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Sovereignty as spectacle:
Fetishizing the state system at a World’s Fair

The recent Russian military invasion of Ukraine has been a
stark reminder for many in the West about the fragility of
the state system - the hegemonic system of organizing geo-
politics around territorially sovereign states. The Russi-
an war is not just a rejection of Ukrainian sovereignty,
but also a fundamental challenge to the state system. Fol-
lowing the invasion, hundreds of visitors to the World’s
Fair in Dubai, EXPO 2020, flocked to the Ukraine pavilion to
post notes of support and sympathy for the country’s ongo-
ing tragedy. Indeed, EXPO’s organization around state-based
pavilions explicitly works to make the state system fun and
natural, drawing on nationalist tropes that Jjustify terri-
torial sovereignty. Like most reactions around the world,
visitors to the Ukraine pavilion expressed horror at the
Russian violation of the principles of statehood and sover-
eignty. These reactions - at EXPO and beyond - cumulative-
ly reinforce the fetish for the territorial state, which

is essential to its contemporary reproduction. Considering
both the reactions to the Russian invasion and wider dyna-
mics at EXPO, this talk shows how the state system is fe-
tishized through enlisting ordinary people to participate
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Raum: HS 4 1. 4:3 ned by specific moral geographies of good and evil at a time
when it is violently being called into question.
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