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This article is concerned with the existence of states as a matter
of fact, and it approaches that subject within the context of the
ontology of social reality as a whole. It argues, first, that states do
not have a place in the traditional Platonist duality of the concrete
and the abstract. Second, that states belong to a third category –
the quasi-abstract – that has received philosophical attention with a
recently emerging theory of documentality. Documentality, derived
from Austin’s theory of performative utterances, claims that doc-
uments acts can bring quasi-abstract objects, such as states into
being. Third and finally, it argues that the existence of quasi-ab-
stract states should not be rejected on the basis of the Principle
of Parsimony, because geopolitical theories that recognise the exis-
tence of quasi-abstract states will have greater explanatory power
than theories that deny their existence.

INTRODUCTION

It appears that geopolitical entities exist. It appears that we live in a world of
armies, navies, trade organisations, nations, governments, nongovernmental
organisations, federal political units, counties, electoral districts, provinces,
and most significantly for this article – states, which have long been a major
focus of political geography.1 However, at a foundational level, the legit-
imacy of these entities as subjects of academic, and especially scientific,
investigation confronts an ontological problem not faced by the subjects of
physical geography. Whereas rivers, lakes, and mountains have an existence
independent of what people believe about them, it sometimes seems that
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2 Edward Heath Robinson

many of the subjects of human geography only exist because people believe
they exist. Many scholars, including philosopher John Searle, have recog-
nised this as a critical issue for the study of the social world. Although there
appears to be an objective reality of geopolitical entities, and social entities
more broadly, their mind-dependent nature calls into question whether or
not such entities actually exist, and therefore whether investigating them can
result in knowledge. For example, if the United States only exists because
people agree it exists, is its existence an objective fact? After all, perhaps
everyone will think differently tomorrow. The mind-dependent nature of
many geographic entities “raises certain crucial problems for the epistemol-
ogy and ontology of geography, leading some to doubt whether geography
can really be considered a science involved in making discoveries about
the world, and whether or not the purported facts studied by geographers
should really be considered as existing at all”.2 Issues surrounding the mind-
dependent nature of social entities were at the core of Searle’s investigation
into social reality,3 and they are at the core of this article.

This article is specifically concerned with the ontological status of states,
and its central question is very basic. Do states exist, or do human beings
only behave as if they exist? If they do exist, then what kind of entities
are they and how are they established? Although the “common sense” posi-
tion might be that states exist, scholarly investigations into their existence
often come to the opposite conclusion.4 Generally, they argue that the mind-
dependent nature of states disqualifies them from genuine existence in the
world. However, this article asserts that recent developments in ontology
have provided scholars with new philosophical mechanics with which to
answer the question of state existence in the affirmative and presents an
argument contrary to what appears to be the prevailing thought. Whereas
previous investigations into the state’s ontological status have analysed its
existence without considering the wider concern of the existence of social
entities as a whole, this article asserts that the question of state existence is
the same as the question of the existence of a broad range of similar social
entities. Thus, this subject is approached here within the general philosoph-
ical context of the existence of social objects. Specifically, it situates the
question of state existence within the theoretical framework of a growing
body of literature describing an ontological theory of documentality, which
claims that documents have the ability to bring about changes in the world,
including the genuine creation of new entities. This article argues that states
are quasi-abstract objects (with position in time but not in space) that are
often established by the constitutive powers of certain document acts.

The structure of this article is as follows. After briefly reviewing previ-
ous ontological thought on states, it will be argued that a major reason states
have been so difficult to study is that they do not fit within the traditional
Platonist ontological duality of the concrete and the abstract. Instead, they
belong to a recently recognised third category – the quasi-abstract. Then the
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A Documentary Theory of States 3

article argues that states are grounded in records and representation and that
document acts are often used to establish and manipulate states. Before con-
cluding, this article rejects the argument that states should be eliminated from
political theory based on the Principle of Parsimony, alternatively known as
Occam’s Razor, because recognising that states exist as quasi-abstract objects
provides greater explanatory power than do geopolitical theories based
solely upon human beings and their political behaviour. This is illustrated
though a study of Iraq as a quasi-abstract object.

THE FUNDAMENTAL ISSUE OF STATE EXISTENCE

Abrams once wrote that although the state is taken for granted “as an object
of political practice and political analysis,” scholars have remained “spectac-
ularly unclear as to what the state is.”5 Since Abrams made that observation,
the situation has not improved much. Nevertheless, investigation into state
existence is of central importance for political geography. Many geopolitical
activities are based on a belief in the existence of states, including some of
the most significant actions involving human life. Wars are fought because
people believe states exist. At other times, humanitarian operations may
not be conducted because of a concern that the operations might violate
the sovereignty of a supposedly existing state. For those reasons, among
many others, these entities are very important to understand. But if states
do not exist, then they cannot be subjects of social scientific study. Ringmar
addressed this subject directly when he wrote,

An honest scientist cannot simply ‘posit’ the existence of a certain entity
in an a priori fashion since it is the very existence of this entity that should
be investigated. As scientists we must look at world politics without any
particular prejudices as to which kinds of objects it contains. Our concept
of the state should emerge as a result of such an empirical investigation,
not be a precondition for it.6

Therefore, arguably, ascertaining whether or not there are states is the
necessary first step before trying to establish how these entities operate or
interact. If investigations determined that there are no states, then political
geographers and other scholars of political studies might be obligated to
disseminate that knowledge. Although students might arrive for university
education believing that there are states – the United States, China, Syria,
Great Britain, and all the rest – they could be taught to abandon those
beliefs during the course of their education. That way when students begin
their careers – especially if they become government officials, lead armies, or
command warships – they might be less inclined to take actions predicated
upon beliefs in the nonexistent. No one needs to die to defend a state if
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4 Edward Heath Robinson

it does not exist. Likewise, there is no need to debate whether or not, for
example, intervening in the 1994 slaughter of the Tutsis by the Hutu would
violate the sovereignty of Rwanda if there were no Rwanda.

However, questions of existence are more difficult to answer regarding
states than might be the case regarding tables or chairs, or even the rivers,
deserts, and oceans with which physical geography is concerned, for at least
three reasons. One reason is definitional difficulty. Ringmar recognised that
correct definition must precede investigation of state existence when he
wrote, “We must define what we mean when we talk about a ‘state’ and
we must figure out in which sense notions like ‘existence’ or ‘non-existence’
can be applied to this kind of an entity.”7 It is therefore problematic that
a multitude of definitions for the state have been put forward that identify
the state as a variety of different entities, including a land,8 an organisa-
tion,9 a government,10 a group of people,11 a country,12 and a legal entity.13

Robinson addressed the distinction between states (legal persons of interna-
tional law) and governments (organisations of people with certain coercive
powers), and this distinction is followed closely here.14 Governments, politi-
cal communities, and even whole societies have been studied under the term
“state,” but this article takes a much narrower view regarding the entity to
which the term “state” is applied. States are nonphysical political entities that
were one of several competing political institutions that emerged out of feu-
dal Europe.15 This article will not belabor a definition of the state, but rather
focuses on the state’s nonphysicality as its critical characteristic for present
purposes.

This nonphysicality is at the core of a second reason that states have
been difficult to study. James writes that “no one has ever seen a sovereign
state” and that “the absence of a physical referent has the consequence that
one cannot tell those interested to go and have a look at the object in ques-
tion and make up their own minds about its essential nature.”16 Observation
is foundational in science, yet states cannot be observed. This characteristic
alone would seem to prohibit their scientific study. States cannot be seen,
heard, smelt, touched, tasted, or (it would seem) otherwise detected. Given
this peculiar characteristic, scientists, whether physical or social, would seem
justified in meeting popular belief in states with scepticism. Arguably, such
scepticism is not only justified but may be obligatory. What can be observed,
of course, is human behaviour. People can be observed acting as if there are
states, or phrased differently, acting in statelike ways. For instance, one can
observe people at the US Capitol, the White House, and the Supreme Court
behaving in ways consistent with the existence of an unobservable United
States. One can observe activities on the Fourth of July celebrating the “birth”
of this entity, and soldiers can be observed swearing allegiance to it. People
behave at the United Nations as if there are many such entities and differ-
ences between them must be reconciled. It is very likely that these people
are behaving as if there are states because they believe these unobservable
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A Documentary Theory of States 5

states to exist. However, no conclusion regarding the existence of the states
can be drawn from observations of the behaviour. After all, people can also
be observed acting as if there are gods, ghosts, specters, haunts and other
similar beings, but that has no bearing on their existence. This supposed
characteristic of states appears to put them outside of what can be studied
by science.

The third reason states are difficult to study is that they seem to be mind-
dependent, and, if they exist, to do so only due to general human agreement.
This characteristic places them in an ontological category with many other
social objects, and hence motivates situating state existence within the con-
text of the existence of social objects more broadly. As Searle remarked in
his philosophical study, it appears that “there are portions of the real world,
objective facts in the world, that are only facts by human agreement. In a
sense there are things that exist only because we believe them to exist.”17

This prompts a very fundamental question that has tremendous importance
for the state as a legitimate subject of scientific study – “How can there be an
objective reality that exists in part by human agreement?”18 This may be the
underlying issue that complicates investigation into the existence of states.
It appears as though it is a matter of objective fact that we live in a world
dominated at the geopolitical level by states and the interstate system, and
yet they only exist because people think they do. The state “appears to exist
simultaneously as material force and as ideological construct. It seems both
real and illusory. This presents a particular problem in any attempt to build
a theory of the state.”19 Because of this characteristic, the study of states
becomes closely tied to the study of other so-called “mind-dependent” enti-
ties. Arguably, the mind-dependence of certain social objects, such as states,
“has led to a widespread conceptual misunderstanding, namely that social
objects are entirely relative, or that they are mere manifestations of the will.
In this way, what is denied is that social objects are objects, and they are
reduced to something that is endlessly interpretable or to a mere psycho-
logical event”.20 Adherence to Platonist ontological thought may be partly
responsible for this misunderstanding.

According to traditional Platonism, every existent entity is either con-
crete (meaning it exists in space and time) or abstract (meaning it exists
in neither space nor time, such as the number three). Concrete entities can
partake in causal relations, but abstract entities are “generally supposed to
be causally inert in every sense.”21 The distinction between these two kinds
of objects “is supposed to be of fundamental significance for metaphysics
and epistemology.”22 Therefore, for Platonists, if states exist, they must fall
into one of these two categories. From the above discussion of the non-
physical and unobservable nature of states, the proposition that states are
concrete entities can easily be dismissed. However, the proposition that they
are abstract entities requires further consideration. According to Platonism,
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6 Edward Heath Robinson

Because abstract objects are wholly non-spatiotemporal, it follows that
they are also entirely non-physical (they do not exist in the physical
world and are not made of physical stuff) and non-mental (they are not
minds or ideas in minds; the [sic] are not disembodied souls, or Gods,
or anything else along these lines). In addition, they are unchanging and
entirely causally inert – that is, they cannot be involved in cause-and-
effect relationships with other objects.23

The characteristics of abstract objects do not accurately reflect the
(purported) characteristics of states. While states are not made of physical
stuff, they are not wholly nonspatiotemporal. States do not have position
in space (though their territories certainly do), but they do have tempo-
ral location. States can come into existence, endure for a period of time,
and then cease to exist. Further, states are not causally inert. States can-
not act physically, but they do appear to be able to act through physical
agents who bear a representative relationship with them.24 Therefore, accord-
ing to a Platonist ontological schema, an object with the state’s purported
characteristics cannot exist.

The fact that states do not fit neatly within the concrete/abstract
dichotomy has, on occasion, been briefly recognised. Abrams wrote that
the state “is not an object akin to the human ear. Nor is it even an object
akin to human marriage. It is a third-order object, an ideological project.”25

Mitchell wrote, “The state cannot be dismissed as an abstraction or ideolog-
ical construct and passed over in favor of more real, material entities” and
that instead it must be placed “between conceptual and material, between
abstract and real.”26 Similarly, Painter wrote, “The state is not a structurally
coherent object or even a rational abstraction.”27 The problem has been that,
in the absence of a philosophically grounded third category in which to place
states, some scholars seem to try to “shoehorn” them into one or another cat-
egory anyway, or they accept the consequences of traditional Platonism and
deny the existence of states. Abrams, Gilpin, Wendt, and Painter all make
such a denial. Abrams asserts, “The state as a special object of social analysis
does not exist as a real entity.”28 Gilpin directly declares, “The state does
not really exist,”29 and claims that confusion regarding the existence of states
arises because speaking and writing about states as if they exist is a mat-
ter of linguistic convenience and economy.30 Wendt bases his denial of the
existence of states in an adherence to an “ontology of physicalism” – “the
view that, ultimately, reality is made up of purely physical stuff (matter),”31

which is even more restrictive in what it allows to exist than is Platonist
ontology. As a consequence he writes that states are not real, but instead
that “State personhood is a useful fiction, analogy, metaphor, or shorthand
for something else.”32 He relies on observable human behaviour to explain
political phenomena, claiming, “What state persons really are, is the behavior
and discourse of the individual human beings that make them up.”33 Painter
defines the state as an “imagined collective actor in whose name individuals
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A Documentary Theory of States 7

are interpellated (implicitly or explicitly) as citizens or subjects, aliens or for-
eigners, and which is imagined as the source of central political authority
for a national territory.”34

Alternatively, others have argued that political scholars should simply
remain agnostic about the existence of states. Certainly there are people
who behave as if there are states, and scholars could accept that it might be
possible that such entities exist, but since they cannot be observed, their exis-
tence can neither be confirmed nor denied. Geographers (and others who
study political phenomena) would have come to the very edge of science’s
capability to discover knowledge. Notably, Bartelson advocates state agnos-
ticism in his analysis of the concept of the state in political discourse.35 He
claims, “An analysis of the presupposed presence of the state in political dis-
course can, and indeed must, be undertaken while remaining agnostic about
the actual claims about the ontological status of the state advanced within a
given discourse.”36 Instead, he seems to agree with Abrams that the idea of
the state should be recognised as an “ideological power” and “treated as a
compelling object of analysis.”37 Also very similarly, Abrams claims that the
study of the idea of the state does not require the scholar to believe in states,
and much less to assert their existence, in the same way that the “task of the
sociologist of religion is the explanation of religious practice (churches) and
religious belief (theology): he [sic] is not called upon to debate, let alone to
believe in, the existence of god.”38

Given state agnosticism or the general denial of states as genuine
objects, there has been a number of attempts to explain how something
that is just “made up” can come to be accepted as actually existing by
such a large number of people. Narrative theory is particularly notable in
this regard, especially since Ringmar advocated a narrative understanding of
the state.39 Narrative theory has been especially influential in postmodernist
thought because narratives are “associated with the kinds of knowledge that
post-structuralists champion.”40 However, it is very important to understand
what a narrative is and what narrative theory is intended to explain in order
to understand what light it might shine on the ontological status of states.
At their core, narratives are stories.41

According to narrative theory, the narratives that people construct about
objects are important because they “are stories that play a significant role in
the creation of meaning within the human mind.”42 Narratives are created to
“interpret and understand the political realities around us.”43 By understand-
ing narratives one might better understand the political behaviour of human
beings because “narratives affect our perception of political reality” and this
will “in turn effect our actions or response to or in anticipation of political
events.”44 Narratives are “important in providing both individuals and col-
lectives with a sense of purpose and place. The shared stories of a culture
provide grounds for common understandings and interpretation.”45 In his
work on time and narrative,46 Ricoeur argues that narratives are essential for
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8 Edward Heath Robinson

our understanding of one another in daily life,47 which undoubtedly includes
the political actions of others. Understanding why someone took a particu-
lar political action requires an understanding of what certain objects mean
to that person, and those meanings may well have been assigned through
narratives.

Therefore, while narrative theory helps one understand what meaning
a group or an individual assigns to a particular state and how it is per-
ceived, the existence or non-existence of the state is independent of what
meaning it has to individuals or groups. The existence of a state cannot be
inferred simply by the existence of narratives about it. After all, there are
narratives about Camelot, but that does not imply the existence of Camelot.
Therefore, an investigation of state narratives only gets us so far in under-
standing whether states exist. One can collect and study narratives about the
United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, or Mongolia, but in order to know if these
stories actually refer to existing objects, one still needs to compare them with
underlying facts about the world.

To Ringmar, the perception of some object is a prerequisite for the
construction of a narrative. He writes, “First we see something as something-
thing, in other words, and then we construct a narrative about this
something.”48 According to this account, first, people perceive the United
States (for example) as something in our world, and then construct narratives
about it. These narratives, “will support, or undermine, a certain perspective
on the world and hence also a certain distribution of power”49 and will have
political significance insofar as they “determine which actions we under-
take.”50 The narratives we construct about our state will “specify who we
are and what role we play in the world; how our ‘national interests’ are to
be defined, or which foreign policy to pursue.”51 But what kinds of narra-
tives are constructed about perceived entities and why is beyond this article.
Instead its focus is whether or not the perception of the United States as
something in the world is correct. Thus, while narratives “can provide a
rich source of information about how people make sense of their lives, put
together information, think of themselves, and interpret their world”52 they
do not provide the kind of insight into the ontological nature of the entities
featured in the narratives that is addressed in this article.

Other theories have been put forward for understanding the nature of
states. At their core they often deny that states are existing objects and then
couple that with an explanation (involving something like performative the-
ory,53 discussed below) as to why people believe in them and engage in
certain statelike behaviours. Overall, however, this has left state theorists in
an unfortunate position. Despite the seeming importance of states in our
world, it might be that there are none at all. This means that many people
are at best mistaken about a significant political feature of the world, or, at
worst, are being deliberately misled about it. Further, state agnostics believe
themselves to be in no position to comment on the existence of states one
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A Documentary Theory of States 9

way or another. Fortunately, new developments in philosophical ontology
may provide a way to resolve this issue and provide a mechanic by which
states can be confirmed to exist in an objective way. Importantly, there has
been recent philosophical investigation into the possible existence of a third
category of entities (beyond the concrete and the abstract) – called “quasi-
abstract” entities – and the ontological mechanics behind their existence.54

This article asserts that states are quasi-abstract objects.
Characteristically, quasi-abstract objects have “no physical parts” and

yet they are historical entities, meaning that they are “tied to a certain time
interval and to certain actions of specific players.”55 Quasi-abstract objects
are nonphysical. They have no location in space, but they do have location
in time, which traditional Platonism misconstrues as being incompatible.56

Although a quasi-abstract object “depends on physical reality, it is not itself
a part of physical reality. It is, precisely, a quasi-abstract pattern that is tied
to history and time in virtue of its relation to certain persons and events.”57

These objects seem to make up much of the core concern of the social sci-
ences, since they are “from the perspective of physical science, eldritch parts
of this reality indeed, parts which will never be capable of being understood
as products of any combination of physical building-blocks.”58 However,
quasi-abstract objects need some mechanic by which they are “anchored”
in our world and by which one can determine that they are not “just made
up” or are otherwise some trick of the mind. For concrete entities, physical
matter provides this anchor. The equivalent anchor for quasi-abstract entities
can be found in “the domain of records and representations.”59 For scholars
who hypothesise the existence of quasi-abstract objects, the study of records
and recordings become a very important part of the investigation of quasi-
abstract objects. Documents, a kind of record, are often very important in
the creation and manipulation of quasi-abstract objects, and this has lead to
the development of documentality theory. One of the central observations in
documentality theory is that when documents are prepared and officialised in
certain ways, they can do things in our world – such as bind people to a con-
tact, or even establish a whole new entity, like a corporation. If documents
are often important to the establishment and manipulation of quasi-abstract
objects in general, then one might suppose that documents can also be
important in the establishment and manipulation of states. This is indeed the
case. However, before examining state documents specifically, it is impor-
tant to put the development of documentary theory within the context of the
broader philosophical investigation of how the social world is constructed.

DOCUMENTALITY THEORY AND THE EMERGENCE OF STATES

Documents are of critical importance for modern societies. It seems highly
unlikely that today’s complex social environment could exist without
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10 Edward Heath Robinson

documents, documentation, and recording. One need only visit a legal library
to see voluminous holdings of laws, rules, regulations, treaties, agreements,
court rulings, declarations, executive orders, and the like that have long
since surpassed the human mind’s memorisation capability. It is possible
to imagine a society without writing or documentation where specialised
poets, singers, and other bards are employed to memorise important acts
of government and travel around the country (or even the world) precisely
reciting them whenever they need to be recalled or referenced. Societies
have indeed operated in such a fashion – medieval Scandinavian lawspeak-
ers are an obvious example60 – but it is readily apparent that writing and
documentation allow a much higher level of social complexity. Indeed, it is
difficult to imagine such things as lengthy acts of government even existing
for modern lawspeakers to memorise, since, without documents, there would
have been no way to record drafts and revisions to laws as they were being
formulated. Instead, everyone involved in their formulation would have to
keep drafts, revisions, and proposed changes in their heads during discus-
sions and negotiations until the final version could be settled upon for the
lawspeakers to memorise. Thus, documentality recognises the importance of
documents in our world and “seeks to use our understanding of the special
role of paper and digital documents as a key to understanding all of social
reality.”61

Arguably, Reinach laid a foundation for documentality theory in
1913 with his work on speech acts.62 But, more directly, it has its roots in
Austin’s performative utterances,63 which Searle further developed into dec-
larations (producing what is sometimes called the Reinach – Austin – Searle
theory of speech acts).64 Searle notes, “One of the most fascinating features
of institutional facts is that a very large number, though by no means all
of them, can be created by explicit performative utterances.”65 When the
right person in the right context makes certain kinds of pronouncements (for
example, “I dub thee knight”), a new state of affairs is brought into being.
The uttered words can constitute new states of affairs. As it happens, early
political agreements were conducted in this way – by “doing things with
words” – specifically by swearing oaths. However, it is difficult for a soci-
ety that relies upon performative utterances and the memories of those who
heard them to construct a complex social reality. Therefore, methods were
developed for documenting performative utterances. Early documents are
descriptive of persons, places, and events. They might, for example, attest to
the fact that certain speech acts (such as oaths of political agreement) were
carried out under the right conditions. In fact, this remained the practice
for making political agreements into the seventeenth century.66 According to
documentality theory, the documents produced to record that certain events
(such as speech acts) took place, are “weak” documents. While extremely
important for the development of complex social reality, they are “just” the
registration of a fact for later reference.67
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A Documentary Theory of States 11

Eventually, however, documents came to do more than just record
that certain utterances had occurred; they became acts themselves. Instead
of just being able to “do things with words” through speech acts, many
societies developed equivalent methods of “doing things with documents”
through “document acts.”68 When certain kinds of documents are prepared
and made official, a new state of affairs is brought into being. Whereas, pre-
viously, in order to make a political agreement certain people needed to
vibrate air molecules in certain ways with their vocal cords under specific
conditions (e.g., an Egyptian Pharaoh speaking certain words in a temple
of the gods that bind him and his successors to peace with another king-
dom), agreements could now be made without the spoken word. The act
could be inscribed into a document, such as by writing down the terms
of an agreement and then having the contracting parties sign it or attach
seals. Therefore, gradually the documents transitioned from being merely
descriptions of verbal agreements to being constitutive of agreements or
other states of affairs when signed and sealed under the proper conditions.
Documents of this sort are called strong documents because they are the
inscriptions of acts.69 For example, the US Declaration of Independence was
an inscribed act by which the thirteen colonies declared independence from
Great Britain (see Figure 1). Roosevelt’s signature on a document that read
“the state of war between the United States and the Government of Germany
which has been thrust upon the United States is hereby formally declared”
brought that state of affairs into existence (see Figure 2), and the signa-
tures of Mamoru Shigemitsu, General Umezu, and the representatives of the
Allies on a document entitled “Instrument of Surrender” aboard the U.S.S.
Missouri surrendered the Empire of Japan at the conclusion of World War II
(see Figure 3). The key advantage of document acts over speech acts lies in
the document’s ability to endure and be referenced in ways the ephemeral
enunciation of words and human memories cannot. Of course, people may
react to these document acts in different ways. But the core issue is peo-
ple often react to a document act precisely because of what it did (or did
not do). For instance, people reacted differently to the surrender of Japan
at the conclusion of World War II. Holdout Japanese may not have believed
that Japan had surrendered – or deliberately chosen to ignore the surren-
der – but the surrender of Japan was inscribed in a document and so the
actions of the holdout soldiers were therefore contrary to the facts. Moreover,
the document act on board the U.S.S. Missouri was not merely an attempt
to make Japanese soldiers believe Japan had surrendered, nor an attempt to
trick them into laying down their arms, but was an inscribed act that actually
surrendered Japan, and made that state of affairs a fact.70

From there, documentality goes a step beyond the claim that strong
documents can bring certain states of affairs into being, and asserts that
some strong document acts can actually create new objects, specifically quasi-
abstract objects. A corporation is a frequently cited example of this situation.
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12 Edward Heath Robinson

FIGURE 1 US declaration of independence. John Hancock’s signature is a particularly famous
geopolitical document act.

Corporations, being nonphysical legal entities, have position in time but not
in space, and it is by preparing certain documents in specific ways and then
executing certain document acts that corporations are established and come
into existence. The hypothesis that quasi-abstract objects exist and can be
brought into being through document acts has been a subject of ontological
investigation that has included the works of de Soto,71 Ferraris,72 and Smith.73

Especially relevant here is the Ferraris Thesis of the Documentality of Social
Objects, as articulated by Smith, which states,
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A Documentary Theory of States 13

FIGURE 2 Roosevelt signs the declaration of war.

Through the performance of inscribing acts (acts of signing or of pub-
lishing an official document; acts of writing on a hard drive, or on a
baby’s forehead, or of impressing something upon someone’s memory)
we change the world by bringing into being social objects.74

The emphasis on “changing the world” is very important for this theory.
It is not merely that by inscribing acts in documents people are tricked into
believing the world has changed. The position is much stronger than that – by
inscribing acts in documents the world can actually change and new entities
can actually be brought into existence. This makes documentary theory a
social realist position. Social realism is the “doctrine that social reality exists,
that entities such as claims, prices, financial transactions, elections, trials,
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14 Edward Heath Robinson

FIGURE 3 Shigemitsu signs the surrender of Japan.

and weddings are not mere fictions and that our talk of such entities is not
a mere collection of roundabout ways of talking about other things.”75 This
directly contrasts with social fictionalist positions such as those Gilpin and
Wendt articulated when they claimed that there are no states, and speaking
of them is only metaphor or shorthand for something else. Smith wrote
that while such social fictionalism may save those who are dedicated to
an ontology limited only to physical entities, it does so only “through the
back door of false beliefs on the part of the persons involved,” as it means
that human beings engaged in complex social interaction “trick [themselves]
into believing that there are such entities in order to be able to go about
their business.”76 The Articles of Confederation (ratified by document acts in
1781) were not merely a psychological ploy to convince people to believe
that a confederal union called “the United States of America” existed. On the
contrary, the document is a strong document (an inscribed act) that had the
power to constitute a new entity – a quasi-abstract confederacy. It made the
existence of the confederal union a matter of fact. These documents acts
are key to making judgments about what quasi-abstract entities exist and
which do not. It is by evaluating the founding documents that established
the United States that one can confirm that United States exists and that
people who behave as if there is a United States are not in the wrong.

The ability of documents to bring quasi-abstract objects into being gen-
erally coincides with the emergence of states and the state system.77 It has
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A Documentary Theory of States 15

been claimed that the series of documents signed in 1648, collectively known
as the Peace of Westphalia, brought about the state system and “Westphalian
sovereignty.” If this were true, then documentality theory would have a very
direct role to play in the establishment of the modern geopolitical order.
But, the idea that geopolitical history can be divided crisply and neatly into
a prestate period and a state period by the Peace of Westphalia has long
been challenged. In fact, that position has been regarded as “unwarranted”78

and moreover “cannot be sustained after a careful analysis of the treaties
themselves and a comparison with older peace treaties.”79 Instead, although
the period from 1450 to the Peace of Westphalia was “crucial for the devel-
opment of the modern European states system and international law,”80 the
“emergence of the sovereign state was a very gradual and far from rectilinear
process, which started in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.”81 Therefore,
the involvement of documents in the creation of the state system is more
gradual and nuanced. The first states came into existence as people “grad-
ually transferred their allegiance from an individual sovereign (king, duke,
prince) to an intangible but territorial political entity, the State.”82 Treaties
– very important geopolitical documents – provide evidence of this transfer
of allegiance from concrete sovereigns to quasi-abstract states and therefore
also of the emergence of states as objects in our world.

Lesaffer’s extensive investigation of historical treaties shows that the
“preambles and the main articles of the peace treaties of the [medieval]
period gave rulers, not the territories or countries they ruled, as treaty
partners.”83 Further,

Peace treaties, just like the other treaties between sovereign princes,
were, from a juridical point of view, agreements between princes, not
between political entities. From a strictly formal point of view, in signing
the treaties, the sovereign princes did not act as a representative insti-
tution of an abstract political body; they acted in their own name. Only
indirectly, through their internal power and authority, did they oblige
their territories and subjects to the treaty.84

Conducting political agreements between individuals is a characteristic of
prestate politics. Flint and Taylor recognised the prestate character of the
political system of the medieval period (and before) when they remarked that
“the historical continuities that are sometimes traced between modern states
and medieval polities (Portugal, France and England are the main examples)
are misleading at best and confusing at worst,” because “in legal terms,
fourteenth-century Portugal was not a sovereign state operating in a system
of sovereign states, and neither was England or France. They operated a
different politics under different rules in a different world-system.”85 There
were no quasi-abstract states to bind through treaties in the medieval period.
There were only monarchs and those who owed them allegiance. It was only
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16 Edward Heath Robinson

after documents began to gain the ability to constitute quasi-abstract objects
that states came to be.

While it may be possible for states to be established in ways other than
document acts, such as through a speech act, for the last few hundred years
it has been common to establish states through constitutive document acts,
likely because of the many advantages that document acts have. For the most
recent example see South Sudan’s Independence Act. But here, consider
Winston Churchill’s statement, “I created Transjordan with the stroke of a pen
one Sunday afternoon in Cairo.”86 One could deny that this is a true state-
ment. One might assert that the only thing that changed about the world that
Sunday was that some ink was placed on a particular paper where there had
been no ink before. No new entity was established. It is merely that, because
of the placement of the ink, human beings began behaving as if Transjordan
had been established. However, scholars who adhere to a social documen-
tary ontology could oppose that position and take Churchill’s statement as
literally true. Churchill’s pen stroke did create Transjordan because the docu-
ment had the power to constitute the quasi-abstract geopolitical object. To be
clear – the claim is not that states are documents, but rather that they can
be (and very often are) brought into existence by certain document acts.87

After such a document act and the establishment of the quasi-abstract object,
it will continue to exist, even if at a certain time no one is thinking about it.

While a comparison between states and corporations should not be
overdrawn, corporations and states exhibit at least one similar characteristic
that is relevant here. On the subject of creating corporations, Searle wrote,
“Once the act of creation of the corporation is completed, the corporation
exists. It need have no physical realization.”88 As Smith elaborates, “While
a corporation is not a physical entity, if a corporation is to exist then many
physical things must exist, many physical actions must occur, and many
physical patterns of activities must be exemplified.”89 But “once this entire
panoply of institutional facts is in place . . . then a corporation exists. Yet the
corporation is still no part of physical reality.”90 So it is with states. In order
to establish a state, there are many physical things that must exist, many
physical actions that must take place in the right order by the right people,
but once that is done, the quasi-abstract state exists.

Notice how this understanding of states contrasts with performativity or
a performative understanding of states. “Performativity is a discursive mode
through which ontological effects (the idea of the autonomous subject or
the notion of the pre-existing state) are established.”91 It asserts, quite con-
trary to the position articulated above, that “instead of there being a singular
moment of constitution or invention that bring subjects into being, there
is a process of recitation and repetition that is constrained by cultural and
historical practices, but which also gives rise to new formations and possibil-
ities.”92 This leads to the belief that states have materiality but not ontology,
whereas the claim here is the reverse. States have ontology, but – being
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A Documentary Theory of States 17

quasi-abstract objects – no materiality. There are, of course, material objects
(such as human beings) that act as their representatives and agents, but this
materiality is a property of the human, not of the state. The United States
(and other states) does not need to be constantly performed, created, recre-
ated, or reproduced through endless repetition of certain actions in order to
exist. Certain acts at certain times establish a state and then it continues to
exist until it is destroyed93 or otherwise disestablished.

Of course, it is not the case that anyone who draws up documents
or draws lines on maps can establish geopolitical entities. Robinson writes,
“Many lines are drawn on maps that never produce states, from children’s
scribbles with crayons, to sophisticated demarcation by academics of poten-
tial states (like Kurdistan) that do not result in the creation of a state. At best
only certain people, at certain times, in certain contexts, manage to cre-
ate states by drawing lines on maps.”94 Hence, an important element of
documentary political geography would be determining who can establish
or otherwise manipulate geopolitical entities through document acts and in
what contexts. It would seem that one must be vested with certain powers,
and certain conditions must be met, in order for his or her document act to
potentially establish or manipulate states. Thus, this theory does not at all
disregard traditional criteria for the establishment of a state (a government,
a territory, a population, capacity to enter into relations with other states,
etc.). That has been addressed at length in other literature. Here, these qual-
ifications are considered part of the context in which the establishing act
occurs. If a document act attempts to establish state where one or more of
the necessary conditions do not manifest, the document act would simply
not be successful in founding the state. The investigation of this subject is
left to future research, however, and this article will continue by address-
ing an objection to the existence of quasi-abstract states on the basis that
postulating their existence is an unnecessary multiplication of entities and
therefore should be rejected.

SAVING STATES FROM THE RAZOR

Accepting the existence of quasi-abstract entities is no small ontological
admission and therefore should not be done without justification. One of
the greater obstacles to the existence of quasi-abstract states is the Principle
of Parsimony, commonly known as Occam’s Razor, which simply states,
“Entities are not to be multiplied beyond necessity.”95 According to it, given
competing explanations for some phenomena, the explanation that posits the
least number of entities should be preferred. Therefore, one must consider
whether or not all the phenomena in political geography and geopolitics
can be explained by just the existence of human beings and their behaviour
(and perhaps other concrete and abstract entities posited by classic Platonist
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18 Edward Heath Robinson

thought). It might be possible to create a complete and comprehensive
theory that explains every aspect of political phenomena based solely on
understanding humans and their statelike behaviour. If such a theory could
be produced, then there would be no need to postulate the existence of
quasi-abstract states. There would be nothing left for them to explain. Just
as Lavoisier wrote of phlogiston, “If all of chemistry can be explained in a
satisfactory manner without the help of phlogiston, that is enough to render
it infinitely likely that the principle does not exist, that it is a hypotheti-
cal substance, a gratuitous supposition.”96 Similarly, if there is nothing left
for the state to explain, the state, like phlogiston, should be relegated to
nonexistence. If geographers and other political theorists can explain all
of geopolitics without states, then it is infinitely likely that there are none.
States were merely hypothetical gratuitous suppositions of the mind. This
seems to have been Radcliffe-Brown’s argument – states should be stricken
from political theory as unnecessary because understanding governments
and their workings, along with whatever processes of governance a society
possesses, is sufficient to understand all political phenomena.97

Documentality theorists accept a much richer ontology than some other
scholars, especially those who subscribe to physicalist ontologies, such as
Wendt. Using Occam’s Razor to trim unnecessary entities from one’s ontol-
ogy is an excellent thing to do, but one should take care not to trim necessary
entities as well, because reducing the ontology of the world to nothing but
physical particles leaves one only with “particles disposed tablewise, chair-
wise, professorwise, but the fact of knowing there are particles will not tell
you much about the table, the chair, or the professor.”98 Rather, “It is clear
that the more objects there are, the easier it is to understand a world that
is, as we often hear, complicated, and it is so precisely because there are
so many objects.”99 Therefore, the documentalist scholar must demonstrate
there is some part of political geography that cannot be explained through
recourse only to human behaviour. It must be shown that the complexity
added to geopolitical theory by the inclusion of quasi-abstract documentary
states is justified by an increase in explanatory power. Otherwise Occam’s
Razor eliminates the quasi-abstract states, and political geography can carry
on with a focus on human political behaviour (with the consequence that
political geography would become a behavioural science). What then, can-
not be explained only by behaviour? What is left unexplained if one does
not posit the existence of quasi-abstract states?

Arguably, one answer lies in the inflexibility of the geopolitical system.
If states merely are just nonexistent mind-dependent ephemera, then one
might expect frequent, sudden, and unexpected shifts in what is true about
geopolitical reality as people change their minds about what to believe and
start to behave differently. Yet this does not happen, and there is something
that provides stability to the system. This phenomenon is especially notable
with regard to historical facts. Searle used the social fact that the New York
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A Documentary Theory of States 19

Yankees won the World Series in 1998 as an example of a social fact that is
nevertheless immutable. Now that the Yankees have won the World Series
in that year, “they are the victors of the 1998 World Series for all time and all
contexts.”100 Smith notes that even if we all began thinking and believing that
Buffalo had won instead, that would not change the facts of the matter. Once
social facts such as these are laid down, “then they become like other facts –
like the facts one can look up in an encyclopedia – and this means that they
enjoy the same sort of priority over mere beliefs as is enjoyed by the facts of
natural science.”101 The facts of the existence of the Soviet Union and of its
belligerency in the Second World War are not in danger of being overturned
because people change their minds. There is no critical mass of people who
can simply choose to believe differently and alter these facts. The present
condition of our social world is the result of the creation of a variety of social
entities (not least of which are states) and their actions that are not merely
mental ephemera. Documentalist theorists have a mechanism for explaining
why, if some people do begin believing and behaving tomorrow as if there
is no United States, they are behaving contrary to the facts.

Another advantage that asserting the existence of quasi-abstract states
provides has been touched on earlier in the article. There are people who
behave as if there is a United States, and by examining the founding docu-
ments of the United States it can be confirmed that the United States does
exist and that these people’s behaviour is not in error. If there were also
people who are behaving as if there is a “Republic of the Great Lakes” that
encompasses parts of Michigan, Ohio, and Ontario, it would be possible to
determine that these people are mistaken. There is no such entity. If one
only recognises political behaviour, then there is no way to determine which
group’s behaviour is consistent with geopolitical facts and which is not.

Also, very importantly, documentalist scholars are in a position to
acknowledge the intuitive notion that the nonphysical entities studied by
political geographers, such as states, are ontologically distinct from spec-
tres, haunts, and ghosts. To a scholar who understands social reality only
through human behaviour, spectres and states are ontologically equivalent
in some respects. They are both nonabstract, unobservable, immaterial enti-
ties and potentially imaginary and nonexistent. Documentalists, however,
are able to distinguish the two by noting that although there are documents
that are descriptive of ghosts, specters, and haunts, there are no documents
that constitute them, as there are with states. Specters and haunts are not
quasi-abstract documentary entities. States are.

INTENTIONALITY AND THE STATE’S RELATIONSHIP TO SOCIETY

Before a final illustrative example is offered, a few brief notes can be made
regarding the sometimes supposed or presumed intentionality of the state
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20 Edward Heath Robinson

and about its relationship to society. The theory of quasi-abstract entities
also exposes the classical dichotomy that states are either independent and
self-willed intentional agents or simply nonexistent (leaving only govern-
mental structures, narratives, and their effects) as a false one. According
to some state theories, the state is conceptualised as having intentionality,
while others have argued against this characterisation. The recognition that
states are quasi-abstract objects grounded in documents should lay this ques-
tion bare. Without a digression into a theory of mind, it at least appears
that a mind is needed to be intentional. It should be obvious that quasi-
abstract objects have no minds, and as a consequence they cannot have
intentionality. Human beings in the governments that represent them have
intentionality (and even collective intentionality, which Searle regarded a
core manifestation in social creatures), but this only serves to underscore the
importance of distinguishing a state from its government. Even though states
are not intentional, they can be agentive, because they can act through rep-
resentatives.102 States are independently existing entities (even though they
are socially created by certain – frequently documentary – acts), but are non-
intentional, at least in part because they have no minds. Of course, people
do often perceive states as having intentionality, and investigating why is an
important subject of inquiry, though it is a question very different from the
one being pursued here.103

Additionally, the classical question of whether or not a state can be
distinguished from a society can also be addressed. While what exactly a
society is remains contentious, and “society” is a “widely used term whose
meaning remains frustratingly vague,”104 a society can at least be generally
described as “the organization of human beings into forms that transcend the
individual person, bring them into relations with one another that possesses
some measure of coherence, stability and, indeed, identifiable ‘reality.’”105

Even with such a vague understanding of society, it is clear that states are
not organisations of human beings.106 Therefore, these two entities are dis-
tinct from one another. While states might depend on societies, that is very
different from the assertion that states are societies.

IRAQ AS A QUASI-ABSTRACT ENTITY

This penultimate section investigates the state of Iraq as a quasi-abstract
entity. The chain of events following the US-led 2003 invasion of Iraq has
already been used to argue that a state is not a kind of organisation,107 but
they can also illustrate Iraq’s existence as a quasi-abstract object and even the
importance of documents and document acts in its founding and subsequent
history. Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist regime had governed Iraq since 1979,
but was overthrown in 2003. After the invasion, Iraq was governed by a
succession of temporary governments (the Coalition Provisional Authority,
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A Documentary Theory of States 21

the Iraqi Interim Government, and the Iraqi Transitional Government) before
the reestablishment of a permanent government. The distinction between
state and government is very evident in this chain of events, because, despite
discontinuity of government, there was no disruption of the continuity of the
state. This conclusion is supported by a number of factors, but the following
three are particularly notable:

1. Iraq was not required to rejoin the United Nations following the invasion.
2. The United Nations lifted its sanctions against Iraq following the removal

of Saddam Hussein.
3. Treaties signed between Iraq and Iran regarding their territorial boundary

remained in force despite changes of Iraqi (and Iranian) government.

If one accepts the existence of states, these events can be understood
rather straightforwardly. Iraq was not required to rejoin the United Nations
after the removal of Saddam Hussein’s government because it is the state
of Iraq that is a member of that organisation and not Saddam Hussein’s
Ba’athist regime (or any of the other governments that have represented
Iraq). The United Nations itself had been brought into existence by certain
document acts, specifically the signatures and subsequent ratifications of the
UN Charter. A representative of the state of Iraq, Mohammad Fadhel Jamali,
signed the Charter on Iraq’s behalf, and then the Iraqi government ratified
the Charter (another document act) on 21 December 1945. Thereby, Iraq
became a founding member of the United Nations. So long as Iraq exists
(barring its withdrawal or expulsion), that entity is a member of the United
Nations regardless of the government that represents it.

Years later, the Security Council levied sanctions on Iraq by prepar-
ing certain documents and then adopting them, the first being United
Nations Security Council Resolution 661, adopted on 6 August 1990. After the
2003 invasion of Iraq, these sanctions needed to be lifted precisely because
they were levied against the state of Iraq, not against Saddam Hussein’s
regime. Had they been against Saddam’s regime, there would have been no
need to lift them, since that regime had come to an end. Lifting the sanctions
against Iraq would require the preparation and adoption of new documents,
most significantly the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1483. Last,
but not least, the treaties between Iraq and Iran remained in force because
the contracting parties to these documents were the states of Iraq and Iran,
not their particular governments at the time. Changes of government were
not of consequence in the continued applicability of the treaties. What was
significant was the continued existence of the states. Therefore, it is arguable
that Iraq – whatever Iraq is – endured the invasion and is a key entity in
understanding these geopolitical situations.

However, it is not enough to simply assume the existence of a nonphys-
ical Iraq that cannot be detected through traditional observational methods.
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22 Edward Heath Robinson

Documentality theory (and associated theories of speech acts) provides the
mechanics by which the state of Iraq could come into being and the justifica-
tion for ontologists and social scientists alike to accept its existence. Similarly
to Smith’s considerations regarding corporations, it took the existence of
many physical things and many physical actions (many of them imbued with
social meaning) to bring the state of Iraq into being. But once they were
accomplished, the existence of Iraq became a matter of fact. The myriad of
activities that took place during the British administration of the Ottoman
vilayets of Basra, Mosul, and Baghdad (complicated by the fact that Turkey
did not ratify the 1920 Treaty of Sèvres and therefore technically remained
at war with the Allies until the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne) following World
War I have been well documented. Historical examination demonstrates the
importance of documents and document acts in the establishment of Iraq.

The state of Iraq could have come into existence as early as
11 November 1920 when Sir Percy Cox, the British High Commissioner
for Mesopotamia, established the Council of State through documentary
proclamation.108 The Council of State was a provisional national government
that arguably represented the state of Iraq formed from the three Ottoman
vilayets. This council would play a key role in the establishment of Iraq as a
monarchy on 11 July 1921, when it unanimously enacted another document,
declaring “H. H. Amir Faisal King of ‘Iraq, provided that High Highness’
Government shall be a constitutional, representative and democratic govern-
ment limited by law.”109 Regardless, Iraq existed at a geopolitical entity no
later than the coronation of King Faisal I, which began with the Secretary
of the Council of State’s reading of a proclamation written by Sir Percy
Cox (which had previously been communicated in draft form to the British
Secretary of State for the Colonies), and also included the reading of another
document professing the loyalty of the Council of State to King Faisal.110

The King’s coronation speech acknowledged that he was the king of an
independent Iraq.111

After the coronation, Iraq negotiated the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty with Great
Britain. This document was also an inscription of an act that required sig-
natures (occurring on 10 October 1922) and the exchange of ratifications
(occurring in Baghdad on 19 December 1924). Despite the interweaving of
monarchy and state in such formal circumstances, the text of the treaty seems
to make it clear that Faisal I was King of Iraq and that he was acting as a rep-
resentative of a nonphysical geopolitical entity and not conducting a personal
agreement with the King of Great Britain.112 The treaty would remain in effect
until the admission of Iraq to the League of Nations (which had also been
established through document acts). Admission to the League marked Iraq’s
emergence as an independent state, free of the mandatory requirements set
forth at the conclusion of World War I, in no small part because Great Britain
and Iraq had prepared and officialised a document, namely the Anglo-Iraqi
Treaty of 1922, which explicitly stated that the mandatory requirements –
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A Documentary Theory of States 23

and thus the relationship that the League of Nations accepted as fulfilling
the terms of the British mandate over Mesopotamia – would terminate with
Iraq’s admission to the League. In preparation of this event, Great Britain and
Iraq had prepared another document (the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1930) that
would come into force when Iraq became a member of the League.

To begin the process of admission to the League, the Iraqi Prime Minster
inscribed a request in a document that Iraq be considered for member-
ship in the League on 12 January 1932. The Sixth Committee of the League
and a subcommittee thereof evaluated the supporting documents Iraq had
sent with its request and prepared its own document, which the committee
approved on 1 October 1932.113 Iraq’s formal admission to the League also
happened though a document act on 3 October 1932.114 Critically, it was the
quasi-abstract geopolitical entity of Iraq that was admitted to the League and
not King Faisal’s monarchical government.

The entity that arguably was established by documentary proclamation
by Sir Percy Cox prior to the existence of the monarchial government, and
later admitted to the League of Nations through further documentary acts,
was the same nonphysical geopolitical entity that would later join the United
Nations, be placed under sanctions, and be bound to treaties with Iran. Once
it was established, Iraq has continued to exist as a social object and interacted
with the world through representatives.

CONCLUSION

Mitchell once asked, “What is it about modern society, as a particular form of
social and economic order that has made possible the apparent autonomy of
the state as a free-standing entity?”115. The answer may lie in modern society’s
use of documents. Documents and documentation are mechanisms which
can allow freestanding social objects such as states to exist. These questions
of existence are important because, especially when social reality is inves-
tigated, there may well be questions that are, or seem to be, unanswerable
by any particular science, but “individual scientists have to take sides on
them, and the sides they take will affect and sometimes even determine the
questions they address as answerable in their disciplines, and the methods
they employ to do so.”116 Because of this, “it is certainly better if the scientist
makes an informed and conscious choice”117 rather than operating by default.
The existence of social objects should be taken seriously. This includes
accepting the existence of states as objects in the world, even though schol-
ars have been trying for decades to rethink them, reconceptualise them,
redefine them, ignore them, go “beyond” them, and even deny their very
existence. The result has only been that scholars are still confronted with the
same simple and stubborn fact that J. P. Nettl recognised in 1968 – “the thing
exists and no amount of conceptual restructuring can dissolve it”.118
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24 Edward Heath Robinson

States cannot be dismissed as “just” social constructions, because it
is documentary social construction that gives them their existence. These
objects are not merely “in our heads.” The United States, like other states, is
socially constructed, but is not fabricated. Such quasi-abstract objects have
been established through collective intentionality and actions that have been
imbued with societal meaning, but that does not mean that they are unreal,
do not exist, or are merely collective hallucinations. States are vested with
tremendous power and command the allegiance of many people and thus,
the processes and methods by which we are able to establish such entities
warrants study and understanding.

Here, it has been argued that states have been difficult to study because
they do not fit within the traditional Platonistic duality of the concrete and
the abstract. Instead, they belong to a category of entities known as the
quasi-abstract, which is only beginning to be investigated and understood.
Documentality theory provides a mechanism by which the existence of states
as objects can be accepted. Not only can state theory progress by under-
standing the role documents play in the establishment and later manipulation
of states, but so can our understanding of all geopolitical phenomena and
even the entire social world, because today’s social world, which includes
geopolitical phenomena, is not constructed from the ephemeral imagin-
ings of minds, but is a far more stable and structured system. Documents
provide the mechanism by which states can be admitted to exist and
studied.

When one speaks of states, one actually does refer to entities with onto-
logical standing in their own right. They are quasi-abstract in character, have
temporal location, endure through time, act through physical agents, are
grounded in representation and documentation, and are frequently estab-
lished through document acts. Thus, one reaches the conclusion that states
are not mind-dependent after all – they are dependent upon documentation
and representation. While observations of the documents are not observa-
tions of the state (and states are not documents), documents can have the
constitutive power to establish states, testify to their existence, and ensure
that facts about these entities do not change merely because a person or a
group of people happen to change what they believe is true.
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