thing needed is for the society to have reached
a certain level of differentiation. The Parsons tradition, continuing the
traditions of Durkheim and Weber, emphasizes the idea that the historic
process is a process of differentiation of the world into spheres, an idea
that I completely agree with, although I do not define these spheres in the
same way as they do. We thus have the necessity of a certain degree of
differentiation, in particular of the administration in relationship to the
religious sphere.

Secondly, a certain number of people must have escaped the rigid status
of traditional agrarian relations. We can base ourselves here on a remark
by Max Weber, who noted that in order for the notable to appear, this
elementary form of politician, the man who agrees to devote himself to the
common interests and spend his time settling conflicts in the village (which
is not something to be done with a light heart in so-called archaic society),
there must already be a bit of surplus, skhole, leisure, distance — a reserve
of free time.?’ The process of differentiation is supported by a process of
initial accumulation of resources that is translated into free time, time that
can be devoted to the specifically political. I am developing Eisenstadt by
using Weber, as he located himself in Weber’s line.

Thirdly, it is necessary that certain resources — religious, cultural,
economic — are no longer dependent on the family, religion, etc. They are
‘disembedded’. Polanyi uses this notion in relation to the market that exists
in traditional, precapitalist societies. In his jointly authored work on trade
in the early empires, there is a very fine chapter on the Kabyle market by
an English anthropologist,?' which is exactly as this could still be observed
until quite recently. There is a market where people bring their cattle or
buy grain for seed, but this market is immersed in family relationships. For
example, it is forbidden to conduct transactions outside of a limited social
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space, people act under the security of guarantors, all kinds of controls are
applied, which means that purely economic relations, such as are described
by economic theory, cannot acquire autonomy. In order for the state to
exist, according to Eisenstadt, there must be floating resources that are
‘disengaged’, resources that may be incomes, symbols, workers, which are
not appropriated and pre-empted in advance by an ‘ascriptive’ primary
group, hereditary and particularist, as they say in Parsonian language.
The example par excellence is Max Weber’s free labourer — see his very
famous article on the replacement of the domestic servant by the agricul-
tural worker in eastern Germany.?? To understand what Eisenstadt means,
we must have in mind [this] agricultural [worker] who is typically trapped
in domestic relationships. His labour is not constituted as such; he invests
in his master’s children, whom he treats as his own children, he is thus
involved in emotional relationships. Because of this, paradoxically, it is
impossible to establish the notion of free labour. In order for the worker to
be exploitable, he has to be free (Marx brought out this paradox very well),
he has to be freed from his relationships of personal dependence on the
employer in order to become a free worker, thrown onto the market, to be
subject there to another form of domination, impersonal and anonymous,
that is exercised on interchangeable individuals.

These freely circulating resources are clearly both an instrument of
power for the initial accumulators of capital, the instrument of their
domination, and at the same time the stake in their struggle. The rulers are
engaged in the accumulation of resources, in the struggle to accumulate
resources and to appropriate accumulated resources. This struggle, which
is the product of the beginning of accumulation, is also the product of its
acceleration. There is a dialectic here between the freely floating resources
and the conflicts generated for and by these resources. Eisenstadt’s intui-
tion is correct, even if it needs to be integrated into a more complex system
that also includes symbolic resources; initial accumulation is possible
because of the existence of these resources, which themselves generate,
by the conflicts they arouse, the development of new resources designed
to control the use of these resources and their redistribution. There is a
snowball effect, and the state is born in this dialectic.

Eisenstadt points to the existence of a contradiction; he remarks, as also
does Perry Anderson, that these empires arise out of a contradiction. Their
rulers, in fact, emerge from the traditional feudal order, from a system of
power based on kinship that is hereditary and transmittable in a more or
less charismatic fashion; yet they have to construct the state against the
very spirit of their spirit of origin. They find themselves in a ‘double bind’,23
constantly torn between submission to the feudal values they embody and
the demolition of these same values. Their state-making enterprise presup-
poses the dissolution of the very order from which they emerged. These
people have to attack the aristocracies from which they emerged; they have
to attack the privileges of the aristocracy in order to defend it, to defend
the interests of these aristocracies. More broadly, they have to undermine
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the very foundations of the former feudal order, its values, privileges,
implicit representations and beliefs, in order to reach new realities and rep-
resentations that are totally anti-feudal, that is, bureaucratic, impersonal
and anonymous. Many of these empires give power to individuals who are
pariahs: eunuchs, slaves, foreigners, stateless, etc. The reason for this is
clear. Inasmuch as the object is to establish an independent political order,
obeying laws of operation and transmission that are contrary to the tradi-
tional laws of family transmission, one of the ways to radically break the
mechanism is to appeal to people outside the game. The extreme case is the
eunuch, or priestly celibacy. These strategies are found everywhere, from
the Ottoman empire through to China. Paradoxically, the most important
positions are held by people outside the game. An opposite effect is that in
the Ottoman empire the ruler’s brothers were very often executed, as a way
of preventing feudal palace wars arising from inheritance claims under the
logic of heredity. Bureaucracy establishes a political order which is its own
beginning.

Eisenstadt offers typologies, he breaks down historical systems into
properties, he observes variations, but without losing sight of the idea
of the systematic and coherent character of each historical combination.
Another of his merits is that he describes a phenomenon that may be
called the ‘phenomenon of emergence’. The notion of emergence is bound
up with an epistemological tradition according to which one system gives
rise to another not in a simple additive way, but by qualitative leaps that
correspond to changes in the structure of its elements.?* People talk of the
emergence of a political order when what they have in mind is not simply
the result of the additive aggregation of pre-existing elements, but each
step in this process is accompanied by changes in the whole structure.
Another metaphor very often employed is the idea of crystallization. At a
certain moment, disparate elements take shape and effect a combination
(a notion that Althusser juggled with . . .). The emerging ensembles have
systemic properties that involve the existence of patterns, self-reinforcing
overall structures.

I am being very unfair to Eisenstadt, but given the laws of transmission
in our French universe, you might well never have heard his name. What I
have told you here will perhaps prepare you to read him in a positive and
constructive way . . .

Perry Anderson’s two books

I shall now present to you briefly two books by Perry Anderson, Passages
from Antiquity to Feudalism and Lineages of the Absolutist State. Like
Eisenstadt, Anderson stands in the tradition of a totalizing history that
aims to grasp a historical movement as a whole, rather than being satisfied
with writing a history of the state, the army, religion, etc. He aims to grasp
the totality, with the intention — as explicitly asserted by Marc Bloch — of
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understanding the present. Anderson’s question is completely naive: how
is it that France has a revolutionary tradition whereas England never had
arevolution? That France has critical thinkers like the Althusserians while
England has conformist thinkers? This is more or less how he puts the
problem, I am hardly caricaturingit . . . To put the question in a more ele-
vated way: what are the factors favouring the socialist forces in England?
Anderson seeks to draw from a comparative global history of the great
Western states, to which he adds Japan for the purpose of comparison,
instruments for understanding the particularities that he approves or dis-
approves of in France and in England. He is critical of Marxist evolution-
ism. His project is completely Weberian, even though he situates himself
in the Marxist tradition. He aims to grasp the specificity of the history of
Western Europe by comparing firstly the history of Europe, from Greece
to France under the Bourbons or tsarist Russia, with the history of the
Near East, from Byzantium to Turkey, or that of China, in order to see
what are the particularities of European history from the standpoint of
state construction. Secondly, by comparing within Western history the
development of the east and the west of Europe. You will understand
right away how he is actually seeking to find out why socialism in Russia
is what it is: is it not tied to the previous history of the state in Eastern
and Western Europe? And you will see that Barrington Moore, the third
author I shall speak to you about, spells things out in a completely clear
fashion, saying that his problem is to understand the ‘three routes’: that
leading to Western democracy, that leading to fascism, and that leading
to communism. He tries to do this by a comparative history of China and
Russia on the one hand, Japan and Germany on the other, and finally the
European countries. He tries to discover the explanatory factors in the
history of these three major traditions.

In current discussions about events in the East [the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989] people tackle things in a rather confused way, without taking
the trouble to make their models explicit, and particularly without being
capable of this, since it presupposes a considerable historical elaboration.
The merit of constructing models is that it forces you to make the system
of investigation obvious. That is why we see far better the politically naive
or naively political questions that these historians of comparative history
pose. Historians of straightforward history raise the same type of ques-
tions — about the French Revolution — but this is more hidden because the
models are less obvious. An obvious model, however, is easier to oppose
than a concealed one, trickily hidden under supposedly neutral material. It
would be too easy to be clever about these kinds of research, all the more
so in that I am not making clear to you here the immense historical work
that the construction of these models presupposes; I am only giving you its
general patterns. But although this historical work is second-hand — and I
have tried for years myself to adopt this second-hand culture — it is no small
thing to master this world of knowledge. I say this as it’s the least one can
do when talking of people who have done this kind of work.
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These authors have ulterior motives, problematics bound up with the
present and with the intellectual tradition in which they are situated. Their
two major types of question are the Marxist question that I was just refer-
ring to, and that of the historical culmination of differing trajectories.
They answer these in different ways. Anderson aims to rehabilitate the
European absolutisms, to overcome Marx’s ambivalence about the abso-
lute monarchies of modern Europe. He transposes to the absolute mon-
archies Marx’s classical analysis of capitalism. Just as Marx and Engels
characterized modern Europe as ‘an executive committee for managing
the common affairs of the bourgeoisie as a whole’, so Anderson sees the
absolute monarchies, such as France under Louis XIV, as executive com-
mittees for the final defence of the common interests of the feudal nobility.
The absolutist state was the last rampart of the feudal nobility, swept away
by the Revolution; it was ‘an apparatus of government redeployed for and
by the feudal nobility’, a regime that served the feudal nobility. But just
as the capitalist democratic state, according to Marx, has to discipline and
even destroy certain individual capitalists in order to ensure the triumph of
the capitalist order, likewise —and this is the contradiction of the absolutist
order, according to Anderson — the absolutist order has to discipline and
even destroy certain lords, or certain sectors of the feudal caste, in order
to save a feudal system of exploitation, that is, serfdom. What was a major
objection to the thesis of the functionality of the absolutist state for the
feudalists, that is, feudal revolts, is not so for Anderson. In order to rescue
the interests of the class, absolutism has to sacrifice a part of the class. It
is the sacrificed part of the class that revolts, which does not refute the
claim that this absolutist state serves the class’s overall interests. In other
words, the resistance of the feudal nobility is not an argument against the
feudal nature of the regime.

Absolutism gave the feudal lords of the West a compensation for the
loss of serfdom in the form of properties, court privileges, sinecures. The
accumulation made possible by taxation, and the redistribution that accu-
mulation made possible, meant that the nobles could receive compensa-
tory subsidies to make up for the shortfall in feudal revenues. For the lords
of the East, however, absolutism — which was moreover a borrowing — was
not just designed to compensate for the loss of feudalism, it made possible
its perpetuation. An important remark that you will also find in Barrington
Moore: the Eastern states were induced states, constructed after the model
of the English and French states, as if the state was an import. Marxist his-
torians, not very happy with the fate of Marxist regimes, raise the question
as to why Marxism in Russia took the form that it did. Does a state that
was self-generated from the start have different properties from a state
generated on the basis of a borrowing, an imported model?

A book by another very famous historian, Alexander Gerschenkron,
on the economic backwardness of Russian capitalism,? follows the same
line. It is impossible to understand the fate of capitalism in Russia without
understanding that this capitalism made a late start, when French and
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English capitalisms were already very developed. Its backwardness was
bound up with the fact that it started later. Marc Bloch wrote, against the
common opinion of spontaneous sociology in the English-speaking world,
that the English state was established well before the French.?¢ Does a
state that develops according to its own inherent logic, by spontaneous
invention, not owe part of its particularities to this particularity, and in
particular the feature that always strikes observers, that is, that this state
has been able to perpetuate extremely archaic institutions, starting with
royalty, beyond the industrial revolution? This leads to another false
problem that Marx bequeathed to historiographical tradition, that of the
bourgeois revolution: why did England not have a bourgeois revolution?
This causes a great deal of trouble to English Marxists. And Japanese
Marxists have developed large quantities of literature in response to the
question of the Japanese road as a deviation from the only road that leads
to the only true revolution, the bourgeois revolution . . . This reconverted
feudalism takes completely different forms from one country to another.
There are sometimes terrible naiveties. Thus Perry Anderson explains
the unusual Scandinavian road as follows: the fundamental determinant
of the Scandinavian specificity lies in the particular nature of the Viking
social structure — here you are in a perfect circle. (That said, I would at
least like to teach you today to read charitably, to read on the basis of
enlightened self-interest. I do not understand why people read books that
they despise; you either read or you don’t . .. Charitable reading on the
basis of enlightened self-interest consists in reading things in such a way
that they have an interest.)

To return to Scandinavia. If you make a comprehensive reading, the
history of a country becomes a one-way street, like that of an individual.
One of the functions of the notion of habitus is to remind us that first
experiences orient second ones, which orient third ones: we perceive what
happens to us by way of structures that have been put into our minds by
what has happened to us — this is commonplace but it needs to be borne
in mind all the same. We do not recommence our history at each moment,
and neither does a country. To have had a Viking social structure is indeed
important. But it remains to be studied what this ‘Viking road’ means, in
what way it has governed institutions, in what way later institutions were
preconstructed by minds themselves constructed by these early institu-
tions. I am already sketching out a bit the scientific perspective I am going
to develop. I shall try to show how a genuinely genetic history, a historical
sociology, seeks to grasp the processes of permanent creation that aim at
transforming structures on the basis of constraints objectively inscribed
in the structure and in people’s minds, processes that change the structure
and that are fashioned in part by the previous state of the structure. The
philosophy of history I shall apply in my further analysis is that at each
moment the whole of history is present in the objectivity of the social
world and in the subjectivity of the social agents that make further history.
This does not mean that we are in a system with a fatalism such that on the
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basis of the initial moment it is possible to deduce the following moments,
but rather that at each point in time the space of the possible is not unlim-
ited. One may even ask whether the space of the possible does not steadily
contract. . .

Anderson develops the contradiction indicated by Eisenstadt between
the absolutist state and feudalism. This thesis is present already in Marx
and Engels. Engels says, for example: ‘The political order remained
feudal, while society became more and more bourgeois.’”’ This is the
old contradiction that has been pointed out time and again. Anderson
develops it a bit, and describes the conflicts that Eisenstadt already
mentioned: the absolutist state, as a redeployed feudal apparatus, is led
to conduct repressive actions against the very people whose interests it
serves. Absolutist states act as a repressive machine of the feudal class
that has just abolished the traditional foundations of the community,
and at the same time they attack the essential foundations of the feudal
order by practising a direct fiscal control that replaces the practice of
feudal fiscality. In order to serve the interests of the feudal class, abso-
lutism has to go against feudalism. One remark in passing: Anderson
ascribes a very great importance to the role of Roman law, because the
West had this inheritance from antiquity, because there is a distinct
Western way. The jurists who were at the origin of the modern state
were able to draw on the capital of accumulated juridical resources,
used as technique.

I had intended to compare Eisenstadt and Perry Anderson in order to
show you how, beneath the apparent opposition between a structural-
functionalist tradition and a Marxist tradition, there are many resem-
blances. To sum up very quickly: Eisenstadt is functionalism for everyone,
whereas Anderson is functionalism for certain people. Eisenstadt asks
what the functions of the state are for the totality of the social order, all
classes together, whereas Anderson examines the class functions for the
dominant of that time, that is, the feudalists. But the essential thing is that
they are both functionalists. Instead of asking what the state does, and the
conditions that have to be met for it to do what it does, they deduce what
it does from the functions they posit almost a priori, such as the function
of maintaining unity, serving, etc.

The problem of the ‘three routes’ according to Barrington Moore

The third historian I am going to speak to you about, Barrington Moore,
in The Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, says quite clearly
that his question is to understand the role of the landed upper classes and
the peasants in the revolutions leading to capitalist democracy, fascism
and communism. This is the problem of the ‘three routes’, and in order
to answer this question, he goes on to compare England, France and the
United States as examples of bourgeois revolution leading to democracy,
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Japan and Germany as examples of conservative revolution leading to
fascism, and China and Russia as examples of peasant revolution leading
to communism. It is Moore who is the most consistent comparativist: he
seeks to isolate one variable viewed as the principal variable, and see how
what happens varies as this variable varies. Clearly, this presupposes a
tremendous mutilation, and any historian who is at all aware will say that
it is impossible to do this. But I repeat that an obvious fault is better than
a hidden error. It is better to construct a system of explanatory factors that
are restricted but explicit than to change the explanatory system from one
page to the next. Moore writes, for example, that the state is born with
taxation and that everything lies in this, but three pages later he spells out
that, if the legitimacy of the state is not recognized, there is no taxation . . .
(I see in this manner of thinking an analogy with the opposition between
mythical thinking and rational thinking. One of the conditions for mythi-
cal systems to operate with partial coherence is that they are never tested
simultaneously. If at a certain moment you say: ‘Man is to woman as the
sun is to the moon’, and later: ‘Man is to woman as the toad is to the frog’,
you are not comparing these two statements, you are just applying the
same practical schemas — the ‘historian’s trade’. This kind of construction
is not subject to the brutal test to which people expose themselves when
they say: ‘I am taking three explanatory factors and I am going to see how
they vary.’ This is therefore an advance.)

For Barrington Moore, it is necessary to consider, in the period when
modern states were being established, a relationship between three terms:
large landed property, the peasants, and the urban bourgeoisie. He tries to
account for the characteristics of his three end-points as a function of the
combinations that these three factors enter into. Democracy appears in the
traditions where there is an approximate balance between the three, where
there is not an alliance between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie made
on the back of the peasants and workers, where there is a commercial,
urban, bourgeois tendency strong enough to counterbalance the feudal
traditions. When the three types are viewed simultaneously, each one char-
acterizes the others negatively. Japan and Germany are characterized by
an imbalance in favour of the landed aristocracies, by a survival of feudal
traditions that continue to dominate the state bureaucracies. The Junkers
were the first to enter the great state apparatus: “The pressures of capitalist
groups able to act as a counterweight were not sufficient to compensate for
the political consequences of a form of agriculture that exerted an oppres-
sion over the peasants and relied on very strong political controls.”?® To
distinguish Japan from Germany, he adds that in the Japanese case the
feudal tie had a particular character and accentuated loyalty of a military
type, discipline, to the detriment of a loyalty that was more contractual,
more freely chosen. The model becomes more complicated if you take
into account the relative weight of the three forces. In the case of the
route leading to communism, the tendencies to commercialization, the
urban and bourgeois capitalist development with its associated values, are
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weak, the forms of repressive agriculture very strong (serfdom, etc.), the
absolutist forces arouse rebellion in the peasant base, which reverses in a
mechanical way the old forms of domination. You thus have the renewal
of a primitive absolutism.

I apologize to these authors whom, despite everything, I respect. I
would have liked to go on to tell you about the schema that I intended to
propose to you, and that is not made up of fragments taken from various
others. I want to give you the means to criticize models by making these
connections visible. I shall try next time to show you that it is necessary to
change one’s philosophy of history in order to account for the same things
more systematically, and to discover in passing certain things that have
been seen by these authors, whom I exhort you to read . . .
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The official and the private — Sociology and history: genetic structuralism —
Genetic history of the state — Game and field — Anachronism and the
illusion of the nominal — The two faces of the state

The official and the private

I have received a number of questions, but I won’t answer these directly, as
I would usually. They are extremely complex and bear on the foundations
of what I am trying to do. One of them was about the control of violence,
and another on the logical role of the state as instance of rationalization.
These two problems will be dealt with in the continuation of these lectures
next year.

To return to the thread of my argument, I focused last time on the ques-
tion of the official and the establishment of the monopoly of the official,
which was another way of posing the question of the establishment of the
monopoly of legitimate symbolic violence. I recalled that the agents of the
stateare characterized by the factthattheyare invested with functions that
are called official, that is, with official access to official speech, the speech
that is current for official instances and the state. You could say that the
state is ultimately the place where official speech, regulations, rules, order,
mandate and appointment is current. In this logic, the state is character-
ized by being the site of a universally recognized power, recognized even
when challenged, which is a paradox I shall tackle later on. The state is the
site of a recognized power that has behind it social consensus, a consensus
granted to an instance charged with defining the public good, that is, that
which is good for the public, in public, for the set of people who define the
public. You could say that one of the paradoxes of the state lies in the fact
that those who have a monopoly of the public good are also those with a
monopoly of access to public goods. In a previous lecture, I contrasted,
in a logic that was more sociological than traditionally philosophical, the
Marxist and the Hegelian views of the state, suggesting that these repre-
sented two opposite poles of a state anthropology. I think that these two
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seemingly antithetical views of the state are as it were two sides of the same
coin: you cannot have the Hegelian state without having the Marxist state.
(Formulas of this kind, in the form of slogans, are mnemonic techniques,
and somewhat dangerous. They are things I would not express in writing,
but teaching is designed to say things you do not write down, and to com-
municate the things that you do write by expressing them in the simplest,
most elementary, strongest terms, which writing cannot carry or tolerate.)
Basically, the key argument I want to develop here is this kind of funda-
mental ambiguity of the state. Those who embody the public good are, by
the same token, subject to a number of obligations — one characteristic of
men in public life, for example, is that they do not have a private sphere,
but are always on public display even when their private life is involved.

According to an analysis by Monique de Saint Martin,! nobles are
people who are on display even in their domestic life, people whose
private space is official. Noble education constantly teaches future nobles,
right from childhood, to be subject even in domestic life to rules that are
imposed on ordinary people only when they are in public, on stage. Men
in political life, especially members of the state nobility, those who have
access to the political field as a site of legitimate, official politics, likewise
high officials as nobles of the state, are subject to all kinds of constraints
that also bear on their private world. In the extreme case, they have no
private life, as their private life is always liable to publication, a form of
denunciation that consists in making the private public. Discussion is
needed of the role of satirical papers such as Le Canard enchainé. Their
obvious political function consists in transgressing a boundary that official
or semi-official papers, such as Le Monde, cannot transgress. These papers
denounce scandals, but under certain conditions, within certain limits, and
as a relatively extraordinary matter. There are organs that are officially
mandated, at least by themselves, to cross this boundary between official
and private, to officialize the private in the sense of making it public, which
may be in contradiction with the official definition of the private individual
concerned. This also deserves discussion, and I will dwell a bit more on it
here.

Here is a titbit to show how, on the basis of an analysis that may be
abstract, it is possible to conduct very concrete operations. I am currently
working on the legal protection of private life; these are matters that you
hear people talking about vaguely all the time, but that you don’t examine
closely. If a star is photographed in a swimsuit, or Le Canard enchainé
publishes a photograph of a meeting between two politicians, Chirac and
Le Pen, is there the same infringement of private life in the second case
that there is in the first? Is the law the same for a star and a politician? Are
the sanctions the same? What is the official definition of the official and
the private in each case? How would judges rule, as holders of the official
right to state the official? The invention of photography gave rise to a
host of unprecedented problems. Painters were always official painters.
They painted nudes, but in conformity with official definitions, whereas
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the photographer who photographs nudes where he finds them, without
the agreement of the individuals photographed, runs foul of jurisprudence
relating to scandals. There is a trail here for a whole series of analyses.

(The ‘big problems’ require a certain cunning. To speak of the state with
great emphasis, with a philosophical resonance, may confer a certain form
of success, but I believe it is not a good strategy, as these problems are too
difficult. My own strategy is always to catch hold of these ‘big problems’
by an accessible side, where they reveal the essential thing that is hidden
beneath insignificant appearances.)

My previous analyses led to certain questions that I shall try to raise in
a historical context. I have already developed the idea that the state can
be characterized as the constitution of official resources, of legitimate sym-
bolic violence. I shall now investigate the history of the genesis of the state
on the basis of this definition of the state as a site made by agents commis-
sioned to state the public good, to be the public good and to appropriate
public goods. In the so-called socialist countries, dignitaries appropriated
public goods and had a relatively unprecedented privilege in the name of
the socialization of the means of production (which indicates the strange-
ness of these regimes), the privilege of appropriating, in the name of the
abolition of privileges, such public goods as official residences, official
platforms, official radio stations, etc. With us, the form is less marked, but
we also have official cars, official personalities, official platforms, official
bodyguards. This legitimate appropriation of public goods is associated
with what is both a duty and a privilege, that is, the duty of doing what
privilege requires, and so not having a private life. Officials only have
access to certain privileges on condition that they deserve them, by paying
homage, at least officially, to the values that legitimize these privileges.

After reminding you of all this, I hope now to stick to the two themes
I want to stress, otherwise my lecture will be an unfinished symphony . . .
Firstly, I shall say what it means to give a history of the genesis of the state,
and secondly, in what way this manner of doing history is different from
certain ordinary ways of doing history. Before going on, however, I shall
mention a problem of method, then present the broad lines of what this
description of genesis involves. This will in fact be a summary of the course
I shall give next year on the historical genesis of the state institution.

Sociology and history: genetic structuralism

My first subject is the specificity of the method. What is involved in his-
torically describing the genesis of the state? Is the comparative method,
as applied by the three authors I discussed last time, the only way? Does
putting forward a universal proposition on the genesis of the state force
you to make a universal comparison of forms of state from the Inca
empires through to the Soviet type? My answer is no. It is possible to study
a particular case — or a small number of particular cases — in such a way
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that your project is to grasp the universal forms of state in it, the logic of
the genesis of a logic. Demonstrating this would be long and hard. I have
suggested something of it in the reservations I particularly expressed in
relation to Fisenstadt and Perry Anderson. It seems to me doubly justi-
fied to take as the central object the cases of France and England, treated
explicitly as particular cases of a universe of possible cases, as privileged
particular cases, because historically, what was invented here served as a
model for all other forms of the modern state. Doing historical sociology
or social history means tackling a particular case, but constituting this, in
Bachelard’s expression, as a particular case of those possible, grasping its
particularity as such, a particularity that can be compared with possible
cases. I shall often refer to the comparison between England and Japan.
Many justifications for this way of proceeding can be given, not only for
reasons of method, treating them as particular cases, but also because, his-
torically, they each have the particularity of having been a general model,
as singular cases on the basis of which the models that were later general-
ized were shaped.

In order to justify these particular cases, you could find several justifica-
tions in history. In Capital, for example, Marx says more or less that the
historian acts a bit like the physicist who observes physical phenomena
where they appear in their most typical form, most free from disturbing
influences. Each time it is possible, Marx tries to conduct experiments in
conditions of normality, that is, assuming that the phenomenon is taking
its normal form, undisturbed by anything else. Marx says, on the question
of examining the capitalist mode of production and the conditions of its
production, that he will make use of the classical case of England, because
England is not simply a privileged illustration, but above all a pure and
exemplary case. You can find similar formulations in Marc Bloch, in his
study of feudalism, in which he likewise treats France and England as
examples, pointing out that these two cases contain between them the
complete form of the historical archetype he is seeking to reveal, variations
that themselves make it possible to grasp the invariant more completely.?

The essential point of my argument, however, is to justify this under-
taking of historical analysis in relation to sociology. The classic opposi-
tion can be brought up that the sociologist studies invariant general laws
whereas the historian studies particular times and places. This opposition
between Durkheim and Seignobos, which was originally about history,
has become an opposition structuring the cultivated unconscious.? This,
however, strikes me as absurd. It is impossible to do sociology on a con-
temporary phenomenon without giving a genetic history and a genetic
sociology of this phenomenon. Sociology as I conceive it is a genetic
structuralism or a structural genesis. The sociologist is someone who does
comparative history on the particular case of the present; the sociologist is
a historian who takes the present as object, with the ulterior motive of con-
stituting the present as a particular case and locating it in the universe of
possible cases. We need to avoid the major error — which historians as well
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as sociologists can easily fall into — of unconsciously universalizing the
particular case, drawing universal conclusions from a particular case that
is not constituted in its particularity. When I say, ‘I am a French teacher’,
I forget to constitute myself as a particular case of the possible. I may
draw universal conclusions, for example on the functions of reproduction,
which are an unfounded generalization of the particular properties of the
particular case.

The idea of a boundary between sociology and history has no meaning.
It has only a historical justification inasmuch as it is bound up with a
traditional division of labour. If it is perpetuated, this is because there are
social interests attached to the existence of disciplines: investments of time
and apprenticeship, as well as psychological investments. The same holds
for the boundary between sociology and anthropology. This has a social
existence, and corresponds to the requirements of the CNRS, which is
an institution with directors, presidents, positions and mental structures.
This opposition between sociology and history is a historical artefact,
constructed historically, and it can be deconstructed historically. The
function of historicization is to release these historical constraints inserted
into the unconscious by history. I repeat Durkheim’s formulation, ‘The
unconscious is history.” To explore the history of a discipline or a state,
therefore, means exploring the unconscious of each of us, which, in its
agreement with the unconscious of others, acquires a reality every bit as
objective as that of a head of state. The strength of the social world lies in
this orchestration of unconscious mental structures. And there is nothing
more difficult to revolutionize than mental structures. That is why revolu-
tions very often fail in their project of making a new man (a new homo
economicus or a new homo bureaucraticus). In the same way, the division
between geography and history is the product of history; the grounds for
the existence of these disciplines mobilize fantastic social forces, with the
result that it may be easier to reform the social security system than to
abandon the academic division of disciplines.

This genetic structuralism, which I see as constitutive of social science in
general, and which consists in saying that one of the ways of understand-
ing the social functioning of an institution is to analyse its genesis, is scien-
tifically justified. If I feel obliged to make rather more explicit something
that basically can be taken for granted and is even trivial, this is because
things do have to be spelled out, and each of you need only be in a situ-
ation to apply in practice what I am in the process of saying, to see that
the old disciplinary reflexes still manifest themselves, leading to practical
consequences. To exorcise this, one of the ways of understanding what I
have just said would be Durkheimian. It was Durkheim’s conviction that,
in order to understand social structures, you had to go back to the elemen-
tary, which is what led him to privilege anthropology — see his book The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, or his article with Marcel Mauss,
‘On some primitive forms of classification’.# Durkheim sought the elemen-
tary in the primitive. The main instrument of his genetic thinking was
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anthropology. For him, primitive forms lead to the elementary. This is a
metaphor from chemistry: the elementary is that from which the complex
is created by combination.

This fantasy of the elementary was reactivated, at a certain point in time,
by the linguistic model. People dreamed of having a system of phonemes
from which it would be possible to reconstitute languages. I do not have
this kind of intention. I do not believe that the quest for the original — in
the case of our own tradition, the medieval state —should be confused with
a quest for the elementary. For me, the original is the place where a certain
number of things are formed, things that, once formed, pass unnoticed.
The original is the site of the essential, the site where struggles are visible,
since resistances to the constitution of the state were very important.
The best historians, for reasons that are understandable, forget marginal
groups, dominated people. Revolts against taxation are certainly studied,
but resistances to linguistic unification or the unification of weights and
measures are not studied. If beginnings are interesting, this is not as the
site of the elementary, but as the site where you can see the fundamental
ambiguity of the state, which is that those who theorize the public good are
also those who profit from it. The two-sidedness of the state can be seen
far better at its beginnings, because the state exists in our thinking and we
are constantly applying a state thinking to the state. As our thinking is to a
large extent the product of its object, it no longer perceives the essential, in
particular this relationship of a subject belonging to the object.

Genetic structuralism has to establish the specific logic of the genesis
of bureaucratic logic, and simultaneously to describe the specific nature
of this logic. This is the problem of practical logics as opposed to logical
logics.> Specialists in the social sciences, historians and sociologists,
are often challenged by specialists in the more advanced sciences, who
increasingly tend to intervene in the social sciences and exercise a jurispru-
dence in the name of their status as more advanced sciences. A very fine
article calls the hard sciences ‘masculine’ and the soft sciences ‘feminine’.%
Quantitative/qualitative: oppositions of this kind are neither socially nor
sexually neutral, and have effects that are quite disastrous. Apart from the
fact that specialists in the soft sciences may mimic the outward signs of
the hard sciences and obtain easy symbolic profits from doing so, a more
serious danger lies in the fact that specialists in the hard sciences, with the
complicity of a fraction of the specialists in the soft sciences, can impose a
conception of the logic of historical things that does not conform to reality.
In my work on Kabyle ritual, or on the categories of French professors as
revealed by analysing obituaries of former pupils of the Ecole Normale,
or the judgements that professors make of their students,” I came to the
conclusion that the logics according to which social agents and social insti-
tutions operate are logics that can be called soft, fuzzy; there is a logic of
history that is not the logic of logic. If the results of specialists in the social
sciences are measured by the yardstick of logical logics, social science is
mutilated in its most specific characteristic. One of the most important
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tasks for specialists in the social sciences is to bring out the specific logic
of their object, and the specific logic of their work on the object, so as to
have their specific rigour recognized, a rigour that has nothing to do with
the logical logic that is met with in theory in some scientific spheres. The
terrorism of logical logic is also exerted on other human sciences that are
supposedly more ‘advanced’, such as biology, for example.

Practical logics — those of institutions, of human practices — must be
constituted in their specificity. It is a major scientific error in the histori-
cal sciences to be more rigorous than the object, to put more rigour into
discourse on the object than there is in the object itself, in order to meet
demands of rigour that are prevalent not in the object, but in the field of
production of discourse on the object. Falsifications of this kind, even if
sincere and spontaneous, are serious, above all because they prevent the
logic of the discourse being matched to the logic of the object, and by the
same token prevent the specificity of these logics being grasped, logics that
are not 50 per cent logics, but are simply different. If you want a more
thorough argument, The Logic of Practice deals with this subject. Despite
dealing chiefly with problems of ritual practices and mythical systems, it
applies to the problem of the state, where you also have practical logics
that logical logic destroys.® One of the paradoxes of the social sciences is
that in order to describe practical logics we only have logical logics that
were constructed in opposition to practical logics by a very difficult and
protracted historical effort. Probability theory was constructed against
spontaneous probability. All the fundamental principles of probability
theory amount to saying: ‘Do not do what you do spontaneously.’

In the same way, games theory was constructed against the spontaneous
strategies of players. This means that the instruments of knowledge that
we have are destructive of their object. Understanding the instruments
of knowledge is important; epistemology is not an optional extra for the
scientist, but an integral part of scientific work. It is a question of under-
standing our instruments of knowledge in order to know the effect that
these instruments produce on our objects; and we have to know our object
in order to know in what way it obeys a specific logic, opposed to that of
the instruments of knowledge that we apply to it. This double effort is very
important. Historians, and a fortiori geographers, are victims of a form of
symbolic domination that consists in simultaneously rebelling and being
crushed. To give an example, the first issue of the radical geography maga-
zine Hérodote published an interview with Michel Foucault. This was a
significant slip — the lowest requesting a guarantee from the highest . . .

Historians are extremely irritated by theorization, sometimes even by
any kind of theorization, inasmuch as the vocation of historian very often
demands an entrance fee of abandoning the ambition to generalize, leaving
this to sociologists with a somewhat ambivalent contempt. The dominant
historians humbly pay their homage to the philosophers. A certain form of
reflection that is traditionally called ‘philosophical’ (and should rather be
called epistemological) is a constitutive part of the craft of the historian,
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the sociologist, and any specialist in the social world, not an optional extra,
and it should be taught as an element of specific competence in the histori-
cal sciences. This competence, which is not very widespread among philos-
ophers and historians, would be an instrument of liberation for historians
inrelation to the forms of domination that philosophers exert over them; it
would also be an element of progress towards the unification of the social
sciences and the abolition of the boundary between sociology and history.

Genetic history of the state

Sociology as I conceive it emerges from the limits traditionally imparted to
the discipline and implies a genesis of the objective structures that it takes
as its object. The task of this genetic sociology — as Piaget talks of genetic
psychology — is to study the genesis of individual structures and social
structures, in our particular case that of the field of high public office, the
bureaucratic field, the state field. How should this genetic history of collec-
tive structures be conducted? In what way does it differ from history as this
is ordinarily practised? What else does it demand? There are a number of
collective works on the genesis of the state that  much admire, and which I
shall draw on here. The bibliographic references are as follows: Frangoise
Autrand, Prosopographie et genése de I’ Etat moderne; Jean-Philippe Genet
and Bernard Vincent, Etat et Eglise dans la genése de I'Etat moderne; Jean-
Philippe Genet and Michel Le Mené, Genése de I Etat moderne; Culture et
idéologie dans la genése de I'Etat moderne.® 1 could naturally cite several
other works, which I shall mention later in this course. But I believe that
these ones are important, as they will enable you to see the best of what
historians can do.

The object of the remarks I have just made is to encourage historians,
to try and free them — making use of the sociology of science that brings
to light forms of domination that can be objectified and thus controlled —
from the various forms of censorship they accept because these are imma-
nent in the very structure of the field of history. It is a matter of saying
to them: “You would do what you are doing still better if you pursued
it thoroughly, if you did not let yourselves be confined within the rather
castrating limits of the historical discipline, which is not designed to press
concepts to their conclusion, to construct models and systems of vari-
ables.” Not all historians are in agreement, and it is impossible to cite more
than fifteen coherent works of history that are falsifiable in the Popperian
sense. It is characteristic of the field that it produces constraints, objective
and embodied censorships, and people do not even notice the censorships
they subject themselves to by entering the field . . .

Having said this, not in order to shock, to blame or give a lesson, but
to try and make a small contribution to freeing the social sciences both
from the dictatorship of the hard sciences and, what is worse, from the
incorporated forms of domination, I shall extend my explanation of the
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presuppositions of this kind of genetic history a bit, in order to say in
what way, methodologically, it is different from what historians do. One
of the major differences is that historians would not do what I am doing
here because they would think it superfluous, pretentious. I have in mind
Saussure’s formula, which I much like to cite, and which says that you
have to know what the linguist is doing. I want to show what is involved
in what the historians I have mentioned are doing, as without these histor-
ians I could not try to do what I shall try to do in relation to the genesis
of the state. If you know what you are doing, you do it better — it’s the
transition from a practice to a method. Marc Bloch entitled his book The
Historian’s Craft; a craft is something that exists in a practical state, you
can do wonderful things without having any meta-discourse on its prac-
tice. I prefer a historian or a sociologist who knows his craft without the
accompaniment of epistemological discourse to a sociologist who gives
speeches on his methodology but does not know his craft. A methodology
has never protected anyone from technical error; only a craft protects.
Yet the craft is a necessary condition but not a sufficient one. You can
practise your craft all the better if you master it at a conscious level, if you
are able to explain the practical principles that you apply in your practice,
if you have transformed schemas into rules, if you have posited rules that
can become collective rules and be utilized even by opponents as a call to
order. Codifying has a considerable importance.!® Epistemology is the
codifying of a craft, which makes it undergo a transmutation; you move to
a different order when you do what you are doing with awareness.

In my project of a genetic history of the state, I shall introduce right
away the idea that there is a logic of the genesis of logics. In other words,
doing history is quite different from telling a story: history is not an
account, but a selection of pertinent facts (Saussure). You have to know
what is historically constituted. First property: this logic of the genesis of
logics is neither in the order of logical necessity, nor in that of chance or
pure contingency. There is a specific logic of the genesis of these strange
objects that are historical social objects, they have a specific logic that is
not that of logic. In order to spare you a great philosophical development
in the classical vein, I refer you to Ernst Cassirer’s last article, published
in Word.!! Cassirer is not just a useful philosopher, he is necessary for
correctly understanding the craft of the historian or the sociologist. At
the end of his life he spoke of structuralism and tried to give a philosophi-
cal foundation to this notion of structure, a strange reality that escapes
the Leibnizian alternative between ‘truth of fact’ and ‘truth of reason’.
According to Cassirer, it is a kind of de facto reason, a contingent reason,
both in its operation and in its genesis. If you see it in terms of the logic
that opposes pure contingency to necessity, you don’t understand it at all.
In this magnificent article, he develops this ambiguity of historical reason
in the sense of process, and of historical reasons in the sense of the logic
immanent to historical orders grasped at a given moment. As I see it,
being a historian or a sociologist means realizing that you are dealing with
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logics that escape this alternative, both in their existing state and in their
genesis. By the same token, what has to be understood is a form of neces-
sity in contingency, or contingency in necessity, of social acts performed
under structural necessities, under the constraint of the products of previ-
ous history, under structural necessities that are embodied in the form of
permanent dispositions, what I call habitus.

The sociologist or historian who approaches the social world would do
what he does more completely if he knew that what he had as his object
was a provisional state, neither random nor necessary, of a relationship
between a structure that is the product of history, a field, and an embodied
structure that is also the product of history. When the historian studies
a statement of Guizot in the Chamber of Deputies, he is dealing with
something conjunctural, accidental, a ‘happening’ that is basically devoid
of interest. The same goes for the sociologist who studies a declaration by
Cohn-Bendit from 1968, or the attitude of a certain professor at that time,
or of Flaubert at the time of the case brought against his novel Madame
Bovary. When he studies a ‘happening’, what he is actually studying is
the encounter between the habitus — product of an ontogenesis, of the
embodiment under certain conditions of the state of a certain structure,
the structure of a global social space and a field within this space — and
an objectified structure — that of a social space as a whole, or more often
that of a sub-world, the field of history, the literary field, the state field.
The sociologist does comparative history when he takes the present as his
object. When I study the reform of housing policy in 1975, I do exactly
the same thing as someone studying a debate in the English Parliament in
1215; I am dealing with the encounter between two histories, at a moment
that is itself history on the side of both individuals and structures.!?

Game and field

I want to continue this for a couple of minutes. In what way does it change
in practice our view of the craft of the analyst of social or historical facts?
In order to understand this, I shall move very quickly to a comparison
between field and game. This genetic structuralism is distinguished from
the ordinary way of doing history, firstly in that it seeks to make explicit
what is involved in doing what it is doing. Secondly, in that it makes
explicit what is the specific logic of historical change and historical reali-
ties, of fields in particular. Thirdly, when dealing with differentiated soci-
eties in which the state is constituted as a differentiated region among
other differentiated regions, the sociologist knows that what he is taking
as object are sub-worlds, fields. When he does literary history, the history
of art, of the state, of constitutional law, he studies the genesis of social
games, of what I call fields. Everything I have said can be summed up
as follows: in my view, the historical project I set myself is to study the
genesis of a particular field, which I can compare to a game for purposes of
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communication, while noting the difference I have just mentioned. Let us
take the game of chess, the most intellectual of games. Those who belong
to the pole that Kant dogmatically called human sciences, those who try
to formalize at all costs, all support the chess metaphor; they constantly
make an ontological leap, moving from things of logic to the logic of
things, or from logical logic to practical logic, abolishing practical logic.
By making the distinction between a game of chess and a field, I am trying
to bring to your attention a concrete way of grasping what I see as the real
philosophy of social fields and their genesis.

In the game of chess there are explicit and conscious rules, formulated
and listed, which are outside the game, pre-exist it and outlive it. They are
stable unless they are revised, and they are explicitly acknowledged by
the players, who accept the rules of the game. A very important property
is that the rules that organize this game are outside the game; there is no
question of negotiating them with the opponent while the game is under
way. In a field, the rules are implicit regularities, only a very small part
of which are made explicit: this is the same difference as that between
craft and method that I just mentioned. Part of these regularities governs
the sanctions to be applied to practices. These sanctions are immanent
to the game, implicit in it; the rules are within the game and are always
being challenged; one of the properties of fields is precisely that people
struggle here to triumph according to the immanent rules of the game.
Weber said the same thing: the person who does not bend to the rules of
the capitalist cosmos goes bankrupt if he is an employer, and is dismissed
if he is a worker.* The immanent rules are recalled by way of sanctions,
but they can remain implicit. Secondly, the regular order of the economic
or bureaucratic cosmos is such that there is no struggle over the rules of
the game. But there can be a struggle to change the rules of the game (by
revolution or a policy of reform), which consists in cheating on the game
and establishing a tacit regularity that will become the rule. Something
that started off as cheating or casuistry or evasion . . .

In other words, the rules are implicit regularities that the players ignore
most of the time, rules that are mastered in a practical state without the
players being able to formulate them explicitly. They are not stable, as dis-
tinct from rules of a game; they are not outside the game. The constraints
according to which the game is played are themselves the product of the
game. A structural analysis of the game therefore implies an analysis of
the history of the game, of the becoming that led to this stage of the game,
of the process by way of which the game generates and maintains the con-
straints and regularities according to which it is played. The game does not
contain its whole truth within itself. A field is a game that is played accord-
ing to regularities that are its rules, but in which play can also involve
transforming these rules or regularities.

To describe the genesis of a field in no way means describing the genesis
of a game. If you are trying to show the genesis of a game, you have to
find a lawgiver and know who invented it. The game of basketball, for
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example, appeared in 1890, invented by someone who wanted to create
a less violent game that could also be played by women. For the field, it
involves following a process. In relation to the concentration of law, the
transition from feudal law to royal law, the process by which the king,
as instance of last appeal, gradually concentrated juridical power, Marc
Bloch said that there was a process of concentration of law that was done
without an overall plan, without a legislative text, and, one could say, by
makeshift.!* Does this mean by chance and any which way? No. Here we
have a very strange necessity, with neither a rational calculating lawgiver,
nor an inventor, nor a madman who does no matter what (‘sound and
fury’). We have someone who does things by makeshift, combining ele-
ments that are borrowed from previous states and constructing jigsaw
puzzles. This seemingly incoherent construction generates semi-coherent
things that are the object of study for specialists in the social sciences.
Whether you want to or not, when you do history you have a philosophy
of history, and so it is best to know what this is. The philosophy of history
that Marc Bloch had in mind, what I was trying to show on the basis of the
comparison between game and field, was to apply a philosophy of logic by
which fuzzy logics are generated, with not only a principle of pertinence
of what is important to retain, but also a principle of meta-pertinence. I
am trying to constitute at least as a problem what great historians do very
well. I would like to show in what way this philosophy changes the manner
of reading historical facts, and the manner of reading what historians are
doing. If I was cynical, I would say: ‘Let historians carry on working in
this way, and provide ready-made material for sociologists.” But my work
is completely respectful of their work and, even if I shock, my discourse is
an exhortation for historical work to be pursued thoroughly, for histori-
ans to have their specific work taken away if they do not do it thoroughly.

The sociology of history avoids two constant temptations, two current
forms of finalism: a collective finalism, which consists in seeking in the
immanence of the historical world a reason oriented towards goals, and a
finalism of individuals, which is periodically reborn in the social sciences.
Rational action theory views social agents as rational calculators who
maximize this or that form of material or symbolic profit. I believe that the
paradox of the social world is that you can discover an immanent order
without being forced to put forward the hypothesis that this order is the
product of conscious intention on the part of individuals, or of a function
inscribed in collectives that transcends individuals. The state has been a
great protector of ignorance, in the sense that it can serve as repository for
everything that people are unable to explain in the social world, and it has
been endowed with every possible function: the state maintains, etc. You
will see, in books with a ‘theoretical’ pretension, that a fantastic number
of sentences have the state as subject. This kind of hypostatizing of the
word ‘state’ is everyday theology. In fact, there is practically no sense in
making the state the subject of statements. That is why I always rephrase
my sentences when speaking of it . . .
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There is order and a certain form of logic. But this does not mean it is
correct to suppose that this logic has a subject; it is a logic without subject,
but — in the social sciences, one mistake is often avoided only to fall into
another — this does not mean that social agents are mere Trdger of the
structure, as the Althusserians used to say in the name of Marx (7Trdger
can be translated as ‘bearers’, though this is not a good translation).
Social agents are acting, active, but it is history that acts through them, the
history whose product they are. This does not mean that they are totally
dependent.

Another important thing that follows from this way of conceiving the
logic of history is that the logic of the process is not the logic of progress.
The process is not necessarily continuous, though it is more so than is com-
monly believed, and it does present discontinuities. When philosophers
intervene in these kinds of problems, they re-create sharp dichotomies and
dismiss all those who, thanks to their craft, go beyond such dichotomies in
practice. This is why the social sciences have to be liberated from philoso-
phers, at least from those who do not respect the specificity of the social
sciences, those who do not take the work of the social sciences as it is, and
descend with a whip, as Nietzsche called on men to do among women, to
establish an epistemological reign of terror. I respect wholeheartedly the
philosophers who do respect the specificity of the social sciences, as they
can help the social sciences to clear up problems such as those I mentioned
in two words, rule and regularity. I can tell you that I have made much
use of good philosophers, who have tremendous things to say on these
subjects.

Tracing the genesis of the state means selecting a principle of pertinence,
for example the distinction between premodern, modern and postmodern
that implicitly conveys a philosophy of history. If you believe that the state
is the universal, and that the constitution of the state is the constitution of
a world in which a few agents monopolize universal speech, it is clear that
the constitution of the state has something in common with the process of
universalization: a movement from the local to the universal. Can such a
movement towards universalization be viewed as progress? We are dealing
here with inventions constrained by the structure against which they are
made. The alternative between individual and structure, a subject for fine
dissertations, is useless here, since the structure exists within the individual
as well as in the objective realm. Moreover, the social order may have a
constraining effect on invention. (The world of science, for example, con-
strains scientific invention.) Sociology has to explain the constitution of
social worlds in which the stakes of power are historical. The logic of these
worlds means that transhistorical things are generated such as science,
law, the universal, that is, things that, though socially produced, are not
reducible to their social conditions of production. If certain agents have a
social interest in appropriating this universal, that does not mean it is not
universal . . .1
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Anachronism and the illusion of the nominal

One latent error, when you leave the philosophy of the history of the state
in an implicit state, is anachronism. Paradoxically, historians are more
given to anachronism than any other scholars, largely because they are
victims of the illusion of the constancy of the nominal, an illusion accord-
ing to which an institution that has kept the same name today as in the
Middle Ages is thereby the same. Historians warn us, but the fact remains
that the objects they construct include the collection of self-interests
bound up with present questions about the past. In order to produce a lin-
guistic effect, or to seem modern, they make unjustified analogies, saying
for example, on the question of medieval institutions, that ‘Josquin des
Prez was the Bernard Pivot of the sixteenth century’.'® This anachronism,
and the retrospective illusion, are often bound up with an error in philoso-
phy of history arising from the fact that, when you give the genesis of a
structure, you have at each moment a state of the structure in which the
same element is enmeshed in different states of the structure and is there-
fore changed. Levenson, a great historian of China, said that a canonical
text of Confucius changed because it did not change in a changing world.!”

All this follows from the metaphor of games that arein fact fields, where
the rules of the game are in play in the game, where the overall structure of
the balance of forces changes. We can no longer assume that what is nomi-
nally the same really is the same, but must always make the hypothesis
that nominal identity is hiding real difference. Historians make longitudi-
nal series, and since 1830 there have been censuses in France that classify
people into socio-occupational categories. But a ‘doctor’ in the 1830s was
very different from the ‘doctor’ of the 1980s, even if the professional body
remained the same. These longitudinal studies of institutions often fail
to have an object. Biographies, when they are sociologically constructed,
actually give the history of the field in which a biography is situated. The
historian who says: ‘I am working on the history of the Conseil d’Etat’
should rather say: ‘I am working on the history of the bureaucratic field
... If you accept the idea that you are dealing with the genesis of struc-
tures, and that each state of the structure defines each of its elements, it
follows that you can only compare structure with structure, a state of the
structure with a state of the structure, since all atomistic longitudinal series
contain the pitfall of nominal constancy.

The two faces of the state

The question is whether all these preliminaries are justified in terms of a
substantial scientific gain. Is it possible, in other words, on the basis of all
this, to add something to the historical works that have been cited? What
is revealed by all the readings and reflections I have made on the basis of
the principle I put forward is the fundamental ambiguity of the state, and
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of the process from which the state arose. The state is a Janus about which
it is impossible to state a positive property without simultaneously stating
a negative property, a Hegelian property without a Marxist property, a
progressive property without a regressive and oppressive property. This is
troubling for those people who like to think that everything will turn out
rosy . .. What I believe I can do, instead of giving a preliminary methodo-
logical orientation of a rather incantatory kind — you remember: Hegel
and Marx, Spinoza, etc. — is to base this dualism on a genetic analysis. To
describe the genesis of the state is to describe the genesis of a social field,
a relatively autonomous social microcosm inside the surrounding social
world, within which a particular game is played, the game of legitimate
politics. Take for instance the invention of parliament, a place where there
is public debate, in forms and rules that are laid down, on questions and
conflicts involving opposed interest groups. Marx only saw the ‘behind the
scenes’ side. Recourse to the theatrical metaphor, the theatricalization of
consensus, masks the fact that there are people who pull the strings, and
that the real stakes, the true powers, lie elsewhere. To give the genesis of
the state is to give the genesis of a field in which politics is played out, sym-
bolized, dramatized in prescribed forms, and by the same token the people
with the privilege of entering this game have the privilege of appropriat-
ing for themselves a particular resource that we can call the ‘universal’
resource.

Entering this game of compliant, legitimate politics means having access
to the gradually accumulated resource that is the ‘universal’, entering
universal speech, universal positions on the basis of which it is possible to
speak in the name of all, of the universum, the totality of a group. One can
speak in the name of the public good, of what is good for the public, and
at the same time appropriate it. This is what lies at the root of the ‘Janus
effect’: there are people who have the privilege of the universal, but you
cannot have the universal without at the same time having a monopoly
over the universal. There is a universal capital. The process by which this
managing instance of the universal is constituted is inseparable from the
process of constitution of a category of agents who have the property
of appropriating the universal. To take an example from the realm of
culture, the genesis of the state is a process in the course of which a whole
series of concentrations of different forms of resources is effected: the con-
centration of information resources (statistics, by way of investigations
and reports), linguistic capital (making one particular dialect the official
one, which is established as the dominant tongue, with the result that all
other tongues become errant and delinquent, inferior forms of this). This
process of concentration goes hand in hand with a process of dispos-
session. To establish one city as the capital, as the place where all these
forms of capital'® are concentrated, means dispossessing the provinces
of capital; establishing the legitimate language means relegating all other
tongues to patois.!® Legitimate culture is the culture guaranteed by the
state, guaranteed by this institution that guarantees the qualifications of
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culture, that delivers diplomas that guarantee possession of a guaranteed
culture. The school syllabus is a concern of the state; changing the sylla-
bus means changing the structure of the distribution of capital, devaluing
certain forms of capital. Removing Latin and Greek, for example, means
relegating a whole category of small owners of linguistic capital to an out-
moded cultural petite bourgeoisie. In my own earlier work on the school,
I completely overlooked the fact that legitimate culture is the culture of
the state . . .

This concentration is at the same time a unification and a form of uni-
versalization. Where there was diversity, dispersion, localism, there is now
uniformity. Germaine Tillion and I compared units of measure in different
Kabyle villages over a 30-kilometre distance, and found as many different
units as there were villages. The creation of a national, state standard of
weights and measures is an advance in the direction of universalization:
the metric system is a universal standard that presupposes consensus,
agreement on meanings. This process of concentration, unification and
integration is accompanied by a process of dispossession, since all the
skills and knowledge that were associated with these local measures are
disqualified. In other words, the very process that brings about a gain in
universality is accompanied by a concentration of universality. There are
those who want the metric system (mathematicians) and those who are
relegated to the local. The very process of establishing common resources
is inseparable from the establishment of these common resources as a
capital monopolized by those who have the monopoly of struggle for the
monopoly of the universal. This whole process — constitution of a field;
autonomization of this field in relation to other necessities; constitution
of a specific necessity in relation to economic and household necessity;
constitution of a specific reproduction of the bureaucratic type, which
is specific in relation to domestic, family reproduction; constitution of a
specific necessity in relation to religious necessity — is inseparable from a
process of concentration and constitution of a new form of resources that
turn out to be universal, or in any case to have a degree of universaliza-
tion that is higher than those that existed previously. You move from the
small local market to the national market, whether at the economic or
the symbolic level. The genesis of the state is basically inseparable from
the constitution of a monopoly of the universal, with culture being the
example par excellence.

All my earlier work on this subject could be summed up as follows: this
culture is legitimate because it presents itself as universal and open to all,
because it is possible in the name of this universality to eliminate without
fear those who do not possess it. This culture, which appears to unite but
in reality divides, is one of the great instruments of domination, since there
are those who have the monopoly of this culture, a terrible monopoly since
this culture cannot be criticized as being particular. Even scientific culture
simply presses this paradox to its extreme. The conditions of constitution
and accumulation of this universal are inseparable from the conditions of
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constitution of a caste, a state nobility, the ‘monopolizers’ of the universal.
On the basis of this analysis, it is possible to undertake the project of uni-
versalizing the conditions of access to the universal. But you still have to
know how this can be done: do you have to dispossess these ‘monopoliz-
ers’? Clearly the answer does not lie in this direction.

I shall end with a parable designed to illustrate what I have said about
method and content. Some thirty years ago, one Christmas night, I went
to a small village deep in the Béarn to see a country dance.?’ Some people
danced, others didn’t. A number of men, rather older than the others and
dressed in peasant style, just talked among themselves, with an expression
meant to justify that they were there without dancing, to justify their unex-
pected presence. They might have been married, as once you’re married
you don’t dance any more. The dance is a place for matrimonial exchange,
the market for symbolic matrimonial goods. There was a very high level
of bachelors, 50 per cent of the men between twenty-five and thirty-five.
I tried to find a system to explain this phenomenon, in that there was
a protected local market, not unified. When what we call the state was
formed, there was a unification of the economic market, which the state
contributed to by its policy, and a unification of the market for symbolic
exchanges, that is, the market in bodily stance, manners, clothing, person-
ality, identity, presentation. These people had a protected market with a
local basis, over which they had control, which made possible a kind of
endogamy organized by families. The products of the peasant mode of
reproduction had their opportunities on this market: they were still sell-
able and found girls. In the logic of the model I mentioned, what happened
at this dance was the result of the unification of the market for symbolic
exchanges, which meant that a soldier from the small town nearby who
came swaggering in had a disqualifying effect, taking value away from
the peasant competitor. In other words, the unification of the market that
can be presented as an advance, at least for those people who leave, that
is, women and all the dominated, can have a liberating effect. The school
imparts a different bodily stance, different ways of dress, etc., and the
student has a matrimonial value on this new unified market whereas peas-
ants are disqualified. The whole ambiguity of this process of universaliza-
tion lies in this. From the standpoint of the country girls who leave for the
town and marry a postman or the like, this is an access to the universal.

But this degree of higher universalization is inseparable from the
domination effect. I recently published an article, a kind of re-reading of
my analysis of the Béarn bachelors, of what I said at that time, which I
entitled, for amusement, ‘Reproduction forbidden’.?! I showed that this
unification of the market has the effect of forbidding de facto the bio-
logical and social reproduction of a whole category of people. At the same
time, I had been working on material that I found by chance, the records
of communal debates in a small village of two hundred inhabitants during
the French Revolution. In this region, men would vote unanimously.
Decrees then arrived that they had to vote by majority. They discussed and
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there was opposition, one side and another. Bit by bit, the majority won
out: it had the universal behind it. There has been much discussion around
this question raised by Tocqueville about the continuity or discontinuity
of the Revolution. It remains a real historical problem: what is the spe-
cific strength of the universal? The political procedures of these peasants
with very coherent age-old traditions were swept away by the strength of
the universal, as if they bowed to something that was logically stronger:
coming from the city, put into explicit discourse, methodical and not just
practical. They became provincials, locals. The records of their debates
become: ‘The prefect having decided . . .’, “The municipal council met . . .’
The other side of universalization was a dispossession and monopoliza-
tion. The genesis of the state is the genesis of a site for the management of
the universal, and at the same time for a monopoly of the universal, and
that of a group of agents who participate in the de facto monopoly of that
thing which is, by definition, the universal.
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Historical approach and genetic approach — Research strategy — Housing
policy — Interactions and structural relations — Self-evidence as an effect of
institutionalization — The effect of ‘that’s the way itis ...’ and the closing
of possibilities — The space of possibilities — The example of spelling

Historical approach and genetic approach

This year’s course will continue to deal with the question of the state. I shall
tackle two main points. The first of these bears on the genesis of the state,
or rather its sociogenesis, to use an expression favoured by Norbert Elias,
the sociogenesis of the state — that is, the history of the birth of the state in
the West, conducted accoding to particular logics. The second point will
bear on the structure and functioning of the state, this second part being a
kind of balance sheet in which I shall seek to sum up the findings that may
have been gained over these years on the question of the state.

I should say right away, as you have surely noticed, that the question
of the state is a supremely difficult question. I do not think there is any
more difficult question for a sociologist. One of my colleagues, the French
sociologist Michel Crozier, entitled a book of his Etat modeste.! 1 often
think that the state is something that necessarily makes you modest, that
the state is a problem that condemns the sociologist to modesty, especially
when he undertakes to do what I shall try and do, something rather crazy,
which is to try and ‘totalize’ — I use the word in apostrophes — both the
findings of theoretical research on the state — few subjects have caused
theorists both good and bad to say so much — and the findings of historical
research on all countries at all times. Merely stating this project already
implies that it is unrealizable. I think however that the attempt deserves to
be made. I think that the social sciences are often faced with this antinomy
and this dilemma of a totalization both necessary and impossible.

The solution I am going to propose to you implies a very acute aware-
ness of what is involved in my undertaking. I do not want to proliferate
preliminaries about the state and the theory of the state, theoretical or
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methodological preliminaries that are rather boring, but it strikes me that
a certain number of precautions are indispensable. First of all, I shall dis-
tinguish between the approach I call genetic and the common historical
approach. This could by itself provide the object for a whole year’s teach-
ing, but I shall only say a few words on this subject to suggest to you a path
for reflection. I essentially want to show what the ambition of the sociolo-
gist is as distinct from that of the historian. The sociologist’s ambition is
distinguished from that which the majority of historians apply in their
work; the sociologist seeks to construct a theoretical model of a process,
that is, a set of statements that are systematically connected and capable
of systematic verification, able to account for as large a set of historical
facts as possible. This is a simple definition of the model. This ambition, I
repeat, is out of proportion given the immense amount of data that has to
be integrated and the complexity of the theoretical schemas that have to
be developed. That said, [it should be the ambition] of everyone who utters
the word ‘state’. If, as I just said, we have despite everything to attempt
the impossible, this is because those who do not make this explicit do so
surreptitiously, and because every discourse that bears on the state has the
same ambitions, but they are not matched by an analysis of the conditions
of possibility, which may be conditions of impossibility.

The first point, then, is to distinguish the genetic approach from the
ordinary historical approach; and secondly, to try and show in what way
the genetic approach is particularly indispensable. Why, faced with a
phenomenon such as the state, is the sociologist forced to turn historian,
at the evident risk of committing one of the acts most strongly tabooed in
scientific work, the sacrilege of transgressing a sacred boundary between
disciplines? The sociologist exposes himself to being rapped on the knuck-
les by every specialist, and, as I have indicated, there are very many of
these. That said, if the genetic approach is forced on us in this particular
case, I believe this is because it is, let us say, not the only instrument of
rupture, but a major one. Taking up the well-known indications of Gaston
Bachelard, for whom a scientific fact is necessarily ‘conquered’ and then
‘constructed’,? I think that the phase of conquering facts against accepted
ideas and common sense, in the context of an institution such as the state,
necessarily implies recourse to historical analysis.

One analysis that I conducted at considerable length concerned the
tradition, from Hegel to Durkheim, of developing a theory of the state
that, in my opinion, is simply a projection of the representation that the
theorist has of his role in the social world. Durkheim is characteristic of
this fallacy to which sociologists are very often prone, and which consists
in projecting onto the object, into the object, one’s own thinking about the
object which is precisely the product of the object itself. In order to avoid
thinking the state with state thinking, the sociologist has to avoid thinking
about society with a thought produced by society. And unless we believe
in the a priori, in transcendent ideas that escape history, we can posit that
all we have for conceiving the social world is a thought that is the product
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of the social world in a very broad sense, that is, common sense from the
lay to the scholarly. In the case of the state, this antinomy of research in
social science, and perhaps of research in general, is particularly felt, an
antinomy arising from the fact that if you know nothing then you see
nothing, and if you do know, you risk seeing only what you know.

The researcher totally lacking in instruments of thought, who knows
nothing of current debates, scientific discussions and findings, who does
not know who Norbert Elias is, etc., risks either being naive, or reinvent-
ing what is already known, but if he is familiar with all this, then he risks
being the prisoner of his knowledge. One of the problems that faces every
researcher, and especially in the social sciences, is to know how to free
yourself from the things you know. This is easy to say, and in epistemo-
logical discourses on the art of invention you can read things of this kind,
but in practice it is terribly difficult. One of the major resources of the
researcher’s trade consists in finding ruses, ruses of scientific reason if I
may say so, that make it possible precisely to get round, to put in parenthe-
ses, all these presuppositions that are involved in the fact that our thought
is the product of what we are studying, and has all kinds of adherences.
‘Adherence’ is better than ‘attachment’ [adhésion], as if it were just this,
things would be too easy. One always says: ‘It’s difficult because people
have political biases’, yet everyone knows there is an epistemological
danger in leaning either to the right or to the left. Attachments are actually
easy to bracket out; what are hard to bracket out are adherences, that is,
implications of thought so deep that they remain unknown.

If it is true that the only thought we have for conceiving the social
world is the product of the social world itself, if it is true — and you can
take Pascal’s famous phrase but give it a quite different meaning — that
‘the world comprehends me but I comprehend the world’, and I would
add that I comprehend it in an immediate way because it comprehends
me,’ if it is true that we are the product of the world in which we are, and
which we try to understand, it is clear that this initial comprehension that
we owe to our immersion in the world we are trying to comprehend is
particularly dangerous, and that we have to escape this initial, immediate
comprehension, which I call doxic (from the Greek word doxa that the
phenomenological tradition has adopted). This doxic comprehension is
a possession possessed or, you could say, an alienated appropriation. We
possess a knowledge of the state, and every thinker who has conceived the
state before me has appropriated the state with a thought that the state
has imposed on him, an appropriation that is only so easy, so self-evident,
so immediate, because it is alienated. It is a comprehension that does not
comprehend itself, that does not comprehend the social conditions of its
own possibility.

We have in fact an immediate mastery of state things. For example, we
know how to fill in a form. When I fill in an administrative form — name,
forename, date of birth — I understand the state; the state gives me orders
for which I am prepared. I know what a registry office is, a progressive
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historical invention. I know that I have a legal identity, since I have an
identity card. I know that on the identity card there are a certain number
of characteristics. In short, I know a lot of things. When I fill in a bureau-
cratic form, which is a great state invention, when I fill in a request or sign
a certificate, if I am authorized to do so, whether it is an identity document,
a sickness certificate, a birth certificate, etc. — when I do operations of this
kind, I understand the state perfectly; I am, in a sense, a man of the state,
the state-made man, and by the same token I understand nothing about it.
That is why the work of the sociologist, in this particular case, consists in
trying to reappropriate those categories of state thought that the state has
produced and inculcated in each one of us, that were produced at the same
time as the state was produced, and that we apply to everything, particu-
larly to the state in order to conceive the state, with the result that the state
remains the unthought, the unthought principle of the greater part of our
thoughts, including those on the state.

Research strategy

This may strike you as somewhat abstract and verbal, but I shall try to
give you examples to show you that we have before our eyes ‘coups d’état’
that we cannot see. An example of this is spelling, which can become a real
matter of state, especially in the present conjuncture, and which I shall
go on to analyse right away. It is a magnificent illustration of everything
I have just been saying. In order to try to emerge from state thought, I
carried out in recent years a series of critical analyses. I did what you
could call — transposing the expression ‘negative theology’ — a kind of
‘negative sociology’, but this led to very disappointing results. At the end
of each year, I have to admit to you (if I did not say this, I thought it very
strongly) that I was aware of not having made much headway, of having
often replaced the theses, theories, what is given in lectures on the state,
with theoretical rubble or little titbits like analyses of certificates, forms,
disinterestedness, public service, the gradual invention of the notion of the
public in the eighteenth century, etc.

I am telling you this so as to explain my way of proceeding, because it
may not be understood, which is quite understandable. I am proceeding in
a completely conscious way, this is a research strategy. Generally in sociol-
ogy, and particularly when the state is concerned, you have no other strat-
egies than those of Horace before the Curiatii, or David before Goliath,
that is, to make yourselves as small as possible, because otherwise it’s too
difficult. Now, it’s a law of society that the bigger people feel, the more
they deal with ‘big problems’. There is a social hierarchy of problems, and
elevated people will think, for example, about international relations or
the state, and look down from a great height on those who concern them-
selves with certificates . . . The strategy that has worked for me in much of
my research, at least in my own eyes, consists in accepting a bias towards
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ancillary status, towards gathering up remnants, those little questions that
big theorists abandon, because I believe it is at this level that you are most
protected from ‘coups d’état’, from the imposition of the state.

The difficulty does not just come from common sense, from the fact
that we know how to fill in a form and accept phrases of the type ‘the
state decides that . . ” without reflection, that we accept that the state isa
reality on which an adjective can be pinned: it is modest, it is ambitious,
it is glorious, it is centralist, etc. We accept a great many things without
explanation. The worst, however, for a scientist, is scientific common
sense, that is, the set of obligatory questions that are constitutive of the
profession and hence of professionalism: the questions that you have to
raise in order to be recognized as a legitimate scientist. It is very hard to
break with this kind of common sense, and the younger you are, the more
you are just setting out, giving yourself an air of freedom, the more in fact
you are subject to the great questions of the day, you have a duty to pay
homage to these great questions . .. It should not be thought that this is
a cynical homage. People who defend established spelling tooth and nail
are not cynical, that would be too easy. This homage is sincere and obliga-
tory. A big question calls for great reverence, and therefore weighty theses,
major works and big concepts.

We can take for example the way that the problem of the state, which
had more or less disappeared (there are fashions also in science, as every-
where else unfortunately), made a strong comeback in the intellectual
world around the 1960s, in the wake of the social movements that shook
that decade on both sides of the Atlantic. In the United States, the resur-
gence of so-called conflict theories and Marxism, including Marxism of
structuralist inspiration (represented by Goran Therborn, Claus Offe,
Nicos Poulantzas), had a major effect, and this resurgence was expressed
right away in the form of a debate around the autonomy or heteronomy
of the state. Was the state dependent, as Marxists say, even if this was
a relative dependence, as Poulantzas said? Was there a correspondence
between the state and one or other class? And what class would this be:
was it the Junkers, the industrial bourgeoisie, the gentry? There were
several works on this subject. Clearly, however, a relationship was being
examined without examining its terms. What was meant by the gentry, by
aclass, by the state, was taken as given, and what was investigated was the
dependence or independence between these terms . . .

There was subsequently a reaction against this current, which made
a great deal of noise and whose most well-known representative was
the American sociologist Theda Skocpol. Skocpol opposed the thesis of
dependence — which was subversive at that time in the United States, in
the logic of the student movement — with the thesis of autonomy, devel-
oped in her book States and Social Revolutions, which was a corrected
amplification of Barrington Moore’s thesis — he had been her teacher at
Harvard. She subsequently co-edited a collective work entitled Bringing
the State Back In.* She demonstrated in this book that it is impossible to
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do sociology, to understand the social world, without bringing in the role
of the state, a role that is independent of that of the social forces within
which the state operates. There are all kinds of works in this tradition. You
have here an example of one of those screen problems that thousands of
researchers bump into. I read a very fine article, for example, with a mag-
nificent bibliography, that lists all the champions of the state dependence
theory in the United States.’ It is very professional, and the same should
be done in France, but on condition that something more than that is
done. The author lists all the champions of dependence, all the champions
of independence, he explains the two theories and, taking one empirical
case, that of Germany in the first half of the eighteenth century, tries to see
whether the state really was dependent or independent, using the historical
indications of dependence and independence. There is much writing of this
kind. [But] this type of work strikes me as an obstacle to knowledge, since
working empirically may also be a way of escaping theoretical reflection.

Housing policy

For my part, I tried to tackle the problem of the state in a very modest and
very empirical way by studying housing policy in France in the 1970s.6
As soon as there exists what is called a ‘policy’, involving a certain type
of legislation and regulation of support for housing, it is possible to say
that perhaps one does not know what the state is, but there is in any case
something in the region of what is called ‘the state’. Yet it is impossible to
say any more on the subject than that, following the work of commissions,
a certain number of laws, decrees and regulations were passed that aimed
to replace what was called at the time ‘support for bricks and mortar’ with
what was called ‘support for individuals’. I am a Wittgensteinian. I say:
‘Here is a state action’, and I ask myself: “‘What does a state action consist
in? How does it happen and how is it determined or decided? Once you
have questions of this kind in mind, the problem of the dependence or
autonomy of the state crumbles away, since what you observe is a space of
agents, a very complicated space.

Commissions are typical in this respect. They are sites at which you
find, and I'll say this in a very few words as I said a bit about it last year,
agents whom you can call state agents — ten years later they will have gone
over to the other side, through the ‘revolving door’, and be working for
the banks —agents of local authorities, representatives of housing associa-
tions, agents of banks that have major interests in this kind of business,
since if the mode of financing house-building changes, then all kinds of
investment strategy change. I will not develop the full analysis here, as it
would take me too far afield. You discover a space of competing agents
who maintain an extremely complex balance of forces with very complex
and very different weapons: some have knowledge of the regulations and
precedents; others have scientific authority and have mathematical models
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that played a major role in this struggle; others again have prestige. M. de
Fouchier, for example, combined a whole series of prestigious character-
istics: his noble name, the fact of having been an inspector of finances,
and being the director of the largest French bank.” All these agents enter
into an extremely complex balance of forces, both material and symbolic,
which for many of them is by way of discourse, and from this very complex
balance of forces, which has to be analysed in a very subtle way, a decision
results that contributes to strengthening or undermining a certain state of
the balance of forces. I am giving only a very small idea of the empirico-
theoretical complexity (given that there is neither pure theory nor pure
empirical data here) that has to be manipulated in order to escape the
simple alternative between a dependent or an independent state. What is
the result of an analysis of this kind? The result is that the word ‘state’ is
a kind of shorthand designation, but by this token a very dangerous one,
for a set of extremely complex structures and processes. It would take
me hours to develop what I mean by the state when I say that ‘the state
has decided to replace support for bricks and mortar by support for indi-
viduals’. There are thousands of people in these fields, in articulated and
opposing sub-fields, etc., in complex relationships.

Interactions and structural relations

There is a very fashionable technique in the United States known as
‘network analysis’. This consists in analysing, by relatively elaborate sta-
tistical methods, the networks of interactions between individuals. One
of the promoters of this method is Edward Laumann. He is a Chicago
sociologist who first used this method to investigate networks of power
in a small town in Germany, subsequently venturing to apply this to
larger networks, such as White House policies on certain questions, and
he arrived at some very interesting results.® I do not agree with everything
he says, and he would certainly be most surprised by my agreeing with
him, but even if I do not share his theories, his philosophy or his politi-
cal positions, he is on the path that eventually leads out of the Skocpol/
Poulantzas rut. This is why I feel rather close to him. In a couple of words,
the difference between his view and my own is that he describes the spaces
of public policy (‘policy domains’) as spaces of interaction far more than
as relationships between structures. This is one of the major divisions in
social science, the division between those who, faced with a social space
to study — and I have already chosen my camp by saying ‘social space’ —
focus on interactions between individuals: do they know one another or
not? Does So-and-so have So-and-so’s name in his address book? Do they
speak on the phone? Do they communicate before deciding at the White
House, etc.? In brief, there are those who focus on interactions, that is,
on real social exchanges that are actually conducted. And then there are
those, among whom I count myself, who believe that interactions are very
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important, that they are often the only way in which we are able to grasp
things, and that it is only by way of interactions that structures reveal
themselves. But structures are not reducible to interactions between two
people talking. There is far more going on than what meets the eye. The
example I often take to have this point understood is that of strategies of
condescension. Interaction between two people may be the actualization
of structural relations irreducible to interaction, with interaction being
both its expression and its dissimulation. An intelligent interaction analy-
sis is not far from a structural analysis, but there is a difference all the same
in the way of explaining this, in the way of speaking of it, which means
that the difference remains important. At all events, when studies of this
kind are conducted — and here I agree with Laumann — instead of asking
whether the state is dependent or independent, you examine the histori-
cal genesis of a policy, how this happened, how a regulation, a decision
or a measure was arrived at, etc. You then discover right away that the
academic Streit [dispute] between dependence and independence has no
meaning, that it is impossible to give a response that is valid for all circum-
stances. Naturally this seems like a capitulation. Theorists are horrified
when you say to them that you shouldn’t give a once-and-for-all answer;
they find that ‘positivist’. You cannot give a once-and-for-all answer to
this question, which does not mean that you cannot give very general
answers, but it assumes that you start by throwing out this kind of badly
posed question. It is impossible to give a once-and-for-all answer. For
each particular case, in other words at every moment, in every country and
even for every problem, you have to ask what the structure of the space is
within which the policy in question is generated.

To help you understand this, if I set out to study a reform of the teach-
ing system, I am going to find a certain space; if I set out to study a certain
international crisis, I will find a different space with different agents, and
the question is to know what is particular about them, especially those
involved in both: are they more ‘state’ than the others? This is a key ques-
tion: what are the properties of those agents who stand at the intersection
of all the fields within which policies are constructed? If I study arma-
ments policy, this is a quite different space from national education policy,
which does not mean I will not investigate the invariants of what the
state is, those things that happen each time that a state policy is decided.
I believe that there is a specific logic of the bureaucratic field, this being
a space within which contentious issues and quite specific interests are
generated. In the case of the policy I studied, for example, there were two
state bodies, two bodies that were historical products of the state, bodies
that were produced in the production of the state, that the state had to
produce as part of its own production, that is, the Corps des Ponts and the
Inspecteurs des Finances. These two bodies had completely differing inter-
ests, bureaucratic interests bound up with their history, with their position
in the social space, maintaining differing alliances with other agents, such
as bankers . .. And so there are specific issues at stake, specific interests
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that are in part the effect of the position of agents in the social space, or
in the bureaucratic sub-space constituted by the policy in question. There
are also specific constraints and regularities that are irreducible to the con-
straints and regularities that weigh on all those involved.

There is a specific logic of the state, and these constraints, regulari-
ties, interests, this logic of operation of the bureaucratic field, may be the
origin of a dependence or independence in relation to external interests;
or rather, of unintended correspondences in relation to external interests.
One might be able to say ex post, for example, that the engineers of the
Corps des Ponts, for very complex historical reasons, had a rather more
‘left’ position towards public housing, and the Inspecteurs des Finances
a more ‘right’ position. But this might well be a coincidence (I exagger-
ate a little). In the extreme case, these agents, by serving themselves, have
additionally, without intending to, served the interests of one group rather
than another. You can even say a bit more: ‘all things considered’, ‘all in
all’, ‘globally’, all these state games serve some people more than others,
and serve the dominant more than the dominated. But is it necessary to
raise great ahistorical questions in order to reach this conclusion?

That is a first point. I meant, therefore, that when you are faced with a
problem such as this, vigilance means having an attitude of great suspicion
towards the state, to the point that I only began to use the word ‘state’ in
my writing just two or three years ago. Up until then I never wrote ‘state’,
as I did not know what it was, but I did know enough to distrust the use
of the concept, even as shorthand. Bachelard talks of ‘epistemological
vigilance’; this should also apply to words.

(The only privilege of oral communication, which is always less good
than written communication, because you do not have time to check it, is
that it makes it possible to communicate things that are almost improper,
that you cannot write down, because you are read by hostile or malicious
colleagues.)

It is necessary, in other words, to break with grand theories, just as it is
necessary to break with the ideas of common sense and to distrust imme-
diate comprehension, since the more I understand the less I understand.
That has a radical air, and is why I speak of ‘negative sociology’. The more
I understand, the more I need to distrust. I particularly need to distrust
school questions — it is very vexing to say this within a school — but it is
an antinomy of the teaching of research, quite especially in the social sci-
ences. It is true that the teaching of research has to be a kind of permanent
double bind:® ‘I tell you what I am telling you, but you know that it’s
wrong, you know that it may be wrong.’

(On the subject of this last pedagogic advice, I would say that one of
the problems of teaching here, which makes it terrifying for the person
doing it, is the extreme diversity of the audience [I am addressing]. This
can be analysed sociologically: the homogenization of educational audi-
ences is an effect of the school system. Here we again have the historical
unconscious. This was formed over centuries: pupils were put into a
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certain class at more or less the same age, with the same syllabus, etc.
This was not invented overnight, there were times when you had side by
side students of eighteen and boys of six. The more teachers lecture to a
homogeneous audience, the more formally homogeneous the discourse
can be. One of the problems raised by teaching at the Collége de France
is that, for better or worse, it juxtaposes listeners with extremely diverse
specialisms, backgrounds, ages, etc., and the weight of this diversity is
extremely heavy, especially when you are aware of it. It is better not to be
aware of it, but from a professional point of view I am not unaware of the
problems of pedagogy; and when you are aware of it, it is quite crushing,
since you have it in mind all the time. When I analyse the interaction/
structure pair, for example, there are those among you who have heard
me do this forty times, and it bothers me a bit to repeat it, and others
for whom it would be worth two hours’ development. So I try to make a
‘historic compromise’ . . .)

Self-evidence as an effect of institutionalization

In order to escape state thought about the state, I have adopted several
modes of operation: empirical analysis, critique of the theoretical pre-
suppositions of current theories, questioning of the dominant problems.
But the most powerful weapon against state thought is genetic thought.
Why is this privileged? Durkheim wrote a magnificent book called The
Evolution of Educational Thought, which is the equivalent for education
of what I am trying to do for the state. He tried to give, not an anecdotal
history of education, but a genetic sociology revealing the properties that
were pertinent to understanding what is the case today. Why is genetic
analysis privileged in this way? One thing I sought to demonstrate in
earlier lectures is that the state exercises an effect of symbolic imposition
that is absolutely without any equivalent, an effect of symbolic imposi-
tion that tends to protect it from scientific questioning. What can be
called the established state, the prevailing state, the current state, has been
established by way of the very symbolic order it establishes, that is, both
objectively, in things — for example, the division into disciplines, the divi-
sion into age groups, and subjectively — in mental structures in the form
of principles of division, principles of viewing things, systems of classifica-
tions. By way of this double imposition of symbolic order, the state tends
to make a large number of practices and institutions appear self-evident
and needing no explanation. One result, for example, is that we do not
investigate the notion of national borders, the fact that in France we speak
French rather than another language, the absurdity of spelling, in brief,
lots of questions that could be raised and yet are not raised but bracketed
out, a whole series of questions that could have been at the origin of insti-
tutions. As soon as you conduct historical research, you discover in fact
that at the origin of institutions things were discussed that nowadays have
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to be discovered in an extremely laborious way.

One thing that struck me when I was working on education is that the
idea that the school system could have a function of reproduction was put
forward in the 1880s, when the possibility of establishing a compulsory
school system was discussed. At the beginning, it turned out that the func-
tions, the functioning, many things that subsequently went into the routine
of the established order, were questioned and discussed. There is another
situation in which questions are asked, that is in periods of decomposition.
Movements of involution, as some biologists call them, periods of dissolu-
tion, ‘pathological’ situations, moments of state crisis, as for example the
time of Algerian independence, are very interesting, since questions that,
even if not repressed, were rejected because already resolved before even
being raised, came forward again. Where do the borders lie? Do you need
to speak French to be French? And if you don’t speak French are you still
French? Is it enough to speak French in order to be French?

One effect of the symbolic power associated with the state institution, in
other words, is precisely the naturalization, in the form of doxa, of certain
more or less arbitrary presuppositions that lay at the very origin of the
state. And so only genetic research can remind us that the state, and every-
thing that follows from it, is a historic invention, a historical artefact, and
that we ourselves are inventions of the state, our minds are inventions of
the state. To give a genetic history of the state, rather than a ‘genealogy’ in
Foucault’s sense,'? is the only genuine antidote to what I call the ‘amnesia
of genesis’ that is inherent to every successful institutionalization, since the
successful imposition of any institution implies that its genesis is forgotten.
An institution is successful when it has succeeded in imposing itself [as a
matter of course]. I remind you of the definition of an institution as I use
it:'! an institution exists twice, both in objectivity and in subjectivity, in
things and in minds. An institution that has been successful, that is there-
fore capable of existing both in the objectivity of regulations and in the sub-
jectivity of mental structures in tune with these regulations, disappears as
an institution. People no longer conceive it as being ex instituto. (Leibniz,
in order to say that language was arbitrary, used the term ex instituto, that
is, on the basis of an institutional act.) A successful institution is forgotten,
and makes people forget the fact of its having had a birth or a beginning.

Genetic thought, as I define it, seeks in a sense to make the arbitrari-
ness of beginnings resurface; it is [therefore] opposed to the most ordinary
usages of ordinary history. The ordinary usages of ordinary historical
thinking tend to fulfil, even unbeknown to those practising them, a func-
tion of legitimation, which is one of the most common usages of history.
For example, in my lectures about the state I have introduced French
parliamentarians from the eighteenth century such as d’Aguesseau, etc.
These people spontaneously began to write the history of the Parlements.
They were literati, they needed to legitimize their existence, they wrote a
history which had the aim of showing what they wanted to demonstrate,
that is, that the Parlements were very ancient, were the successors of the
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Etats Généraux and therefore represented the people: a way of assert-
ing and founding a power that was independent in relation to the king,
showing that they had a different legitimacy. History is very often given to
this discourse of legitimation, partly because it knows what has happened
since; there is a kind of constitutional anachronism in historians’ works. I
read many historians, and with my nasty mind I see many anachronisms.
No one is more anachronistic than historians. To speak, for example, of
‘France in the year 1000’ strikes me as monstrous; it took ten centuries for
France to be constituted . . .

The return to the uncertainty attaching to origins, to the opening of
possibilities that is characteristic of beginnings, is extremely important
in order to overcome common sense. I am simply giving a real content
to the notion of rupture, which precisely means: stop viewing something
as not being problematic when it should be problematic. To de-banalize
and overcome the amnesia of beginnings that is inherent to institution-
alization, it is important to return to the initial debates, which show us
that where only one possible outcome remained for us, there were in fact
several, with camps supporting each of these. This has very serious conse-
quences from the standpoint of the philosophy of history that you apply
when you relate a history. As soon as you relate a linear history, you have
a philosophy of history, which has very important consequences from the
standpoint of what you have to look for when you are a historian, what
should be viewed as a fact from the standpoint of the construction of the
object. History is linear, that is, a one-way street. Where there were several
possible trajectories, at each moment — I am sometimes hesitant at putting
things like this, it’s so much the pons asinorum of regular philosophical
discourse — there is a space of possibilities, several possible futures. What
was a principality could develop into feudalism or empire; what became
the Habsburg empire could have become something else . . . When I take
dynastic examples (you will see later on that this is important), this is
readily apparent. But when possibilities of a rather theoretical kind are
involved, it is far harder to discern.

The effect of ‘that’s the way it is . . .” and the closing of possibilities

I shall take a very concrete example, to show how at every moment
history contains a spectrum of possibilities. We might have not developed
nuclear power, but we did develop nuclear power; we might have not had
a housing policy based on individual investment and support for indi-
viduals, etc. There is an irreversibility that is correlative with the unilinear
nature of processes. History destroys possibilities: at every moment the
space of possibilities constantly closes, and if you relate this fact to what
I was saying just now, you see that the history of a successful institution
implies amnesia about its genesis, that history eliminates possibilities
and makes them forgotten as possibilities, that it even makes possibili-
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ties unthinkable. There are possibilities that are abolished once and for
all, more seriously than if they were simply forbidden, as they are made
unthinkable. What we are familiar with as historical reality, things such as
nuclear power stations, spelling, the division between history and geogra-
phy, the existence of geology, etc. — all this seems such that the contrary is
not even ruled out, butis actually unthinkable. This is what [ was referring
to above as a ‘coup d’état’.

The major coup that the state carries out on us is what we could call
the ‘that’s the way it is’ effect. It’s worse than if someone said: ‘It can’t be
otherwise.” “That’s the way it is’, there’s nothing else to say — like Hegel
when he saw the mountains. It amounts to making social agents accept
thousands of things without their even knowing it (without asking them
to swear an oath), it’s making them accept without condition thousands
of presuppositions that are more radical than any contract or convention,
than any attachment.

(I am well aware of making digressions in my talk. It’s a pedagogic
choice. I have often said that the difficulty of sociology is that it has to
destroy common sense, remove everything that bears on proto-belief, that
is more than a belief: a belief that is unaware of itself as such. Sociology
has to destroy a doxa. There is very often an authority effect in the peda-
gogic relationship, the effect of ‘I’'ve not thought too much about it’, the
effect of ‘he tells me this, so I agree with him’. The sociologist’s discourse is
granted a support that is not a genuine adhesion, since it can coexist with
the continuation of a kind of proto-doxa. In order to break this manner of
benevolent adhesion, something must be done that may seem like provo-
cation, that is, to take burning issues that will shock and divide. This is the
only way to reconduct the operation that the sociologist conducts in order
to arrive at saying what he says: he plays with fire. I am not saying this to
sacrifice to the myth of science, but it is a dangerous game all the same to
challenge the doxa, the basic certainties. Otherwise, what is too easy, you
will say: ‘He gave us a topos.’'? Topoi have a particular status: they are
neither true nor false. But science, sociology, 