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Introduction

This one-day workshop, held under the auspices of the BISA historical sociology and IR working group and co-funded by the Department of International Relations at LSE and BISA, was the second of its kind, following a first workshop held at the University of Sussex in September 2004. The aim of the workshop was to interrogate the present location and the prospects for historical sociology in IR, and to present illustrations of the substantive areas of interest opened up by this approach. The workshop was attended by both senior and junior scholars as well as research students in IR, comparative politics and international history. 

Session I: Roundtable on IR and historical sociology

The workshop kicked off with a roundtable discussion on the intersections between IR and historical sociology. Debate was organised around four main themes: 

· Does historical sociology in IR necessarily require a social theory of the international, or is it better understood as a particular method or as a synthesis of existing approaches? 

· Does historical sociology in IR presuppose a particular set of research questions and interests? Can it operate at both macro and micro-levels?

· What is/should be the relationship between historical sociology and current approaches to IR? 

· Broadening this out, what links does and should historical sociology in IR have to comparative politics, international history, development economics and sociology?

A wide-ranging discussion followed. The general consensus was that historical sociology encompasses multiple methods and theories. The benefits that accrue from such an approach include: a better understanding about the relationship between continuity and change in the international realm; issues of periodisation, and time and space variation; and denaturalisation of some of the core concepts and assumptions of the discipline. It was argued that such a contribution provides a thickening of the understudied sphere of ‘international’ social life.

As the existence of multiple historical sociological methods and theories was acknowledged, it was perhaps unsurprising that at least two positions on where historical sociology should go next emerged from the discussions. The first suggestion, perhaps the minority position overall, was that historical sociology should provide an alternative grand theory, seeking to locate itself firmly against currently hegemonic methodological and theoretical paradigms, and seeking to return IR to its pre-1979 norm of historical sensitive, comparatively-oriented research. The alternative view, which emerged as the majority opinion, suggested that, instead of focusing on meta-theoretical challenges to mainstream approaches and attempting to pursue a unified research programme, historical sociology would be better served by ‘getting on with it’ i.e. by providing works of substance, both empirical and theoretical, that are of importance to the discipline at many levels. Most participants seemed content to countenance both macro and micro-historical sociologies i.e. approaches capable of theorising the international or dealing with large-scale issues of systemic change alongside more finite studies of foreign policy analysis and the like. 

Session II: Warfare, empires and nation-states

The second session of the workshop saw the presentation of two substantive papers. The first, by Michael Mann (UCLA), argued that Europe is a ‘deviant region’ in that the proclivity of inter-state wars and the absorption of states into mini-empires continued until the mid-twentieth century. Mann put this exceptionalism down to a combination of unusual rational inducements to warfare, technology and ideological legitimating forces such as the ‘civilising mission’. In this sense, Mann argued, Westphalia changed next to nothing other than precluding states from ‘gobbling’ others on the basis of religion. Subsequent discussion of Mann’s paper focused on the ideological and materialist foundations of his work, the extent to which European inducements to war were particularly abnormal, and whether the concept of mini-empire was overly broad.

Martin Shaw (Sussex) presented a thought-provoking argument about the invention of the category of genocide in the modern era, drawing particularly on the work of Raphael Lemkin. Shaw analysed the concept of genocide, contrasting the definition used in the 1949 Genocide Convention with the work of contemporary theories of genocide. Overall, Shaw made the point that genocide is often artificially separated from war as a concept, as it was in the Convention. The points of discussion focussed on the ways in which genocide has been conceptualised by analysts, as well as some probing questions about the nature of a definition: for example, is ‘intent’ important in defining genocide, and similarly how central are conceptions of agency? 

Session III: Routes to modernity

Following lunch, panellists reconvened to discuss two more papers: John Hobson’s Eastern Origins of Western Civilisation and Roland Dannrauther’s Zones of peace, zones of instability: Northern and Southern routes to modernity. Hobson argued that the resource portfolios of ideas, institutions and technology pioneered by oriental globalisers spread through processes of appropriation and assimilation into the west. In this way, he argued, the west relied extensively on the east for the economic, social and political advances associated with modernity. Questions on Hobson’s paper focused on whether this was providing a reverse form of European exceptionalism – Occidentalism; and whether some of the causal chains he outlined were thin and descriptive rather than thick and explanatory. 

Roland Dannreuther’s paper traced the divergent forms of state formation in the ‘north’ and ‘south’, building a taxonomy of states and their relative security needs. The North was conceptualised as an area where states were formed through war, leading to both collective identities as defined against other states, and a state versus civil society relationship within states. In the South, states were externally imported, and the prevailing norm of political community in the South was against territorial state formation. Discussion among participants revolved about the broad application of the approach to various areas of the global south, and on issues of spacialisation and temporalisation more generally. 

Conclusion

Overall, the workshop benefited from high quality papers and involved discussion that suggested a growing and dynamic field of enquiry in IR. The broad themes of the first session set the overall rubric for the day’s proceedings, and represented a compelling picture of the theoretical and empirical benefits of historical sociology in IR. Participants agreed that further workshops should be held on exploring the boundaries of historical sociology vis-à-vis other disciplines and sub-disciplines, as well as continuing to showcase the best examples of contemporary international sociology. 
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