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POLITICAL

MATERIALITIES
OF STATUS-MAKING
AND UNMAKING

UNIVERSITIESINTHEIMPERIAL
CITYSCAPE OF ST.PETERSBURG

abstract

This article argues for the relevance of new materialist theo-
ries and onto-epistemologies in understanding the workings
of political status. The issue of political status is interrogated
at the confluence of the university’s status, the status of the
Russian state through references to its “glorious” and “rich”
history, and the materialities of the imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg. More specifically, | analyze how the spatio-tempo-
ral position of universities within the imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg plays out as a status-enhancing or undermining
mechanism. The analysis in this article traverses three sites:
St. Petersburg State University, St. Petersburg State Institute
of Culture, and European University in St. Petersburg. The uni-
versities appear to be embedded within the imperial cityscape
of St. Petersburg, which speaks to both the universities’ status
and, more importantly, the idea of the state that lives in and
through them, through the effects of beauty, glory, and rich
history. However, while material durability allows the past to be
actualized in the present, materialities are also subject to de-
cay over time, leading to physical processes of deterioration
and downgrading. This decay acts as a status-undermining
mechanism.

KEYWORDS: Status, state, university, new materialism, political
materiality, Russia, imperial cityscape.
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Status, state, materialities, universities:
Locating empirical
and theoretical space of inquiry

n 2019—2020, I was conducting ethnographic research for

my PhD project, focusing on how the state’s political and

economic processes are ingrained in and through universi-

ties.' I was living in St. Petersburg, and one of my research
sites was universities located in the city. Soon, I started to notice
a pattern: many universities in St. Petersburg, whose cityscape
is dominated by buildings of imperial glory, are situated in what
used to be mansions and palaces. Moreover, their location is
rarely silent. The importance of the location of university build-
ings in those places came up often in the remarks by students as
well as in the universities’ public materials. Thus, one notices its
importance not only by their grandiose material presence in the
St. Petersburg cityscape but also through the ways people from
and around university communities often relate to them, glorify-
ing them, referencing their uniqueness, or, conversely, contem-
plating their coldness, alienating power, and lack of modernity.
All these narratives investigated, narrated, or undermined the
idea of status.

I was in awe of how non-human objects — buildings and the
stories of national glory embedded in them — seem to actualize
their political agentic power in the current political environ-
ment. This realization led me to see something intellectually
intriguing in this empirical space: it was an intersection where
status was interrogated at the confluence of the university’s sta-



tus, references to the glorious
and rich history of the
Russian state, and

the materialities of the impe-
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rial cityscape of St. Peters-
burg. This article aims to
portray the analytical work of
dissecting what the political status of a
state is and how it can be made and
unmade through this intersection
of everyday life, materialities, and /
universities. '

The article narrates a few select-
ed empirical episodes from my ethnographic journey, but more
S0, it attempts to position various theoretical discussions in rela-
tion to these episodes, such as the previous research in political
science on status-seeking, specifically, in relation to the Russian
state, on the one hand, and new materialism and material tem-
poralities, on the other. What new materialism and associated
with it assemblage theory can tell us about making and unmak-
ing political status? More specifically, in this article, I analyze
how the spatio-temporal position of universities within imperial
histories of St. Petersburg plays out as the status-enhancing or
undermining mechanism, both for the university and the state.
Therefore, this article contributes to the material turn in various
strands of social science, or as Coole and Frost identified it, the
“materialist theory of politics™.?

Universities are an interesting site to investigate status-related

/ mechanisms beyond traditional

fields like foreign policy or mili-
tary and economic might. They allow us to
look beyond the political state apparatus while still locating
the presence of the state in their operations. Moreover, contem-
porary universities are influenced by both the status-seeking
aspirations of the Russian state and the status-seeking mecha-
nisms of neoliberal politics, which drive competition among
universities. This dual influence allows us to observe different
mechanisms of status-making and unmaking.

BEFORE PROCEEDING, I should note that this article is intended

to be an ethnographic glance into a specific empirical space:

the intersection of universities’ status, St. Petersburg’s impe-

rial cityscape, and references to the state. The intersection I am
examining is indeed very narrow. This cannot possibly and com-
prehensively explain all the (material-temporal) mechanisms
through which the superior status of the Russian state is made or
unmade. Therefore, the goal of this article is not to produce gen-




1 OO peer-reviewed article

eralizable empirical accounts about either the status in univer-
sity politics or the status-making of the Russian state, but rather
to open theoretical possibilities on how we can analyze the state
and its status, through new materialism.

In order to achieve this, the article weaves together both
empirical and theoretical discussions in each section of analysis.
It describes various ethnographic encounters collected during
the research process and then engages them in conversation
with theoretical perspectives. The article investigates concepts
and issues such as status-seeking behaviors in both university
and state politics, argues for locating status-enhancing or un-
dermining mechanisms beyond the rational actions of the state,
introduces empirical and theoretical discussions on new materi-
alism and material temporality in relation to status-making, and
finally, analyzes the material decay of imperial infrastructures as
a status-undermining mechanism.

Notes ondataand methodology

The analysis in this article is based mostly on ethnographic data
generated for my PhD project between 2019 and 2021.3 This data
included university visits, observations of academic events,
interviews, media publications, and my own autoethnographic
experience of studying at St. Petersburg State University prior
to my PhD. The research involved residing in St. Petersburg and
becoming familiar with its cityscape, a method that could also be
referred to as “at-home ethnography”.+

The analysis in this article traverses three sites around the
imperial cityscape of St. Petersburg: St. Petersburg State Uni-
versity, St. Petersburg State Institute of Culture, and European
University in St. Petersburg. The research involved analyzing
the websites of these universities, particularly their promotional
and marketing materials, in both English and Russian. For the
purposes of this article, the data was supple-
mented by an analysis of current university
websites, performed in February 2025.
While the analysis is based on a broader
body of data, the text specifically features
several individuals: Zhenya, a graduate of
St. Petersburg Institute of Culture; Liza and
Emina, graduates of St. Petersburg State
University; and Olesya, an early-career
researcher from European University in St.
Petersburg.

The text is accompanied by illustrations
by the artist Natalia Batrakova, which I believe will help visualize
some of the environments for the readers.

Status-making and unmaking beyond
the political apparatus of the state

In this article, universities serve as an empirical site to investi-
gate the mechanisms of status-making or unmaking in relation
to the Russian state. At first glance, it is not difficult to locate

the presence of the state in Russian universities: it supervises
their activities and roles, allocates funding, sets benchmarks for
efficiency, monitors academic labor, and increasingly infuses

“THEFIGHT
OVERSTATUS
ISANIMPORTANT
MECHANISMIN
CONTEMPORARY
UNIVERSITY
POLITICS.”

its control through surveillance over the content of academic
work.5 This reflects the workings of the state in its pervasive and
intentional capacity to control, which is typically how the Rus-
sian state is portrayed.

However, the aim of this analysis is not to examine the state
through its political apparatus and decision-making processes.
Instead, the analytical work aligns more closely with the an-
thropology of the state, focusing on how the state is made and
unmade beyond its political apparatus®.

DURING THIS RESEARCH, I come to notice the presence of the state
in instances that seemed surprising or at least not self-evident:
in the marketing materials of the universities. When browsing
the universities’ websites, I observed how St. Petersburg State
University, for example, proclaims that its history and academic
excellence are closely connected to its relationship with the Rus-
sian state:

St. Petersburg State University was founded by decree
of Emperor Peter I, and today, St. Petersburg University
is the only university in Russia that has celebrated its
300" anniversary. Over three centuries of history, thou-
sands of outstanding scientists, public figures, state and
political leaders, writers, artists, and musicians have
studied and worked at the University, including Dmitry
Mendeleyev, Alexander Popov, Ivan Turgenev, Pyotr
Stolypin, Ivan Pavlov, Dmitry Mamin-Sibiryak, Vasily
Dokuchaev, Alexander Blok, Mikhail Vrubel, Mikhail
Glinka, Nikolai Roerich, Lev Landau, Leonid Kantorov-
ich, Vladimir Putin, Dmitry Medvedev, and others.”

This caught my eye: here, the state was not present in its agentic,
intentional capacity as a political appara-
tus. Rather, it is the idea of the Russian state
and its presumably long and rich history
that becomes entangled in the university’s
attempts to elevate its status. For me, it was
interesting to see how the attachment to
the presumably long and glorious histories
of the Russian state enhances status, i.e.,
the former has the capacity to work as a
status-enhancing mechanism. Russian uni-
versities use the stories of the state to show-
case their attractiveness, both to Russian
and international student and academic communities.

The fight over status is an important mechanism in contem-
porary university politics. The literatures on status-building
in the field of higher education is usually narrated around the
processes of neoliberalization of higher education and research
which leads to competition among universities®. Such competi-
tion imagined in terms of the global “marketplace” of higher
education which made universities think of their status, brand-
ing, and reputation. Universities increasingly develop their own
unique brands in order “to differentiate themselves from other
universities with which they are presumably competing” for



students, partners, and
funders.? International
prestige and status of uni-
versities are communicated
through their websites with
help of texts, logos, em-
blems, and slogans which
are aimed at constructing a
unique brand differentiat-
ing itself from other univer-
sities — “competitors”.*°

In the case of St. Pe-
tersburg State University,
described above, however,
the university does not
only promote its academic
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the university seems to be almost
physically elevated:

And St. Petersburg State Uni-
versity, I was even afraid to aim
at it at all; for me it was some-
thing unreal, something very
cool, off the charts. Especially
considering that this is the first
university [in Russia]. To some
extent, [when applying], I fell
for the status of the university,
its authority.?

This shows not only the new
mechanisms of how universi-

achievements to create its
status. Rather, it attaches
itself to the history of the
Russian state which be-
comes a status-elevating
mechanism. Even though
the state is not present
through its political ap-
paratus in these instances,
the idea of the state, its long
and rich history lives in
these encounters.

Mansion.
ILLUSTRATION: NATALIA BATRAKOVA

WHAT IS MORE, these status-
producing presences of
the state and its glorious
histories were visible not
only through the universities’ attempts to fight for status, but
also how the students’ communities presumed it as status-full.
Relation to “rich history and culture” of the state would come up
effortlessly when talking about academic journeys, especially,
with international students. For example, Emina, an interna-
tional student who finished her PhD studies at St. Petersburg
State University, when asked how she chose her destination for
studies, told me about the importance of the Russian culture and
history when making this decision:

And Russia has such a big history. I love to read, and
Dostoyevsky is my favorite writer. So, the idea was that
[I would go] to Russia. Therefore, even when they said
that there are also other countries [available with the
scholarship], we [the family] did not even consider
other options."

Some other students directly brought the idea of status in our
conversation. The state’s glorious histories to which university is
engrained are seen as a marker of status, authority, and prestige.
Below, Liza, a graduate of St. Petersburg State University, nar-
rates her affects of those status-producing entanglements when

ties create their status, but also,
about the status-full idea of the
Russian state, with its glory, pres-
tige, and history, attachment to
which will elevate one’s status.
Therefore, universities seem to
be the empirical site where the
idea of higher status and prestige
inrelation to the state can be
made and unmade.
This seems to be an important
and overlooked research and
“intellectual avenue. When we
examine how the idea of status,
specifically in relation to states,
has been understood in previous
scholarship, we see that it has
been dominated by neo-realist interventions into (inter-)state be-
haviors, focusing on the actions of (rationally behaving) elites.s
In this literature, status pertains to the prestige of a state in its in-
ternational standing, perceived through hierarchies. Tradition-
ally, markers such as military power, economic development,
cultural achievements, diplomatic skill, and technological inno-
vation are considered influential in determining a state’s status.
Some of this literature specifically focuses on Russia, among
other states, whose behavior has been strongly characterized by
status-enhancing actions in various areas. Throughout history,
the Russian state has exhibited status concerns, often framed in
terms of Russian exceptionalism.

THIS STATUS-SEEKING behavior by the Russian state has often
been framed around the quest to return to the status of a “great
power” on the international stage, particularly after the demise
of the Soviet Union.* Significant efforts, especially under Putin’s
rule since 2000, have been dedicated to this quest. Russia had
to quickly integrate into neoliberal globalization, which became
the only viable option; otherwise, the state risked becoming
marginalized and relegated to the political and economic pe-
riphery.
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The focus of the analysis on Russia’s status-seeking behavior
lies in its military and foreign policy. Pal Rgren analyzes how
wars, specifically the invasion of Ukraine by Russia, impact sta-
tus orders.” Some of this scholarship employs “social identity
theory” as the main analytical lens for examining state behav-
ior.® Generally, these narratives are centered around the figure
of Putin and his actions to achieve and
maintain Russia’s standing as a great
power, specifically “through military
buildups, territorial expansion, buying
off foreign rulers, and fighting numerous
wars”.”

However, status-making includes oth-
er dimensions. For example, scholarship
has already indicated that status is also
about meaning-making, and therefore,
the performative dimensions of status
are important. Hosting prestigious international events, such
as the Olympics or the World Cup in Russia, exemplifies this.>
Competition for superiority in other domains, including educa-
tion and science, are also indicators of intrinsic status motives.*

As we observe from the glimpse into university behaviors, the
idea of Russia’s “glory” is present not only in diplomatic arenas
and international high-profile events. We must shift the focus
from the agency of the state in capturing, controlling, and rul-
ing, to investigating everyday encounters (in this case, university
communities, administrators, and infrastructures) as sites for
constructing and deconstructing the ideas of glory, prestige, and
status in relation to the Russian state.

Political materialities
of theimperial cityscape

In the previous section, Ilaid out a foundation for investigating
status-related mechanisms beyond the intentional actions of the
state. However, the state’s histories and glory ingrained in uni-
versities’ everyday life are not only discursive, as a specific nar-
rativization of history. What seemed crucial for actualizing those
politics of status was the material presence of those glorious
histories. When conducting research in St. Petersburg (and pre-
viously, studying there myself), it was quite noticeable how vari-
ous universities are situated in what used to be imperial man-
sions or palaces. The location of universities within the imperial
cityscape of St. Petersburg has been referred to many times,
both by the universities’ public materials and the academic and
student communities.

The imperial cityscape embodying the ideas of glory plays
an important role here. St. Petersburg was the capital of the
Russian Empire from its foundation in 1703 by Peter the Great
until the Revolution of 1917. The historic imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg was often regarded by the Russian state and elites as
“an icon of imperial power and might” and a subject of “praise,
national pride, and international renown”.? The imperial imagi-
naries were materialized through baroque and neoclassical ar-
chitecture: the numerous monuments and palaces in St. Peters-
burg embodied the “glorious past” of the Russian state. Victoria

“THEIMPERIAL
CITYSCAPE
EMBODYING THE
IDEAS OF GLORY
PLAYS ANIMPORTANT
ROLEHERE.”

Sukovataya refers to the preservation of historical monuments
and palaces in St. Petersburg as the “sacralization of stone,”
which is argued to symbolize the timeless nature of the empire.
The universities seem to be located within these sacralized
stones, which speaks to both the universities’ status and, more
importantly, the idea of the state that lives in and through them.

LET USFIRST EXAMINE the St. Petersburg
State Institute of Culture. The univer-
sity owns 44 buildings, 20 of which are
designated as “cultural heritage.” The
main campus is located next to the
Winter Palace (the residence of the Rus-
sian royal family) and was historically
associated with the imperial elites. A
close examination of the university’s
website reveals that its attractiveness is
constructed by being ingrained into the St. Petersburg cityscape.
Here, the idea of the state’s history as a status-enhancing mecha-
nism, which I discussed above, is also materialized through its
presence in the built environment.

St. Petersburg State Institute of Culture is the oldest do-
mestic higher education institution that educated sev-
eral generations of talented musicians, choreographers,
art historians, cultural experts, library staff and teach-
ers [...] located in unique historical buildings in the very
center of St. Petersburg.

In this extract, the discourse of history and tradition is entangled
with the materiality and spatiality of the university. Emphasizing
the location of the university in unique historical buildings (.e.,
associated with the imperial rule) of St. Petersburg is presumably
aimed at increasing the university’s status. This status is created
inrelation to the history of the state, embodied in its imperial
materiality.

THE HISTORY of St. Petersburg State University is also intertwined
materially with the imperial histories of the Russian state. Some
faculties of St. Petersburg State University are located around
the Smolny Cathedral and its surrounding environments. The
university’s website describes the location of these faculties as
follows:

The Faculty of International Relations of St. Petersburg
State University is located within the historical complex
of the former Smolny Monastery, built in the 18th-19th
centuries. In 1720, Peter I built a country palace called
Smolny. In October 1748, Elizabeth, the daughter of Pe-
ter I, decided to build a majestic monastery where she
would end her days in peace and quiet. One hundred
and twenty maidens of noble families were to form

the entourage of the future abbess. Each would have a
separate apartment, with a room for servants, a pantry
for supplies, and a kitchen. It was ordered to build a



monastery of unprec- s
edented beauty and 0
splendor — a monu- 2o

ment to a prosperous

reign.»

Currently, the Smolny Cathe-
dral operates as a cathedral; - :
however, the surrounding resi- R
dential premises of the monas- 3
tery now house the faculties of
St. Petersburg State University.
The university integrates

its history into the broader
history of St. Petersburg as

an imperial capital: Russian
emperors, court elites, noble
families, a palace, and “a mon-
ument to a prosperous reign”
all become elements of the
university’s past and its pres-
ent beauty. The existing built
environments of the Smolny
Monastery help to create this
affect and actualize this poli-
tics of status.

The location of university
campuses in former palaces
also forms part of the efforts
of the European University in
St. Petersburg to build up its
attractiveness and status by
attaching itself to the material
representation of the Russian state’s glory. The European Uni-
versity is located in several buildings; one of them, acquired in
2020, used to be a mansion and is located on the Neva River em-
bankment?. Interestingly, after the university lost its previous
mansion as a place for university premises, it set out on a mis-
sion to acquire a new one (and successfully did so). Presumably,
the location of the university in a historical site of a palace or a
mansion seemed important for the university administration to
maintain an attractive status.

When talking with Olesya, a researcher from the European
University, I learned that the university website even featured a
broadcast of the Neva River view: the camera was attached to the
university building located in the new mansion. “Here is a new
mansion, which is so beautiful; on the university website, you
can watch the broadcast to see how rich everything is there and
all that,” says Olesya. In this account, it is evident how the sur-
roundings associated with glory are translated into the idea of
“richness,” which the university now becomes a part of. It is also
worth noting that the broadcast specifically portrays the most
“glorious” views: the camera is attached to the new mansion and
not to any other university building.

These encounters undoubtedly demonstrate the importance

g

Broadcasting the views.
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of materialities in actualizing

- political projects of status.
They seem too significant to
ignore, necessitating a specific
e iy analytical tool to investigate
)‘-’-" \ L{&d the importance of materiali-

e ;;,s""‘ ties. The theoretical and on-
tological interventions of new
> ; materialism might provide us

> N with those tools.
B ) New materialism has influ-
enced various strands of social
and political sciences.? It
represents a shift in the social
sciences away from the discur-
sive, linguistic, and construc-
tivist turns, offering a critique
of them, but not a return to
historical materialism — hence
the term new materialism.
New materialism is about
“novel ways of understanding
matter, handling objects, and
interacting with nature”.?® New
materialism is not a single co-
herent theory; it encompasses
various strands and schools
of thought, such as vitalism,
critical realism, speculative
realism, Deleuzian philosophy,
and the work of Bruno Latour,
among others.

ILLUSTRATION: NATALIA BATRAKOVA

INTHIS ARTICLE,  argue that new materialism can be highly
beneficial for investigating how our understanding of political
processes, particularly in relation to the political anthropology
of the Russian state and the status and prestige it retains, can be
shaped by the introduction of non-human/material actors into
the analysis. These materials possess agentic capacities and can
shape political processes as much as human decision-making,
regulations, and discourses. Contrary to anthropocentric ontol-
ogies, which assume matter to be passive, dead, and inert in rela-
tion to humans, new materialism attributes agency to matter as
well. The previous literature on status, particularly in relation to
the Russian state, has typically focused on human behavior, in-
stitutional political structures, and discursive statements made
by social and political leaders, for example, in public speeches
or publications.* However, considering the material turn allows
us to include materialities as intermediaries and components
that make and unmake these projects of power.

As specified above, new materialist thinking is a broad strand
of thought. Within its various strands, the extent to which
agency is attributed to inanimate objects varies. Some strands,
like vitalism, attribute full agency to matter, thus performing a
politically ontological move against anthropocentricity, which
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dominates our thinking and might be responsible for our de-
stabilized relations with the Earth, environments, and other
species.* However, attributing full agency to nonhuman actors,
while having emancipatory potential in the political academic
project of destabilizing anthropocentric cosmologies, might be
unfit for studying political projects of power. It might blur the
issues of political responsibility once agency is attributed to
objects.3!

With this in mind, in this article, I suggest viewing materiali-
ties as extensions of human political processes that play a role in
making and unmaking power dynamics but do not bear respon-
sibility for them. The materialities discussed in this article — ar-
chitectural environments embodying the glory of imperial times
— are human-created and imbued with anthropocentric and po-
litical meaning-making processes. Matter transgresses and trans-
forms the political and geopolitical in various ways.3? Therefore,
the materials are not significant on their own; rather, it is more
important to demonstrate how “agency is generated within spe-
cific contexts”3 and how they become ingrained in the meaning-
making of status-enhancing or undermining mechanisms.

Here, it might also be useful to consider materialities — built
environments and architecture — in producing political status
through the lens of assemblage theory. Instead of seeing materi-
alities as having agency, assemblage thinking suggests that mate-
rials are ingrained in political processes,
alongside institutional or discursive pow-
er.3 “Materials matter in very specific
ways”; they do not automatically have
agency but possess agentic capacities
that are actualized and emerge within
broader assemblages®. Inviting archi-
tectural imperial setups into the analysis
adds new actants to how political pro-
cesses and relations of power are made
and unmade. I am particularly interested
in how geopolitical processes, such as
the making and unmaking of great power
status (through universities and science),
are assembled through the relationships between humans and
buildings.

IN THIS SENSE, the concept of “political materiality” can be used
to trace the importance of materials in political processes, such
as making and unmaking political status.* The term “political
materiality” refers “to the role of objects in mediating relations
of power between humans”.> Emphasizing materiality does not
override the importance of humans or discourses but extends
it “to study how unequal power relations emerge through the
connections and interactions between humans, discourse, and
things”.? Political discourses and processes can be materialized,
and political meaning-making can traverse through various du-
rable or non-durable materials.

Previous research has already applied the principles of new
materialism to studying various political projects, specifically,
when it comes to built environments, infrastructures, and

“THEENDURANCE
OF THESTATE AND
THEIDEAS OF GLORY
ARE MAINTAINED
THROUGH THEIR
PRESENCEIN
DURABLEBUILT
ENVIRONMENTS.”

cityscapes. For example, studies have examined how concrete
became the main material of modernity,* or how “good” or
“bad” concrete was associated with the construction of socialist
or capitalist political projects.* New materialism has also been
applied to studying nationalism, for example, by “concretizing
states’ control over definitions of the nation, and their ability to
foment nationalist sentiments and collective actions”,* through
the role of materialities and objects. Similarly, scholars have
analyzed cityscapes and how infrastructures and built environ-
ments guide and shape societal processes and hierarchies*.
Besides focusing on invisible infrastructures, we can also focus
on objects intentionally displayed, such as materials that are
centered, elevated, and showcase glory, prestige, and status.
The endurance of the state and the ideas of glory are maintained
through their presence in durable built environments.

BUILDING ON THESE previous research interventions, in this ar-
ticle, I argue that status-enhancing or undermining mechanisms
are not only abstract or discursive but are embedded in material-
ities on an everyday basis. The content of status may take physi-
cal forms, in all their visible grandiosity, such as the imperial
architecture through which the meaning of status is produced.

This status-enhancing mechanism is evident in the behavior
and relationships of academic and student communities towards
these grandiose infrastructures. For
example, Zhenya, one of the research
participants who graduated from St. Pe-
tersburg State Institute of Culture several
years ago, told me how the location of
the university building in a former pal-
ace signified its status for her. She paid
specific attention to the emplacement
of the university within the imperial
cityscape of St. Petersburg, listing all the
nearby attraction sites: Winter Palace,
Summer Garden, Neva River, Peter and
Paul Fortress, Field of Mars, among oth-
ers. Eventually, as Zhenya shared, one of
the factors why she and her family chose this specific university
was its address: Palace Embankment, 2. A sense of awe evoked
by the glory and beauty ingrained in the imperial cityscape influ-
enced Zhenya’s decision to choose this specific university.

All of these examples illustrate how specific politics of status
can materialize through the material presence of glory. This
glory, however, is associated with a very specific temporality —
imperial times. Certainly, this is not the only material-temporal
mechanism employed to enhance status. Nonetheless, refer-
ences to these specific temporal political projects become domi-
nant and prevalent precisely because of the presence of durable
materials that allow them to be projected onto the present.

TIME IS RELATIONAL according to how materialities enact it: times
crumble and spread out not according to temporal proximity,
but rather by the density of relations between different times
sustained by human and material components.* This density
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state’s glory, including in the

field of higher education.

These are the traces of imperial rule and its persistence in the
present, or as Ann Laura Stoler puts it, “the tenacious hold of im-
perial effects and their tangible if elusive forms”.46 While Stoler’s
research focused on “how empire’s ruins contour and carve
through the psychic and material space in which people live and
what compounded layers of imperial debris do to them”#, this
article demonstrates how the imperial traces are not always ru-
ins but very much alive, occupying urban spaces and entangling
with new political projects in the present. The heritage sites
where university buildings are often located embody the past,
but moreover, also organize the present. By their presence, they
actually redefine time, creating non-linear temporalities of the
state’s history and glory/greatness.

The pastasdecay

But time interacts with materials in various ways. While material
durability allows the past to be actualized in the present, mate-
rialities are also bound to decay over time, leading to physical
processes of deterioration and downgrading*. This decay can
legitimize or delegitimize political projects and become a status-
undermining mechanism. As materials change and decay, the
meanings of glory and prestige embodied in the buildings also
deteriorate. Imperial architecture can solidify the state’s pres-
ence, but it can also undermine the messages of glory and pres-
tige it once conveyed.

In this sense, a historical-imperial university, while serving
as a status-enhancing mechanism, can also challenge the forma-
tion of “modern” learning environments and, thus, undermine
the concept of status. The embodiment of the imperial past is
sometimes perceived as outdated compared to the ideals of mo-
dernity and progress.

Considering that I am from

a city that is 2,400 years old,
I’m not saying it’s not impressive. It is impressive. I am
not very disappointed that there are no large auditori-
ums at the university, considering that the building [...]
has a history. This is good, beautiful.+

Emina praises the sense of rich history embodied by the uni-
versity’s infrastructure. At the same time, she begins to doubt
the adequacy of the university buildings for learning purposes.
Specifically, she mentions the lack of large lecture halls in the
building, which, as discussed above, was initially designed as a
monastery’s residential premises.

OTHER STUDENTS have explicitly stated that historical university
buildings are completely unequipped for the learning purposes
they expect a contemporary university to provide. Liza argues
that “no matter how beautiful the building is,” it is not appropri-
ate for university teaching and learning activities. Here, Liza
narrates the tension between the affect of beauty and authority
she experienced before the start of her studies and her embod-
ied everyday experiences within the university spaces. The
same imperial architecture now becomes a status-undermining
mechanism.

Many classrooms are either too big or too small. They
have only just started making changes; recently, they
equipped an assembly hall. Before that, it was not only
impossible to listen to lectures there, but in general, it
was impossible to be there because the building is old.
Many other classrooms are just small closets with low
ceilings, no computers, and only a small blackboard
and a piece of chalk.°
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The status-undermining undertones are also visible when stu-
dents discuss not only the equipment of learning environments
but also the overall embodied experience of being in those build-
ings. There are presences, absences, and movements of human
bodies in the university space. Both Liza and Zhenya, for ex-
ample, shared their experiences of “getting lost” in these former
palaces: the confusing matrix of halls and corridors might have
been appropriate for palace dwellers a couple of centuries ago
but are not at all easy to navigate when one needs to comply with
the rhythmic order of contemporary university studies.

Moreover, the experience of feeling cold is something that
several participants mentioned in their interviews. I also recall
my own experience of studying on the campus of the Faculty of
International Relations at St. Petersburg State University and the
cold winter days spent there. This is how the history of the build-
ing directly affects our bodies: designed a couple of centuries
ago, the palace buildings reflect different ergonomics from the
past. Zhenya made a drawing for me where she explained her re-
lationship with the university; she drew the main campus of the
university on the Palace Embankment with the caption “Cold,
huge (in relation to me), unapproachable, unpleasant, but beau-
tiful main building of the university” (emphasis in the original).
Zhenya indeed depicted it as unapproachable by portraying it as
a castle with spires rather than an actual
palace: the feeling of coldness further
estranges Zhenya from this huge, out-of-
time and out-of-place university build-
ing where she spent several years.

THE OUTDATED ARCHITECTURE was also
mentioned by participants as not ap-
propriate for different bodies moving
around the university, especially people
with disabilities. When different kinds
of bodies become entangled in the uni-
versity assemblage, the historical built
environments no longer communicate
status but rather become a hindrance to
learning. The status is undermined yet again.

And if we are talking about inclusivity, well, excuse me,
I felt so sorry for our classmates with cerebral palsy.

I know a couple of them. First, reaching the building
itself takes ages. And those stairs... I think it surely puts
the students in unequal positions. Also, the paving
stones, the stone road in front of Smolny, already cut off
half the equality in the educational process. So, no mat-
ter how beautiful the building is, it’s nice to go outside
after classes, look at it, and take pictures of it at sunset.
But for studying there, it is an absolutely unsuitable
building.>'

The materials that constitute the grandiose fretwork are bound
to crumble, and with them, the attractiveness and status also de-
teriorate. Below, Olesya discusses how the European University

“RUSSIA’S ‘GLORY’IS
PRESENTNOTONLYIN
DIPLOMATIC ARENAS
AND INTERNATIONAL
EVENTSBUTALSO
PENETRATES
EVERYDAY LIFEAND
VARIOUS REALMS
WITHINRUSSIA.”

presented the plan to renovate its mansion premises into a new
“modern” building.

They want to do some renovation [at the mansion
premises]. It’s beautiful there, but the fretwork is crum-
bling and falling on your laptop when you sit in the
classroom. It is not very good. They want to make it as
modern as possible, I think. We had an exhibition here
in our building on the third floor showing how they
want to change everything. The style includes a lot of
wooden planks, some kind of “eco” design.5

The material — and political —project requires renovation: some-
thing modern. Here, “modern” implies contemporary, free from
the heaviness and decay of the empire, at least in the way it ma-
terialized in the past.

Conclusions

Being in conversation with new materialist theories allowed to
do two things in this article. First, it allowed to see how the state
is lived beyond (rational) decision-makers and elites who ac-
tively make and unmake the state and its status. Russia’s “glory”
is present not only in diplomatic arenas and international events
but also penetrates everyday life and
various realms within Russia. One of
the main guiding questions for this arti-
cle was how the state is reinforced — or
subverted — through everyday practic-
es. The idea of status is constructed and
deconstructed beyond the intentional
actions of decision-makers. Therefore,
this article is less about what the state
does in relation to its status and con-
trol, and more about how the idea of its
glory is lived beyond the state. In this
article, I analyzed the space of a univer-
sity for retrieving the workings of status
from there.

Secondly, and centrally to this paper, I argued for the rele-
vance of new materialist theories and onto-epistemologies in un-
derstanding the workings of political status. The new materialist
analytical and methodological gaze allows us to see beyond the
anthropocentric lens that focuses solely on humans, discourses,
and identities. The state is also lived through political materiali-
ties, and this paper attempted to locate and investigate it there. A
material and ethnographic lens provides us with a broader epis-
temological perspective, allowing us to see how these projects of
power are ordered and reordered on an everyday basis, beyond
just the actions of leaders or governments. The material turn,
thus, can “push our understanding of state- and nation-making
processes in several new directions”.s

In this article, I focused on specific political materialities — the
imperial cityscape of St. Petersburg — and how it became in-
grained in the making and unmaking of status, prestige, and glo-
ry through universities. The universities appear to be embedded



within these “sacralized stones” of the imperial cityscape, which
speaks to both the universities’ status and, more importantly,
the idea of the state that lives in and through them, through the
effects of beauty, glory, and rich history. This article illustrates
that imperial material remnants are not just ruins; they are
vibrant elements of urban spaces, intertwining with contempo-
rary projects of power.

WHILE MATERIAL durability allows the past to be actualized in the
present, materialities are also subject to decay over time, leading
to physical processes of deterioration and downgrading. This
decay acts as a status-undermining mechanism. The material —
and political — project requires renovation: something modern.
Renovation is, on the one hand, material and functional, aimed
at creating a “modern” learning environment for academic com-
munities. On the other hand, it is also aesthetic and affectual in
a political sense. Here, “modern” implies contemporary, free
from the heaviness and decay of the empire, at least as it materi-
alized in the past. E

luliia Gataulina is a Postdoctoral Researcher at Tampere
University, Finland. Currently, she is a member of the “International
Political Economy” research group.
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