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Abstract: Over the past decades, advanced capitalist statesfhave increasingly used digital

to deliver state services and restructure public sector inStitut his practice has had profoun

institutional as well as political consequences. So far, however, €56 1as been conducted

examines the forms of statehood and governamce to which the use o al technologies gives rise. To

fill this research gap, this paper examines gove al digitalization thr@ the lens of political

economies of state rescaling. In doing so, it engag production of staté8patiality, ultimately

advancing the concept of digital state spaces, which p.on state restructuring with work

in digital geography. Drawig gral years of empi Search, ¥ ep?demonstrates the

connection between thes 1-depth case study of digitalization efforts in Denmark, a

country that is often Cited a highly digitalized European state. It traces how national

policy efforts have created nev paces in Denma d examines the local consequences
these state : . en toge e.coneeptual and empirical insights contribute to

a morg C ental digitalization as a regulatory instrument implicated in
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Introduction

This article examines the new forms of state spatiality that have emerged in advanced capitalist states
as a result of national policies intended to digitalise public sector institutions. The concept of digital
state spaces is presented to describe the ways in which pre-existing state spaces and modes of
governance are reconfigured through the use of digitalisation as a nascent regulatory instrument. The
article thus aims to relate existing scholarship on the ‘political economy of state rescaling’ (Jessop,
2002, p. 172; Brenner, 2004a) to the domains of digitalisation and digit hies (Ash, Kitchin

& Leszczynski, 2018; Jefferson, 2017; Ash et al., 2018), demonstr

w historical forms of

back to the early 1950 efts, 2009), government officials have often thought of digital

technologies as offering simple, technical solutions to complex organisational problems. Such
officials have touted digitalisation as an almost magical means of making public institutions more
flexible, innovative and efficient. Existing research on ‘e-government’ and ‘digital era governance’,
however, has tended to neglect questions of statehood, politics and spatiality. To borrow a phrase
used by Peck and Theodore (2012, p. 23), this research can be characterised as ‘normatively positive

and methodologically positivist.” Researchers in this field have generally taken questions of state



spatiality for granted, treating state institutions as reified spatial containers and technological

infrastructures as simple mediators or technical solutions.

This neglect of spatiality stands in stark contrast to the work of radical geographers and critical

sociologists. Such scholars have consistently emphasised that state spatiality is a continuously

unfolding, variegated and conflictual set of processes (Brenner et al., 2003; Brenner, 2004a; Jessop

spatiality as deeply relevalitfo questions of statehood and governance (Jessop, 2002, 2008, 2015;
Peck, 2001, 2004), often writing in direct dialogue with advocates of the so-called regulation
approach (Boyer & Sailliard, 2002). In a recent interview, influential spatial theorist Neil Brenner
reflected on how, in the mid to late 1990s, ‘Bob Jessop, Jamie Peck and other regulationist-inspired
scholars were leading the way towards a reflexively spatialised approach to state theory in the
context of newly emergent localisms, regionalisms and systems of multilevel governance’ (2017, p.

268).



Although difficult to condense into a neat set of propositions, the central aim of a geographically-
informed approach to statehood has been to challenge static, fixed and one-dimensional approaches
to spatiality and state rescaling (Brenner, 2004a; Jessop, 2002). Rejecting the inherited assumption
that state spaces merely act as containers within which social and political relations are formed, this
approach instead understands state spatiality ‘as a dynamic, transformative process’ (Brenner, 2004b,

p. 450). According to Brenner, conceiving of spatiality and state spaces ssual requires that

we recognise how state space is a ‘socially produced, conflictual an, mically evolving matrix of

in which power, politics'e overnance take place within, against and as part of the spaces of the

capitalist state. In the pan@ramic introduction to their State/Space Reader (2004), Brenner, Jessop,
Jones and MacLeod (2004; see also Brenner 2004a,b) argue that state space may be understood as
having three key dimensions corresponding to three different senses of the term: (a) state space in a
narrow sense, referring to the state’s ‘distinctive form of spatiality’ (ibid., p. 6), which includes the
state’s internal political, administrative and juridical institutions and external demarcations to other

territories and states through borders and frontiers; (b) state space in an integral sense, relating to the



ways in which state intervention and spatiality are used to regulate and organise social and economic
processes; and (c) state space in a representational sense, referring to the various spatial imaginaries,

discourses and ideas that relate to the state’s production and habitation of space.

In this article, we focus primarily on state spaces in a narrow sense, since we aim particularly to
demonstrate how national policies are redefining and restructuring the forms, roles and

eorists have called

responsibilities of established institutions. We are concerned with what

2002; Castells, 2010 [19€

production of.digita g i diverse technologies as search engines

provides significant insight§imto the ways in which state spatiality is being reformed and recreated

through digitalisation.

One of the most important questions addressed by digital geographers concerns the ontology of ‘the
digital’ as an object of study. Here, recent geographical research provides compelling arguments
against conceptions of the ‘the digital’ as either purely immaterial spaces, smooth flows of data or

static containers. All too often, notions of ‘the cloud’ or ‘the virtual’ have served as mythologising



narratives (Hu 2015) suggesting that algorithms, code and digital devices somehow operate in a
separate realm of reality. Drawing on insights from the last twenty years of scholarship, Ash, Kitchin
and Leszczynski (2018) have proposed a much more critical understanding of ‘the digital” as a
product and producer of new forms of spatiality. They argue that ‘the digital’ should not be thought
of solely in terms of computational technologies reducible to binary operations of 1s and 0s. Instead,

they propose using ‘the digital’ to refer to:

entailed by digiti n’ (Sassen, 20006, p. 329).

Taking these arguments séfiously also forces us to recognise the ways in which ‘the digital’ is
involved in producing new modes of calculation, categorisation and sorting that are used for
governmental purposes. In a study of digital crime mapping technologies used in Chicago, Jefferson
(2017) has demonstrated how geographic information systems (GIS) not only allow police to map
crime via new technologies of visualisation and knowledge production, but are also recursively
involved in producing state space itself. The introduction of these technologies has thus given rise to

a range of knowledge practices that, according to Jefferson (2017), serve to uphold and reproduce



racialised forms of carceral power. In a similar vein, Wiig (2018) has presented a study of data-
driven policing technologies used in Camden (New Jersey) that highlights how efforts at urban
revitalisation have been carried out through the deployment of new surveillance technologies. These
technologies have served, Wiig argues, as a means of ‘tracking bodies’ through space in order to
control, govern and discipline subjectivities deemed unsafe or deviant. These studies help illustrate
how epistemological questions of visibility, knowledge and power are critically related to the study

of the intersection between digital technologies and governmental practi ces of intervention,

discipline and control are created as (existing) spaces, bodies and s are visualised and

bhies of the capitalist state? And in the use of digitalisation as a
regulatory instrun calar forms and historical power relations that are being

(re)constructed?

Constructing digital state spaces in Denmark

Having established a theoretical framework, we now turn to an in-depth case study of digitalisation
efforts in Denmark. Denmark has often been referred to internationally as an example to be followed
for its digitalisation policies, which are heralded, for example, in the European Union’s Digital
Society and Economy Index. In this manner, Denmark serves as a productive entry-point for

understanding wider processes of digitalisation and politico-economic restructuring. Denmark began



making efforts to implement digital technologies in its public sector in the 1990s, investing large
amounts of economic and political capital in regulatory changes. In studying digitalisation and
political-economic restructuring in Denmark, we hope to demonstrate how national policies,
technological infrastructures, legal mechanisms and local municipal institutions have combined to
create new digital state spaces. As we showcase below, these state spaces are not determined by
fixed institutional boundaries, but are shaped by a myriad of diverse forces. Simultaneously

technical, juridical, political and material, digital state spaces reveal the to be fragmented and

hybrid in nature.

services. In total, we interviéwed 17 welfare state professionals. The information gathered in the
interviews was supplemented with informal observations of the centres and guided tours of each
citizen service centre. All interviews, names and places have been anonymised in this study. We

have furthermore translated all quotes from Danish into English.



National policy visions: from local institutions to digital platforms

The Danish digitalisation agenda truly took off in 1994, when the Danish Ministry of Research was
put in charge of developing a formal vision for Denmark’s entrance into the so-called ‘Information
Society’ (Forskningsministeriet, 1994). While electronic archives and digital systems had been used
prior to this point, the decision to hand formal responsibility for digitalisation efforts over to the
Ministry of Research signalled a much more pronounced interest in this area of governance than ever

before. In the 1990s and early 2000s, one of the main challenges addres licymakers was

how existing welfarist logics of governance, focused on notions of al rights, solidarity and

information society th. ed in this early period was shaped by an inclusionary,
democratising and participafory discourse. As policymakers had a sense that new societal forms were
starting to emerge, they articulated their task as aligning the existing structures of the Danish welfare

state with the coming transformation.

In 2001, however, a new era of policymaking began. Elections caused control of the national

government to shift from a social-democratic to a liberal-conservative coalition, and the



responsibility for setting the country’s digital agenda was de facto assigned to the Danish Ministry of
Finance, signalling a subtle political and ideological turn (Jeger & Pors, 2017). This decision not
only implied the narrowing of digitalisation’s role within the field of policymaking, as the policy
agenda began to focus exclusively on streamlining public services at the expense of collective social
values. It also meant an influx of ‘neoliberal reason’ (Peck, 2010) into policymaking, as principles of

solidarity, equality, participatory democracy and the protection of vulnerable citizens lost sway to

citizens and companies mustby default be digital’ (The Danish Government, Danish Regions &

Local Government Denmark, 2011, p. 3). Liberated from spatial and temporal constraints, citizens
(according to policymakers) will want to serve themselves whenever and wherever they please:
‘instead of being confined to office hours, citizens will be able to correspond with the public sector
when it suits them’ (ibid., p. 5). Allowing citizens to carry out tasks that were previously tied to the
locations of particular state institutions not only increases the efficiency and flexibility of the public

sector; in addition, making citizens responsible for these tasks will supposedly allow them to live

10



active and more enjoyable lives: ‘The majority of citizens want to live active lives, be able to cope
on their own and be free to do the things they enjoy. Digital welfare solutions play an important role
in making this possible’ (The Government, Local Government Denmark & Danish Regions, 2016, p.

28).

These policy discourses, crafted over the last twenty years, have served to legitimise a series of

Digital Post and NemID n eless signalled that digital solutions had become the new norm, as all

citizens were now expected to be ‘digital by default’ (see also Schou & Hjelholt, 2018b). This
expectation stands in stark contrast to the ideas promoted by policymakers in the 1990s, where

principles of choice, trust and lack of coercion played important roles in policymaking.

Taken together, these developments — comprised of shifts in political discourses, technical

infrastructures and legal mechanisms — have served to actualise the idea that citizens should serve
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themselves whenever and wherever they want. They have done so by transferring tasks that were
previously performed within local institutional spaces to digital platforms. This change entails much
more than the simple introduction of government websites; it involves the development of new
infrastructures, governmental agencies, technical standards and identification systems. The aim of
these developments has largely been to make digital platforms the unique or primary entrance-point
for citizens to interact with the state. The public sector no longer wants to be met face-to-face: it

wants be encountered through mediated and platformed infrastructures.

but must take on respons
(Pedersen, 2(

only relyfor em in new ways.

One of the spa ] digitalisation agenda has been most visible is that of municipal
citizen service ce iti ted in the mid 1990s, the specific purpose of these centres was
service centres’ governme and administrative functions (Pors, 2015). Citizen service centres
should serve as a unified entrance to the public sector for citizens, able to handle light administrative
requests and tasks across various areas of welfare provision. When these centres were conceived in
the early 1990s, the public sector did not rely on digital technologies to the extent it does today.
Consequently, the space of each service centre was organised to allow frontline workers to
efficiently carry out tasks such as handling paperwork, official documents and casework files

following standardised schemes. In principle, all citizens, irrespective of their social or economic

12



status, had to physically present themselves at a service centre if they required contact with or help
from the public sector. However, as digital self-service platforms — together with new political
imaginaries and legal mechanisms — have gradually come into being, these centres have been
significantly repurposed. One frontline worker encapsulated the changes service centres have

undergone by explaining her current work as a so-called citizen guide as follows:

Interviewer: Can you try to describe your work as a citizen guide? A

Frontline worker: 1t works in the following way: citizens come and contact you, saying, ‘I need help’.
And then we go with them to the computer. And then there are-big diffe%ocs in terms of the citizens
who are down here. How much help do they need? Sommneed to stand next to us and have us
look over their shoulder. Others need us to guide them in what they should do And then we also have
citizens who can hardly use the computer.

Interviewer: Are there different ways of helping them? \

Frontline worker: Yes, there are. For the citizens whose shoulders we just have to look over we do
not need to do anything in principle. &ust stand and look. A&for those who have to be guided,

depending on what they need guidance with, we guide them through it and help them with what they
A N N AN
have to enter, reviewing the calculations with them. We do not do anything that they do not
& A\ - vt & Y

participate in. They should direct the mouse and enter the things. We do ;ot do it for them.

In each of the munici iri i idea of a citizen guide had been

bureaucrats and i inistrative guides. ‘We firmly believe that we should not be the ones to

eported; “We'll probably stand by and help, but it's the citizen

These new work practices, premised on guiding citizens, are carried out in work environments that
are more or less open. Such environments often include a table placed in the middle of the municipal
room with three to four computers. In some locations, using the computers requires entering a
password, meaning that citizens must wait in line and ask a frontline worker to help them access the
computer. In other municipalities, computers are freely available for citizens to use, and one or two

frontline workers wait in or around the computer area should the citizens need guidance. The number
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of citizens who used these computers during our visits varied significantly. In some municipalities,
these areas were filled with citizens, while in others only a few citizens sat at the computers, clicking
through official webpages. Frontline workers told us that helping citizens is very much a
collaborative effort that involves sensing who each citizen is and what they are capable of. ‘Then
when you come forward [as a citizen],” one frontline worker explained, ‘it’s a matter of what
digital... or what kind of problem you have with the self-service solutions. Is it your NemID or is it
the use of borger.dk? [...] If it is a self-service solution, then we go over and say: “Can we —

along with you — solve this problem?” But it's always a collaboratio It's all a process where you

material configuration o spaces and the types of bodies that frequent them. As stated above,

so-called computer envirefiments have in many cases supplemented or replaced the administrative
desks that used to demarcate the space between citizens and state professionals. Indeed, instead of
standing on opposite sides of a large piece of administrative furniture that clearly distinguishes
citizens from frontline workers, the two groups now stand shoulder-to-shoulder next to the same
computer. This change has also meant that new kinds of citizen-subjectivities have become the

primary users of these spaces. One manager explained this development in the following way:
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Manager: When citizens cannot use self-service solutions provided by the municipalities or the state
in general, they need to see someone [face-to-face]. They simply need to sit down beside them at a
computer and receive thorough guidance. [...] So those who come here to us do not come because
they want something social or because they think it's nice to see a person [face-to-face]. They come

because there is a need.

The citizens that visit citizen service centres are those who cannot fac state Where it wants to be

faced — namely, online. Those who cannot or will not use the offi self-service platforms
thus become the primary users of citizen service centres. In offic i ives, it has often
been assumed that it is mostly elderly citizens who cannofise tf ervice solutions
provided by the state. When interviewing frontline ers, however, it became cle
are not the only group excluded by the adoption of new digital platfofms. Instead, front
often highlighted the class or socioeconomic characteristics of thef€itizensswho visit their
itizen service cent

They described many of the individuals us as being homeless, poor, ill,

physically or cognitively disabled, unemployed ittle to no forma cation, or immigrants. A

worker who had been employed in the municip pst two decade ed the following:

‘Ten years ago, everybody came,here. No matter SS VO ongedfto in society. [...] Well,

today it is [...] the hea e a lot of time S Another workeradded, ‘we need to be here for

those who are havifig , there might b&some who are already in a tough situation but

have gotten it even tougher; excluded becau can’t use digital technology.’

institutions‘to private zones

hese de iofts is how citizen service centres have become new
. The gask of frontline workers is increasingly to make citizens
1s in these spaces is in many ways similar to the forms of
governmentality and served by other scholars researching digital geographies. The
purpose of these spaces ake citizen-subjectivities fit within certain normative boundaries. This
is done by making each cifizen an object of intervention. However, whereas scholars like Jefferson
(2017), Wiig (2018) and Vanolo (2014) have described how these disciplinary processes take place
through the introduction of technologies of visibility and knowledge, the disciplinary practices of
citizen service centres are of a different kind. They do not use new modes of calculation and data
capture to intervene in citizens’ lives; instead, the purpose of these practices is to enable citizens to

operate within other state spaces. What is at work is a project of spatial displacement intended to
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move citizen-subjectivities from the confines of citizen service centres to what are described, in the

political imaginary, as the free, smooth and de-bounded spaces of digital platforms.

This spatial displacement, which aims to move citizens’ bodies from one space to another, has taken
place alongside a displacement of visibility within citizen service centres themselves. The
governmental practices carried out in these centres rely heavily on the materiality of the

lisation initiatives.

technological infrastructures that have been introduced as part of nation

Standardised digital platforms have the effect of making certain rel visible while rendering

many cases, they can only see what the citizen can

Frontline worker: We can only see what the citizen can see: you do not have your NemID with

you, then we can’t help you. Because we hayen’t, as we had be ccess to tax records and access

to these different domains of welfare. Th apletely closed e can see what the citizen

can see. And often we have more experien of it and can em that way. So, it is a

he citizen.

platforms should be the 1 not the only, space in which the citizen encounters the state.

In some municipalities, enabling citizens to enter the online spaces they are expected to is not always
possible within the confines of the citizen service centre. ‘The vulnerable [citizens] do not come
here,” one manager explained; ‘quite a few cannot stand this building [the town hall].” Because of
this, the municipal city council chose to make social inclusion of vulnerable citizens a strategic

focus, particularly in relation to the use of digital self-service technologies. The city council’s aim,
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the manager explained, was to enable vulnerable citizens to ‘enact their rights and duties’ and
partake in ‘active citizenship.” More concretely, the initiative entailed the implementation of new
forms of state intervention. Frontline workers who usually worked in the local citizen service centre
were relocated to homeless shelters or drop-in centres one or two days a week. There they carried out
the same tasks as they would have within the municipal centre (guiding citizens through digital
solutions), only they did so within spaces that are usually distinct from the administrative and

at the citizens

juridical forces of the state. ‘The motto has been,’ the same manager tol

who can manage themselves, must manage themselves. And those st need to get comfortable

the physical confines o town hall (or library, in some municipalities), frontline workers are

modifying and reworking these boundaries by moving into spaces otherwise distinct from the state.
The spatial displacement of citizens thus takes place together with the spatial displacement of
frontline workers. Not only does this demonstrate the fluidity of the new digital state spaces we have
examined; it also illustrates how spaces otherwise seen as personal and private can overlap with state

spaces. As frontline workers enter into the homes of citizens classified as vulnerable in order to help
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them use official digital platforms or so-called secondary channels, we can see how state power and

intervention infiltrate what would seem to be the most personal and private of spaces.

Digital state spaces as hybrid spaces of intervention

We have now illustrated how national policy agendas, technological infrastructures, legal
measurements and local institutions coalesce to create what we propose to call digital state spaces.

For the majority of citizens, who are capable of using the standardised issued by the state,

administrative tasks and welfare services have moved from the insti al spaces in which they

centres. With c ionaliSed stat€ spaces, citizens are turned into digital individuals by
help themselves. In most cases, these encounters take place in
homes. As new modes of @ifizen service are carried out outside of established service centres, the
spatial boundaries of the state are being transformed. The national ambition of turning the entire

population into digital beings reaches into the most private and intimate areas of citizens’ lives.

We wish to argue that the concept of digital state spaces provides a productive framework for
understanding the heterogeneous scalar and political forms that are constructed through

governmental digitalisation. Digital state spaces are discursive, material, legal, political,

18



infrastructural and corporeal. They are as much about national technological platforms as they are
about the movement of bodies. In the present case, we wish to suggest that the simultaneous
delegation of public service tasks to digital platforms and local institutions must be understood
within a unified theoretical framework, as these developments are two sides of the same coin. The
use of online platforms and local training complement each other and support the same political
project through different scalar forms. They form centres of differentially distributed and classed

state spaces, regulating the flow of bodies and allocation of responsibiliti se digital state

spaces are differentially distributed because they do not work the sa everyone. Digital state

of neoliberal state restructuring: interventionist in the low: i ssez-

faire at the top.

Discussion and concluding remarks

advanced the cenee gital Skaie’s 3 or understanding and unpacking the forms

state spaces ne@ educéd to static entities or containers, as each is constituted by

and within highl embles of devices, bodies, political discourses, institutional

Applying these theoretical arguments to a study of digitalisation efforts in Denmark, we have
illustrated how new digital state spaces are starting to take form. These new spaces serve to regulate
and govern how citizen-subjectivities interact and come into relation with the state. For some bodies,
this involves the voluntary use of digital platforms; for others, particularly those already on the
fringes of the welfare system, it entails disciplinary encounters in local municipal offices. Focusing

in particular on citizen service centres, we have shown how this work of spatial displacement is
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carried out and how it includes new governmental spaces, professional practices and relations of
visibility. This study thus helps bring out the layered and multiple composition of digital state
spaces. Such spaces are far from monolithic entities, as they encompass forms of power and
governance that are differentially distributed. Considering these from a spatial perspective allows us
to recognise the complementarity of different spatial forms and highlight the way in which

seemingly distinct state spaces can be related to one another.

Thinking through questions of governmental digitalisation from the ective of state spatiality

and neoliberalisation, entral to existing political economies of state rescaling, are

increasingly taking place wiath and through the use of digital technologies.

Becoming aware of the forms of state spatiality that are created with and through digitalisation paves
the way for several new research trajectories going forward. It first of all allows more rigorous
comparative studies to be conducted dealing with processes of state rescaling across national
boundaries and contexts. By placing different state projects in relation to one another, we might

begin to develop a more nuanced understanding of the variegated and multiple forms of digital state
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spatiality that are currently being constructed. A comparative approach might also allow us to see
how transnational policy networks and supranational institutions are attempting to create and
intervene in new geographies of statehood across national boundaries. Powerful political actors such
as the European Union, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and
the World Economic Forum are currently pushing for the digitalisation of industries, states and

markets. It is up to researchers to unpack how and in what ways new geographies of digital

capitalism are being created as such digitalisation efforts develop. Final ould like to note the

way in which a greater appreciation of spatiality also guides our att to the flow of bodies

questions that scholars of territory, politics and go
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