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This one-day workshop was the first convened by the group and was co-funded by BISA and the School of Social Sciences and Cultural Studies at Sussex University. In all, fifteen people attended the session, including established academics and research students. Six papers were presented in three sessions during the day. The following is a summary of the papers in the order that they were presented.

Justin Rosenberg’s paper, “The Problem of Historical Sociology in International Relations”, dealt with the broad issue of whether historical sociology can provide a solution to at least some of the theoretical dilemmas that plague International Relations. One way forward in terms of the ongoing ontological tension between historical sociology and IR, Rosenberg argued, was to build upon Leon Trotsky’s concept of ‘uneven and combined development’. This concept, according to Rosenberg, pre-empts the illusion of the intersocietal aspect of the social development that IR has hitherto regarded as an autonomous dimension of social reality. By “re-absorbing the international into the sociological”, the concept of uneven and combined development renders possible the theorisation of the “intrinsically multilinear and interactive character of social development” without recourse to ‘extra-sociological’ concepts.

In his paper, “Bourgeois Revolution, State-Formation and the Problem of the International”, Benno Teschke also highlighted the causal nature of the international in processes of social change. Teschke showed how orthodox Marxist readings of the French revolution had been forced to redefine the concept of bourgeois revolution by extending notions of agency, assigning an ‘indeterminate’ status to its outcome, and by prolonging the duration of the revolutionary period. As a result, the social content of the analysis had become stretched beyond breaking point. Better, Teschke argued, to re-theorise bourgeois revolutions through a new mode of class analysis based on ‘social property relations’. Thus Teschke made a distinction between France’s non-capitalist but bourgeois revolution, and England’s non-bourgeois but capitalist revolution. The former was seen as the outcome of an intensification of the pre-capitalist mode of geopolitical accumulation and the resultant intra-ruling class struggle over the instruments of accumulation concentrated in the pre-modern Absolutist state. The latter was the product of the victory of an capitalist aristocracy emerging out of a radical transformation of social property relations and hence a radically new mode of production. This analysis allowed the international to be brought in, not as a contingent variable, but as a constitutive explanation of bourgeois revolutions.  

Andrew Linklater’s paper – Civilising Process and International Societies – drew on the work of Norbert Elias in order to explore the “civilising process” which took place in Europe between the 15th and the 20th centuries. Elias’s work was used by Linklater as a vehicle by which to study the emergence of a set of norms aimed at containing violence and promoting empathy in inter-state relations. Linklater argued that, although Elias did not analyse civilising processes in international relations (in fact he denied the possibility of such a process in the absence of a “worldwide monopoly of power”), his ideas could be useful for the English School’s analysis of international society and for a broader sociology of the states-system. 

The problematic legacy of classical political thought in IR theory was the theme of Robbie Shilliam’s paper on “Historical Sociology and the Transformation of Political Community”. Shilliam argued that IR’s use (or misuse) of classical political thought had led to a universal and unilinear conceptualisation of social development that failed to explain the differentiated developmental trajectories that characterised the modern epoch. This unilinear and spatially blind approach was, Shilliam argued, the outcome of classical English political thought’s naturalisation of historically specific liberal “possessive individuals” on the one hand, and subsequent attempts to graft this peculiar subject upon the ‘illiberal’ social milieus of France and Germany on the other. This attempt to “save” the “ontology of the liberal subject in illiberal milieus” was generated by a “psychology of backwardness” which ultimately led to an ontological dissolution of space into time which, Shilliam argued, impaired IR based derivatives of classical political thought.  

Mark Laffey’s paper on “ Decolonizing the Cuban Missile Crisis” looked at the issue of international hierarchy via the lens of the Cuban Missile Crisis. It examined the manner in which the meetings, conferences, seminars and other forums surrounding the crisis were conducted. The paper, relying on documents and interviews, showed how Cubans were systematically ignored or marginalised in these debates. Thus, discussion of the crisis took place without due regard for the role, motivations and actions of its principal agents. As a result, Laffey argued, the crisis served as a means for understanding the wider amplification of power relations within IR discourse and practice.

The historical specificity of value as an abstract economic category and the impact of this on IPE’s conception of the modern world economy was the subject of Chris Boyle’s paper – “International Political Economy and Mercantilism: A Case of Mistaken Identity”. Boyle began with a critical assessment of mainstream IPE’s approach toward the concepts of wealth and power as “timeless categories” and showed how such a-historical conceptualisations led to a particular understanding of the mercantilist era, distorting its radical difference from the modern capitalist epoch. Rather, Boyle argued, the concept of value is a historically specific category belonging to a particular form of society, viz. capitalist society; one in which the social relations of interdependence was materialised in the “quasi-objective value properties” of socially produced commodities. Unlike the early modern Europe of the mercantilists, in such a society the exchange of products operates as “the primary social armature through which people establish their productive interdependence with one another”, and therefore the ‘wealth’ of the former was fundamentally different than the ‘value’ of the latter. Such a recognition would lead, Boyle contended, to a new conceptualisation of the ‘world market’ as the “geopolitical expression” of a specific form of the “collective interchange of the individuals with the nature” which assumes the form of “an external, objective reality” independent of and, in turn, dominating individuals. 
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