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on the contradiction. Following Kahrstedt, Carawan argues that this interpre-
tation fails for fifth-century cases at least, since the distinction between nomoi
and decrees—and the concomitant rule about decrees being invalid (akuros) if
they contradicted written nomos—did not come into being until later. He
advances a radically different interpretation of being paranomon in this
period: the lawsuit originally targeted not textual contradiction but office
holders who went beyond the norms of their roles to the detriment of the
demos. Early graphai paranomon were often “a remedy against officers or citi-
zens who overreached in some official capacity, who used the cloak of author-
ity to infringe upon traditional rules” (78). In other words, even when written
down and formally approved, nomoi may have been regarded and deployed
by contemporaries as customs through which the démos ruled over the com-
munity, including its own office holders, rather than as statutes by which it
expected to be ruled. This powerful interpretation is developed throughout
the book and is ultimately compelling.

Carawan’s intervention is advanced with such modesty that its theoretical
implications risk being missed. Nonetheless, this book poses a profound chal-
lenge to many specialists and ought to influence nonspecialist discussions of
ancient Greek politics, law, and political philosophy, especially that of
Aristotle. If Carawan is even roughly right, far from becoming a “moderate”
or “constitutional” democracy, classical Athens remained a prime example of
what Aristotle called “ultimate” (teleutaia) démokratia: a system in which the
demos was in control (kurios) of nomoi rather than the opposite. Still more valu-
ably, Carawan provides the historical resources to appreciate just how inno-
vative and radically antidemocratic was Aristotle’s advocacy of what he
called ton nomon archein, which we know as “the rule of law,” and how impov-
erished our understanding of the role of nomos in démokratia is likely to
remain, so long as—unlike Carawan—we fail to move beyond that particular
Aristotelian paradigm.

—Daniela Cammack
University of California, Berkeley, Berkeley, California, USA
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Huiling the State arrives at a time when scholars are debating the meanings
and practices of Indian democracy. From political scientists and economists
discussing democratic backsliding and the rise of ethnic democracy in
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current times (Sabyasachi Das, “Democratic Backsliding in the World’s Largest
Democracy,” https://ssrn.com/abstract=4512936; Christophe Jaffrelot, Modi’s
India: Hindu Nationalism and the Rise of Ethnic Democracy [Princeton University
Press, 2021]), to historians delving into early postcolonial moments of the
first elections in India (Ornit Shani, How India Became Democratic:
Citizenship and the Making of the Universal Franchise [Cambridge University
Press, 2017]), the focus has largely been on understanding democracy pri-
marily through the lens of elections. Lisa Mitchell takes a different
approach, to examine democracy in India “between elections,” concentrat-
ing on “collective assembly” as a technique that citizens employ to petition
state officials and elected representatives and to hold them to account. In
redefining democratic practice to include collective assembly, Mitchell
weaves an intricate picture of how people understand themselves as demo-
cratic citizens. Deftly combining approaches from anthropology, history,
and political theory, she brings alive the mosaic of actions that they
employ in what she terms “hailing the state.” She draws on very rich archi-
val and ethnographic material to tell us the ways in which people have and
continue to hail the state.

Mitchell defines acts of “hailing the state” as “a wide range of practices that
can be grouped together around their common aims to actively seek, main-
tain, or expand state recognition and establish or enhance channels of connec-
tion to facilitate ongoing access to authorities and elected officials” (8).
People’s political rallies, occupation of public spaces, hunger strikes, stopping
trains, blocking roads, and sometimes even violent movements often are acts
of catching the attention of authorities to seek inclusion, recognition, and
attention and to demand resources. Mitchell presents empirical examples of
such acts of collective assembly organized by members of groups which are
marginalized, and shows us the importance of a democratic framework
that enables them to speak to the state. In her emphasis on collective action
in democratic contexts, she also makes the important move of going
beyond Western political theory’s attention to individuals as the operative
political unit (97-98). She also challenges Althusser and Foucault, for
whom the act of hailing can only be carried out by representatives of the
state. Instead, the book argues that people in India undertake collective
efforts in order to “actively and self-consciously seek to be seen, heard, and
recognised by the state” (14-15). Acts of hailing are thus not limited to
state officials; subjects of the state hail representatives of the state too, in
order to be recognized. Drawing on her research in the southern Indian
states of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana where people believe that the
state can transform lives and livelihoods, Mitchell challenges academic schol-
arship that views the state merely as a suspicious entity. She argues that
people are not necessarily “keeping the state away” (James C. Scott, The
Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia
[Yale University Press, 2009]) but actively seeking it out.
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Across the seven chapters, the book undertakes a journey through various
acts of hailing the state. Each chapter focuses on one kind of modality of col-
lective assembly and how it developed in colonial and postcolonial India,
with empirical examples from the author’s field sites. For example, chapter
1 delves into sit-in demonstrations and hunger strikes and chapter 4 looks
into the general strike as a mode of collective assembly that has been
used across the world over centuries. I found historical and ethnographic
accounts of alarm-chain pulling in trains (chapter 5) and rail and road block-
ades (chapter 6) to be particularly fascinating. Chapter 7 explores rallies and
processions as larger acts of collective assembly. In these chapters, Mitchell
engages with conceptual questions about civility, participation, publics and
counterpublics, and sovereignty. Her empirical material is very well woven
with theoretical ideas concerning democratic politics. Through detailed eth-
nographic accounts of the creative ways in which people hail the state, the
book also makes a significant contribution to the anthropology of
democracy.

Mitchell’s ethnography of democracy between elections brings it neatly in
conversation with another recent work of political anthropology, Mukulika
Banerjee’s Cultivating Democracy (Oxford University Press, 2022). Banerjee
has examined the sociocultural entanglements of democracy and posited
that democratic practices imbibed by people in rural India go beyond elec-
tion times. Banerjee’s research on eastern India and Mitchell’s research on
southern India, when put together, alert us to how democracy for the mar-
ginalized in India is a way of life and hailing elected representatives and
state officials is embedded in their everyday existence. By bringing her eth-
nography into conversation with historical accounts of collective assembly,
Mitchell takes the next step of showing how democratic acts were also pre-
sent in supposedly nondemocratic regimes such as the British colonial state
in India.

While the historical details of the ways in which people hailed the state in
colonial times are put together painstakingly and are crucial in showing the
continuities and comparisons between then and now, the historical tends to
dominate the narrative of the book a bit more than the ethnographic. The
archival work undertaken by Mitchell is commendable, but as a reader I
wished for more ethnographic descriptions of collective assembly to draw a
more vivid picture of democratic politics between elections in her field
sites. Despite this, the book is still remarkable in combining different
sources to present a side of democratic politics that is not analyzed enough.
The author urges us to see how many of the collective actions undertaken
by people are not simply protests but appeals to the state “for recognition,
for equal rights, for full implementation of existing legal structures, for eco-
nomic equity, or for accountability to electoral promises” (22). Democracy,
after all, is not simply about institutions. It is performed and lived by those
who seek out the state to demand a better existence. In highlighting this,
Mitchell makes an extremely important contribution to the debates on what


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670524000147
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

https://doi.org/10.1 017/50034670524000147

REVIEWS 421

democracy means in India and beyond. The book also provides a roadmap for
understanding the state as emerging from “hailing” —both by the representa-
tives of the state as well as its citizens.

-Lipika Kamra
University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United Kingdom
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Jesse Russell’s The Political Christopher Nolan offers a comprehensive view of
his films and offers a unifying theme around their “political” orientation.
By this, Russell means that they explore human life in the current era of
“Anglo-American imperialism,” a “global capitalist, liberal order,” the domi-
nance of transnational corporations and demise of the nation state, “the illu-
sory nature of postmodern existence,” and the digital age in which “the
divide between fiction and reality has been completely obliterated” (xii-
xvii, 110, 81, 76). Nolan, he argues, reflects upon this contemporary world,
offers mild criticisms, and ultimately defends it, affirming, endorsing, and
even celebrating it. Russell himself neither criticizes nor endorses the posi-
tions he attributes to Nolan, for to “give an honest assessment” of his films
is not to make a “moral judgement about his oeuvre” (34-35).

Russell’s analysis of Nolan's Inception (2010) connects several elements of
his thesis: the film depicts a world of fantasies and dreams, enabled and
funded by large corporations that “manipulat[e] humans like chess pieces.”
“As a treat,” we “have bold and exciting dreams, which the technology
powered by capitalism provides” (76). Moreover, Inception is a film about
filmmaking, the power it has on its audience, and “the culture and finance
of filmmaking” (86, 93). Just as global corporations “have the ability to colo-
nize the minds of human subjects,” through technology that allows infiltrat-
ing dreams to implant thoughts in the dreamer, Nolan “is able to create films
popular around the globe and enter the minds of his audience, incepting
them.” Thus “capital mediated cinema completely dominates the world,”
but this is “a positive good” for Nolan, Russell argues, for it is a world in
which the viewer “is invited to indulge and pursue happiness” (86, 90).

Russell finds confirmation of this thesis in one after another of Nolan's
films. Memento (2000), for example, is “a Nietzschean post-ironic affirmation
of the will to live and create meaning in one’s life” (xii, 3-7). In the Batman
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