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At a time when market logics have become the hegemonic operating rationale of many
governments, some public officers and bureaucrats worldwide seem to have undergone their
own revolution in recent decades. At times referred to as a “creative turn’ in their practice (as
in the annual Creative Bureaucracy Festival), at other times discussed as part of a ‘new
municipalist’ transformation of public action (Bianchi 2022), urban bureaucracies seem to be
going through a profound process of reinvention, seeking to renew their tools and
approaches: from participatory budgeting or community involvement in policymaking to co-
creation competitions and citizen laboratories that expand the range of knowledge and
sensibilities in urban governance. As if Paul du Gay's praise for their work (du Gay, 2000;
Pedersen & du Gay, 2020) had caught on in the public sector, bureaucrats in many of these
cases appear no longer as sinister machinic operators of Kafkaesque state violence, but as
hopeful and flexible practitioners promoting many forms of public good. In our view, such
'bureaucratic reinventions' demand the attention of scholars interested in “material cultural
practice in the organisation of the economy and the social” - one of JCE's main aims - in at
least two ways.

On the one hand, in line with relevant material-semiotic accounts of the practices of
government (Hull, 2012a & 2012b) and the law (Kang, 2018; Kang & Kendall, 2019), how might
we make these bureaucratic reinventions amenable to agnostic ethnographic study? This may
require close attention to the ways in which bureaucrats in different sectors and departments
deploy different legal and economic devices in different attempts at relational planning
(Kurath, Marskamp, Paulos & Ruegg, 2018), on different issues in different places. Such
attention to ‘bureaucratic reinventions’ would be an interesting way of empirically refocusing
the much interesting work on market arrangements (Callon, 2021) - especially those interested
in the specificity of economic arrangements for shared concerns (Frankel, Ossandén &
Pallesen, 2019), as well as the predicaments markets face in ‘problem-solving’ (Neyland,
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Ehrenstein & Milyaeva, 2019) — for contemporary forms of government. In what ways are
these bureaucratic reinventions more conducive to the public good than the actions of the
market? To what extent might they be “performing different economies’ (Roelvink, St. Martin
& Gibson-Graham, 2015) beyond the market?

On the other hand, we suggest that these bureaucratic reinventions alter the ways in
which social researchers can approach these spaces or find ways to become relevant to them.
Beyond critical takes or consultancy work, how might bureaucratic reinventions signal a new
paradigm for research? Drawing on the work of Douglas Holmes and George Marcus (2005)
on ‘para-sites’ - places of the contemporary populated by epistemic communities interested
in inquirying on similar topics to researchers, and with whom ethnographers can enter in
collaborative relations - what do these places mean for the ways in which we might study
them? Indeed, various colleagues are also immersing themselves in the creative ethos of these
renewed bureaucracies, experimenting with forms of joint problem-making (Estalella &
Criado, 2018), sometimes drawing on cultural practitioners and the arts to explore other forms
of relevance.

With this double lens, in this special issue we are inviting papers paying detailed
ethnographic attention to (i) the assemblages and devices of peculiar bureaucratic
reinventions and the forms of government there emerging, their predicaments and problems,
as well as (ii) the singular research engagements that they might bring to the fore. As indicated
above, these approaches will help us to shed light on the reorganisation of the social and the
economic, while at the same time addressing an object of research, the city, which has long
been approached and criticised as an arena of corporate entrepreneurship (Harvey, 1989;
Jessop, 2003), neoliberal development (Graham and Marvin, 2001; Graham et al., 2019), and
financialised activity (Aalbers, 2019).

This SI is to be submitted for the Journal of Cultural Economy (JCE)'s consideration.
Abstract submission

Please submit your 400-word abstract (excluding references) and biography (up to 250 words)
to tomcriado@uoc.edu and julio.paulos@arch.ethz.ch by July 5, 2024.

Selected authors will be expected to submit a full draft of their paper by 15 February, 2025.

Timeline
- Reception of abstracts: July 5%, 2024

Selection (Notification of acceptance): September 6%, 2024

Authors” workshop with draft papers: March 2025

Initial manuscripts for editorial comment: April-May 2025

Submission of special issue for JCE review: July 2025
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