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This paper begins by suggesting that documents are intrinsic to government, and that we might understand the practice of government by attending to one of the principal artifacts - the document - through which that practice is organized.  We review the different ways researchers have understood documents and their function in public policy, endorsing a near-universal attention to content but noting that the processes by which documents are produced and used have been left largely unexamined.  We specify our understanding of the document as an artifact, exploring aspects of its materiality. We note the particular qualities of paper and electronic forms of the document as well as the way documents seem to exist in chains, each one drawing on others and requiring yet others as it is taken up and used.  A notable characteristic of the policy document is its collective processing: it is written and produced by multiple authors or actors in order to be read and interpreted by multiple other actors.  In substantive terms, it becomes an object of negotiation within and between groups; in more formal and functional terms, it comprises a large part of the work of policy.  In concluding, we draw two sorts of implication for research and policy: theoretical and methodological.
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government, documents, practices

What is evidence, what is policy and what is the relationship between them?  More particularly, how are they brought into relationship with one another?  In their seminal study of Laboratory Life, Latour and Woolgar found themselves among a 'strange tribe' of 'compulsive and almost manic writers ... who spend the greatest part of their day coding, marking, altering, correcting, reading, and writing' (Latour and Woolgar 1986, pp 48-9).  Scientific evidence, that is to say, is produced in writing (and rewriting).  And so is policy: our sociologists might have been in any government department or public office.  This suggests a metaphorical relationship between evidence and policy: the everyday practice of producing evidence seems much like the everyday practice of making policy.  And yet we might take this thought just one stage further: it is in writing that evidence and policy are brought into relationship with each other.  When evidence informs policy, the findings and conclusions of research and the problems and purposes of policy are distilled into documents.

But this is only because, in an institutional sense, the document is already there.  Government is unthinkable, impracticable, not feasible, without documents: messages, memoranda, laws, statements, diplomatic briefs, warrants, reports, white papers, submissions, applications, records, minutes of meetings, job descriptions, letters of guidance, press releases, bills, budgets and accounts.  Arguably, too, the document was there even before government: think of the way the authority of texts has its origins in religious organization ('In the beginning was the word..'), and the way religious authority was long sustained by a monopoly of reading and writing.

Meanwhile, the practices of government become formal or official to the extent that they are documented (Smith 1984; 1990, pp 217ff).  This reminds us, in passing, how few things are needed for government, how technologically simple it usually is.  This appears to be true, too, of organization itself, of order and coordination of any kind.  Aaron Cicourel '.. proposed that the modern social structure is largely made up by the accumulation of written records.. society is made up of particular ways that thought is constrained by the verbal and written channels through which it passes...' (Collins 1994, p 277).  For Anneliese Riles, documents are modern things, 'paradigmatic artifacts of modern knowledge practices' (Riles 2006, p 2).  How, and why?

The social and political significance of the document inheres in the dynamics of reading and writing, in the essential activity of writing and the relative passivity of reading, or at least in our constructs of them.  We think of the writer as source or origin of what is written, of the reader as recipient of something given.  While the reader 'follows' the text, autonomy lies with the writer.  In this way, authority appears to be based on, produced by, authorship.  At the same time, however, the document disaggregates acts of communication, separating the sender and receiver of a message in time and space.  It extends the scope and reach of command, making it possible to direct action over time and at a distance.

Further, the document makes for the abstraction which distinguishes written from oral communication (Weber; Goody 1977, Cicourel 1985).  In most instances of oral communication, we have a specific sense of whom we are speaking to, of the individuality of case and circumstance (what we might term a 'case sense').  Written communication, because it is made over time and at a distance, is more often made in general terms, and directed at an unknown reader (a 'category sense').  There is a performativity in this, in that the category is necessitated and constructed by the possibilities of the document, and the writing and reading of it.  Referring to 'those institutions of administration, management and professional authority … which organize, regulate, lead and direct contemporary capitalist societies', Dorothy Smith notes that it is 'the textual mediation of its forms of organization [which] are fundamental to its characteristic abstracted, extra-local forms, and its curious capacity to reproduce its order in the same way in an indefinite variety of actual local contexts' (1990, p 2).

In the discussion which follows here, we claim simply that, if we are interested in understanding the processes of policy formulation and implementation - including the ways evidence might or might not be mobilized in those processes - we need to attend to the practices by which policy documents are written and read.  We note that policy researchers have ordinarily tended to focus principally on the content of documents, on their substantive prescriptions and the discourses they invoke.  We go on to indicate a series of issues raised by an alternative approach, one which seeks to understand the kinds of work that documents do in order to understand more clearly the work of policy itself.

understanding documents (understanding government)

We cannot understand government without understanding documents.  But how do policy researchers understand policy documents?  We conducted a scoping review of academic literature in the policy sciences to attempt to answer this question.
  The majority of articles fell into one of two groups: those that focused on the substantive content of the documents; and those that were concerned with the language of the documents as texts.

The most common approach to policy documents - taken by four-fifths of our sample - was to focus on their substantive content.
  Documents are treated as sources for identifying the position being taken by a government or other public authority on a particular policy topic.  They are treated as carriers or vehicles of messages, communicating or reflecting official intentions, objectives, commitments, proposals, 'thinking', ideology, and responses to external events.  This approach has much in common with classical communications theory, according to which a message is encoded and transmitted, received and decoded (Shannon and Weaver 1949).

Researchers typically discuss the content of policy documents in relation to other documents, academic theory, alternative normative positions, or empirical evidence.  There is a common set of questions that are addressed by such articles, oriented to issue problematization, to whether the policy apparatus proposed in the documents represent an effective way to achieve its specified ends, and to whether a policy has had its intended impact.  The first asks how the policy document describes or conceptualises a policy 'problem' and evaluates whether or not this is an appropriate diagnosis.  Laura Cram, for example, criticises the EC's White Paper on European Governance as a way of addressing issues of participation and inclusion (Cram 2001).  An examination of public health documents in Sweden and Denmark seeks to identify how politicians in the two countries have problematized social inequalities in health (Vallgårda 2007), while another study critiques the forecasts which underpin discussions of future runway and terminal capacity in the UK's 2003 White Paper on air transport (Riddington 2006). 

Other articles in this category consider whether the proposed means for achieving specified policy aims are likely to be effective.  For example, Connelly (1999) collates academic evidence on the effectiveness of various approaches to public health improvement to analyse whether the reforms set-out in the UK Green Paper 'Our Healthier Nation' are likely to be effective at reducing inequalities in health; Kilby (2007) argues that the methods for poverty reduction set-out in Australia's white paper on overseas aid will have a host of counter-productive consequences, and proposes an alternative approach; Price uses data modelling to describe the likely impact on the retirement incomes of women of the proposals contained in the 2006 UK White Paper on pensions (Price 2007); Stanganelli examines proposals contained in a UN-ISDR white paper on integrating disaster risk into sustainable development policy and planning in the light of Italian experience (Stanganelli 2008).

Finally, some articles examine whether the aims of a policy as set out in a policy document have been realized in practice. Northway and colleagues consider the extent to which recommendations in recent national guidance documents have been translated and implemented into local practices (Northway, Davies et al 2007); much earlier, Maynard and Tingle examined the extent to which the objectives set by two mental health policy papers in the 1960s had been met by 1970 (Maynard and Tingle 1975).

The authorial voice of these documents is often discussed as though it were the singular voice of an organisation.  For example, Juan Vivero  describes the EU maritime policy green paper as 'the European response to the new generation of ocean strategies' (Vivero 2007).  Meanwhile, and often in respect of white papers, the power of the document to instigate policy change is often assumed; in some cases, documents are even written about as if it is they themselves that affect the change, or at least, they become shorthand for a whole series of policy construction and implementation processes which are left unexplored.  In his account of the administration of Britain's overseas territories, for example, Thomas Russell writes that 'The 1999 White Paper, 'Partnership for Progress and Territory', left responsibility for the majority of these territories to the Overseas Territories Department of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office' (Russell 2000). 

The implicit assumptions underpinning much of this literature are that documents express decisions, which were made prior to their being represented in writing, and which are delivered to readers who are somehow encouraged if not obliged to act upon them.  The document is an expression of agency on the part of its author, and the message it carries is important according to the decisions or views it records and the actions it determines. This positivist, rationalist account of policy documents matters not least because it is the one perhaps most widely held by practitioners as well as researchers: it is useful to both not least because it sets the terms on which the document is criticized and resisted as well as accepted and used.

In our review, an alternative treatment of policy documents was derived from more critical theory, treating policy documents as texts to be analysed and interpreted.  This represented a much smaller proportion
 of articles than those which focused on substantive content, but was nonetheless a distinctive group comprising approximately one seventh of our sample. Some few articles employed traditional content analysis techniques to characterise and compare documents (Alfini and Chambers 2007, Stewart et al 2006), but for the most part authors in this category were concerned with documents as vehicles of discourse.  In this account, documents express and reproduce norms, patterns of thought and identities or subjectivities.  Because their ordering effects are ordinarily hidden - even and perhaps especially to those who express them - they must be drawn out by detailed interpretation.

Janet Newman and Elizabeth Vidler (Newman and Vidler 2006) examine the ways in which the concept of the consumer has been constructed and presented in health policy reform documents.  A critical analysis of a New Zealand policy to improve outcomes for women suggests that the relevant document constitutes motherhood as inevitable and undesirable, while paid-work is constructed as essential to individual 

well-being and a duty of citizenship (Kahu 2007).  The discourse of a document on urban policy in Scotland reveals it to be 'sustaining a particular “knowledge”... about the causes of urban decline' (Hastings 1998), while consultation documents from Hong Kong show how it has been constructed as a 'World City' (Flowerdew 2004).  Another study includes an examination of differences in visual as well as textual representations of European spatial planning (Dühr 2004). 

Discourse analysis differs radically from conventional accounts of documents in affording primacy to the text rather than to its author, and in focusing on the way things are said, as well as  - in order to better understand - what is being said. Documents express and reproduce norms and patterns of thought set by relations of power between social, political and economic actors (in this way, documents serve as expressions of structure rather than agency).  Yet, though they attend closely to the constructedness of policy documents, they say little about the work of construction itself.  In the way it has been used in policy studies, this approach often holds to a separation of the text from the practices and routines by which it is produced and reproduced.  Discourse remains disembodied.

Both of our categories tell us important things about documents.  It is difficult to think of policy - or politics, or government - without the intentional and meaningful communication of rational actors or without explicit and purposeful interaction between them.  By the same token, we should be surprised if some deeper reflection on the terms of their engagement weren't also illuminating.  And perhaps even more significantly for our argument, the work we have reviewed here tells us that documents are important, even essential to that process.

Yet we think this body of work tells us only part of the story, replicating a taken-for-granted sense of the work the document does (Freeman 2006).  For both our principal categories are concerned with the content or meaning of documents: this means that, often, they are stories which strip the document of the practices surrounding it.  Our review also identifies a small residual category of articles, which speak of the document as an artifact or institution which serves as the nexus of a set of governing practices.  In the remainder of this paper, we want to explore some the things they seem to have in common, to articulate a different way of thinking about documents and their place in policy.

To do this will mean developing a conception of the document as a thing, of its being as well as its meaning, and of its meaning at least in part through its being. We draw on a somewhat eclectic set of writings with origins in institutional ethnography, organizational sociology and the sociology of science and technology. This is to develop a concept of 'the practice of policy' as linked practices of speaking and listening, reading and writing. 

the document as artifact

So what, to begin, are documents?  A document is a mark made on a thing.  As social scientists, we might usefully treat any mark made on any thing as a document.  In this generic, essential sense, documents are sometimes called inscriptions, drawing attention to the act or practice of inscribing they entail.
  In respect of policy, this means words on paper, the obvious caveat that most documents are now made and shared in electronic form notwithstanding.  Though we make much of the difference this makes, we shouldn't forget that much of the significance of electronic communication turns on its capacity to imitate previous technologies.  Microsoft Word reincarnates the document; it does not supercede it or replace it.

The particular material properties of documents are significant in enabling governments to act over time and space.  To invoke again our parallel with science, sociologist Bruno Latour explains that paper and the printing press were critical to the emergence of modern scientific culture, because they enabled scientists to 'convince someone else to take up a statement, to pass it along, to make it more of a fact, and to recognise the first author’s ownership and originality' (Latour 1986, p5).  For Latour it was the combined immutability and mobility of these inscriptions which made them peculiarly functional, both stabilizing and multiplying their effects.
  In the same way, the physical properties of policy documents extend the scope and reach of governments in space and time.  Its material inscription means that a standard message can be communicated to numerous public servants in numerous and often distant locations, coordinating their actions.  And the same message can serve as reference point for successive actors and actions over time.

It is the very physicality of the document that gives it its temporal power.  It is its material existence which affords the document a degree of stability over time.  All documents exist in time, their relationship to time being set and reset by those who produce and use them.  While forms, records and prescriptions are all directed to action, records seek to capture past actions and prescriptions future ones.  That said, the function of the record is to present past action to future inspection, while that of the prescription is often to make it possible in future to refer to what was agreed in the past.  The effect of the form, meanwhile, is to synchronise, to make the different times (and spaces) of its completion equivalent or irrelevant.

In a similar way, documents sometimes serve to consolidate the multiple interests of those who use them.  The artifact may function as a 'boundary object' or 'intermediary', a 'technique for inter-esting' (Star and Griesemer 1989; Callon 1991, fn 27; Feldman et al 2006).  As Shona Hunter describes her engagement in writing a diversity policy document, its production brought multiple social relations into being, both collaborative and resistant, heterogeneous and ambivalent: 'Rather than forging a single perspective on diversity, Leading Change constitutes a meeting point for the multiple perspectives on diversity and equality constituted through that web' (Hunter 2008, p 518).

To take up some of the vocabulary of actor-network theory in this way, the document is a translation which also translates.  It is intrinsic to those communicative processes in which actors inhabiting different social worlds first enter into relations with each other and then begin to recast or reconstruct themselves, their interests and their worlds (Freeman 2007).  This means simply that the document connects actors and coordinates their actions.  As Bazerman and Paradis (1991, p 4) observe in their study of the professions, '(T)exts are the transactions that make institutional collaboration possible; they are the means by which individuals collectively construct the contexts out of which intellectual and material products emerge'.  And as Bruno Latour explains in respect of public officials: 'Bureaucrats are the Einsteins of society.  They make incommensurable frames of reference once again commensurable and translatable' (Latour 1996, p 181).

Meanwhile, the changing materiality of the document is explored by Katherine Hayles (2002), who notes that our attention is drawn to its material status at precisely the point at which it is called into question by changing technology.  Though most documents now exist in electronic or virtual form, we should not think that what is virtual is non-material; rather, it exhibits a different kind of materiality.  The principal characteristics of the virtual document are enhanced mobility and, under certain circumstances, enhanced mutability.  To the extent that its mutability remains constrained, the increased mobility of the document enhances the reach and capacity of government again.

documents, plural
Cambrosio, Limoges and Pronovost (1990), in their ethnography of science policy in Quebec, show how policy doesn't exist until a file exists.  It is the creation of the file, the aggregation of disparate notes and documents into a single, physically bounded object, that identifies and denotes a topic or domain as a recognized and legitimate object of government attention and activity.

For the single document itself gathers others together.  This has to do in large part, again, with the material characteristics of paper and the possibilities of inscription, that is of making and arranging marks on it.  The document ordinarily and somehow magically combines and reduces information from several different sources into one: '(D)omains which are far apart become literally inches apart; domains which are convoluted and hidden become flat; thousands of occurrences can be looked at synoptically' (Latour 1986, p 25).

Documents draw on other documents.  They do this both in formal and substantive terms.  The form of the white paper, for example, is given by the form of all preceding and parallel white papers, as are the expectations its authors and readers have of it.  It reproduces, not quite exactly, the characteristics of the category to which it belongs.  It is or becomes a White Paper to the extent that it belongs to the category 'white papers', and each member of that category is defined in relation to all other members, including the new one.  In this way, officials produce a white paper that looks like a white paper, guidelines that look like guidelines and proposals that look like proposals.

Of course, documents draw on other documents more explicitly, too, by citing them.  Referencing follows a logic of copyright, paying due acknowledgement to an author or source.  But it also follows a logic of authority: enrolling a previous and distant author(ity) in persuading the reader at the same time as, conversely, enrolling the reader in allegiance to that author (Gilbert 1977).  Referencing constitutes a process of 'reciprocal validation'.  As Dorothy Smith explains, 'the text enters the laboratory, so to speak, carrying the threads and shreds of the relations it is organized by and organizes' (Smith 1990, p 4).

In turn, documents generate others.  Just as writing is invariably predicated on reading, so reading leads to writing.  The white paper prompts written commentary, reaction and position statements by interested parties.  Then, less noticeably, it leads to strategies, plans, programme outlines, projects, budgets and job descriptions.  The document is operationalized in and by others, cascading outward and downward.  As Annelise Riles describes the production of the Global Platform for Action at the UN's Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995: 'The emergence of the printed document is a moment at which it becomes possible to conceive of one's work as a step in a wider progressive trajectory (a "great chain of conferences," as delegates were fond of saying), to return to origins (to "take the document back to Fiji"), and to take the analysis apart again (to pinpoint key "language" from the document to be included in the next document)' (Riles 2006b, p 83).  The document is always plural, not merely multiple but multiplying.  Documents are not only material traces of actions (Czarniawska 1999) but triggers, too.

It follows that our focus, properly, should be on sets of documents, for 'Meaning becomes something which exists between a text and all the other texts to which refers and relates, moving out from the independent text into a network of textual relations.  The text becomes the intertext' (Allen 2000, p 1).  In this way, the document develops the qualities of a Luhmannian system, understood as a set of mutually intelligible communications.

This is not to say that communication is any way 'systematic'.  Communication is always contingent on the specific positions, interests and idiosyncrasies of writers and readers, depends on the connections they make and have made for them: it is often 'rhizomic' (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, Wood and Ferlie 2003).  To understand implementation, then, which we might think of as the realization of documents in practice, we need to understand what happens in the spaces between them.  How is one document translated into another, by whom and what for?  How is one document articulated with and in another?  Even to begin to answer such questions, we need to know how documents are written and read, produced and received.

production and reception

writing

Hoppe and Jeliazkova (2006, p 50) note the centrality of documents to the professional identities of civil servants and the work they do.  The criteria by which civil servants assess the different policy documents they write, perhaps unsurprisingly, are largely 'positivist', in the sense outlined earlier in this paper: they are concerned with the arguments a document makes or presents and the way it makes them, and the role it plays in the policy process, whether concerned more with decision making or with policy design.  But Hoppe and Jeliazkova note, too – though without reporting or discussing them further - the 'stories' civil servants tell about the way different documents were produced.  What might these stories be, and what might they tell about the practice of policy making?  Who writes policy documents, and how?

Explaining who writes entails making a distinction between 'authoring' and writing understood as the business of crafting sentences.  Some documents are issued in the name of a minister or committee chair, who authorizes and takes responsibility for the content of a paper but who will not him- or herself have drafted very much, if any of it.  This may be the spirit of a remark Sir Douglas Black made in recalling his Inequalities in Health report of 1980: 'We did what I've always done, got other people to do it' (Black, in Berridge 2002, p 138).  In other cases, a convention holds that authorship should be invisible to outsiders, attributed to the institution or organization as a whole rather than to any individual.  That, in turn, belies the fact that authorship is often multiple or 'distributed', different authors with different areas of expertise contributing different parts to the whole.

Of course, this process is imbued with politics, expressing and recreating specific sets of power relations.  Policy documents, through their writers and editors, may state truths - or they may suppress, elide or embellish them.  The process of writing a statement or briefing, for example, is often a matter of sorting - selecting and ordering - the many truths it might contain.  It matters very much, therefore, just who is allowed or tasked to write what and by whom - and this testifies again, above all, to the real or assumed power of the document itself.

Yet questions of authorship beg even more fundamental questions about what writing is, and what it means to write.  Bazerman and Paradis, in their Textual Dynamics of the Professions, think of writing as 'social action': 'Writing is more than socially embedded, it is socially constructive' (1991, p 3).  The point is that writing is about making, not mirroring: we begin with the – more often literal than metaphorical - blank sheet of paper, not with a mirror.  Aaron Wildavsky began Craftways by explaining that 'I wrote about policy analysis in order to discover what I thought' (1993, p 12).  If this might be – even if only sometimes – true for policy scientists, why not for policy makers, too?  While Chandler (1992) distinguishes between writing as planning and writing as discovery, the claim here is that planners also write to discover.  So, after Karl Weick, we might think of writing as a form of sensemaking, a way of creating and not merely recording sense, meaning, order and direction.

reading

In the same way, reading is a much more active process than we often allow.  'We guess as we read, we create', as Proust has it in The Fugitive (Rose 1997, p 15).  We model reading in respect of a single text, which we begin at the beginning and read to the end, knowing as a result what its author wanted us to know.  In practice, however, we read multiple texts, often in part, looking for something we want as much as learning what we are told.  We read in order to discover what we think, not what an author thinks (Brown and Duguid 2000).

Similarly, just as documents are collectively authored, so they are collectively read.  Documents create groups, communities of people who think, do and want similar things; those same documents and others derived from them continue to define and mark community boundaries (Brown and Duguid 1996).  Think of such various texts as the Bible and the Koran, the Communist Manifesto and Mao's Little Red Book, the Whole Earth Catalog and Our Bodies, Ourselves.  This is the argument of Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities.  Among the professions, this community function is most clearly fulfilled by periodicals and journals.

In public policy, 'communities of practice' are communities of the interpretation of texts.  What we think of as 'the policy community' consists of a set of readers of a set of documents.  Their work, meanwhile, consists in articulating, debating and validating different readings of those documents.  We know as little about this, the reception and use of documents, as we do about their writing and production (Riles 2006).  Reception matters, and there is much to suggest that policy makers themselves think it does: think of the ceremony that surrounds the launch of key documents, and the continuing work of ensuring that they are read and interpreted in what are deemed appropriate ways.

Like writing, then, reading is a function of power relations.  Just as it matters who writes what, so it matters who reads.  This is often expressed in a negative way, in the restriction of access to documents or files, or more subtly in their limited distribution.  But readership may be constrained in other ways, too: some documents are only truly intelligible to a reader with the specialist professional skills of a lawyer or financial officer.  In any given field, a reader will become skilled in understanding and, in turn, using, applying and manipulating its terms.

Then again, let's acknowledge here that documents need not be read to be used.  Documents and texts become units of intellectual and practical currency, standing for all the things they seem to have said, and often much more besides.  Mark Exworthy describes how an inquiry report, for example, has become something of a 'source-book… part of the folk psychology by which some practitioners make decisions apparently based on evidence' (Exworthy 2002, p 185, emphasis in original).  In this way, policy acquires something of the qualities of the 'oral epic' (Atkinson and Coffey 1997), carried through meetings and conversations and only occasionally grounded in texts and documents.

This suggests that for what is written to become important, it must be talked about.  The reverse holds, equally: what is talked about must be written down.  Documents work in combination with the other essential practice of policy making, that of meeting (Freeman 2008).  Documents form the basis of meetings, and are their outcome, too.  Meetings proceed in such a way that they can be written up: the document serves as a record of - or perhaps monument to (Foucault 2002) - discussion.  But minutes, statements, press releases and declarations are also aimed at future actions: they are 'symbolic encodings' (Weick 1995) or 'externalizations' (Bruner 2000) of the meeting which not only structure its process but enable it to be used or acted upon by others, later, elsewhere ('at a distance', above).  The document embodies or incorporates the business and process of the meeting, and makes it possible for its sense to be realized (or ignored) by other people in other places.

It is a process something like this that Richard Harper, in his study of the IMF, describes in terms of the 'document career'.  The document is incarnated and interpreted differently at different stages of its organizational life-cycle, each instance of its being written and read meaningful only according to context and circumstance.  For 'documents… are not simply catalogues of things planned.  They are a part of the way in which the organisation talks to itself ... [and] about itself' (Harper 1997, p 129, emphasis in original).  

conclusion

Documents tell stories, much like buildings do (Yanow 1995).  This is not because they carry words that comprise a narrative, but because they embody the political processes by which they are produced.  The document itself is a practised thing: not a dart (Brown and Duguid 1996), but a conduit or corridor, something through which other things (power, meaning) flow.  It is contingent (it always could have been otherwise): it arises in what Dorothy Smith (1990, p 3) calls 'back and forth work' among and between writers and readers, authors and editors.

Why policy makers produce documents may be something like why architects draw (Robbins 1994).  Both the policy document and the architectural drawing draw different practices together in the realization of a future project.  Documents, and the production and reproduction of them, serve as common denominators of practices which would otherwise remain incompatible: in architecture, drawing mediates between those engaged in surveying sites, constructing buildings, and using space; in policy, the document mediates between decision makers, practitioners and their publics.  The document appropriates interests and practices in order to combine and recombine them in new forms.

In concluding, we draw two sorts of implication for policy research: theoretical and methodological.  Each is inspired by the sense we share with Lindsay Prior (2008) of the 'vitality' of documents.  Theoretically, our domain is populated by actors not only with purposes but also with artifacts.  While they are constrained and empowered by the tools and materials they have to hand, these also define the work they do.  Artifacts and practices entail each other, are mutually constitutive: practices generate artifacts, which in turn structure practices.  The artifact serves as an embodiment of practice which makes that practice knowable by others, repeatable over time.  It seems to hold things together, not least by helping us to think as well as to do; things orientate our thoughts as well as our actions (Csikszentmihalyi 1993).  Indeed, it may even be the very existence of the object, its normal presence, that leads actors to think and act on, with, through or around it: the artifact requires the practice, which in turn requires the artifact.

Methodologically, we offer the document as a distinctive 'approach to practice': to the extent that it serves as marker for social and political life, it serves also as a point of entry and orientation for investigation.  This is the spirit in which a range of studies of public consultation and participation have been carried out: Simone Abram describes the process of local plan-making in Norway, questioning the role of the document in 'excluding the unwanted and complex demands of an unruly public' (Abram 2002), for example; see also Fudge and Mason (2004); Hanmer at al (2003); Blair, Berry and McGreal (2007).  Much of the more practice-oriented work on the document exhibits the close attention of the ethnographer: it is revealing that our prominent models are often anthropologists (Riles, Smith) or ethnographers working in Science and Technology Studies (Latour, Woolgar, Harper).  Our literature review identified other work in this anthropological vein, such Alley's (2004) description of production of resource planning in India or Michael de Jongh's (2006) account of South Africa's Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework Act as 'the culmination of an extended process of submissions, consultation, releasing of a draft White Paper, workshops, activities of a White Paper Task Team and its subcommittees, meetings with the responsible minister and between various ministries' (de Jongh 2006, abstract).  Amanda Sloat, similarly, shows the importance of 'being there' in her treatment of the European Commission's White Paper on Governance (Sloat 2003).  This methodological claim, we acknowledge, wants substantiation in a more detailed account of the methods by which an 'ethnography of the document' might be carried out.

For the rest, we offer no strictures about good or bad practice in the production and reception of documents, but hope to have provided ways of thinking about them.  Our purpose has been to make this most mundane of the materials of government newly available as an object of reflection, raising questions as to what is being done or 'achieved' in its writing and reading.
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� Our search of the International Bibliography of Social Sciences (IBSS) was conducted in December 2008.  We used the following terms: searching on 'document' in all text fields, we entered 'policy studies', 'policy research', 'policy analysis', 'policy making' and 'government policy' as subjects, and then on 'Green paper' and 'White paper' in all text fields.  A total of 857 references were returned.  Duplicates were removed and in an initial scan of abstracts, articles selected in which public policy documents featured in the main research or analysis.  This process left us with 322 articles. Using a second review of abstracts, we sought to identify the different ways in which public policy documents were being used or written about by the authors.  Full-texts were checked where the author's approach could not be discerned from the abstract.  While we cannot claim that the review was comprehensive, it yields some very clear high-level categories of the ways the document is conceived and understood by policy researchers.


� n=263: 82%.


� n=45: 14%.


� For different reasons to do with accountability, 'document' is now used by practitioners perhaps more often in verb than in noun form.  Used as a generic noun by social scientists, historians and others, it denotes all those things referred to more specifically by the people who use them as reports, statements, guidelines, schedules, budgets, minutes, records, forms and so on.


� These terms are taken from Latour's conception of 'immutable mobiles' (Latour 1987, pp 226-7), being documents which enable scientists - as they do governments - to collect data from multiple sites in a standard way.


� The policy literature makes little mention of reading and writing, even when it is ostensibly concerned with documents.  Edwards (2007) and Riles (2006b) represent intriguing exceptions.


� Weick (1995, p 12) calls on the child's remark 'How can I know what I think till I see what I say?', which he attributes to Graham Wallas's The Art of Thought (1926).  Forster, in lectures given in 1927 and published as Aspects of the Novel, claims to have it from Gide.





