‘Journeys in Historical Sociology’ 

Goldsmiths College, Deptford Town Hall 

22 September, 2005

Report on the workshop

by Marjo Koivisto

Introduction

This one-day workshop, held under the auspices of the BISA historical sociology and IR working group and co-funded by Department of Politics at Goldsmiths College and BISA, was the third of its kind, following the workshops held at the London School of Economics in February 2005 and at University of Sussex in September 2004. This workshop looked at various strands of historical sociology in different academic disciplines and sought to investigate how the findings can contribute to the study of International Relations. The workshop was attended by both senior and junior scholars as well as research students in IR, comparative politics, international history and sociology. 

Session 1: IR, IPE and Historical Sociology

George Lawson (Goldsmiths) and Leonard Seabrooke (Copenhagen Business School) presented their papers on the first panel of the day. Lawson’s paper Historical Sociology as a Vocation argued that while the existence of historical sociology in the context of the discipline of IR is now established, historical sociology still remains to be deeply institutionalised in the discipline. 

To deepen and broaden historical sociological analysis of IR, Lawson suggested that it would be useful to agree on a metatheoretical core of historical sociology and move on to doing various kinds of substantial work in this area within International Relations. Substantial and empirical work of historical sociology in IR should be based on ontological realism, epistemological relationism and methodological promiscuity. Lawson argued that the metatheoretical standpoint of Historical Sociology in IR in part leads the study to focus on the issue social change in particular. Through related substantial studies, historical sociology of IR should have a generalising theoretical reach. 

The group responded with an enthusiastic debate about the shared metatheoretical basis and unified substantial research agenda. Some in the group argued that there is a need for the latter, whereas most seemed to be willing to welcome a multiplicity of issues to study within historical sociology of IR, while agreed with Lawson on certain shared fundamental metatheoretical premises. Erik Ringmar summed up this sentiment in arguing that historical sociology is distinguished in IR as to the kind of the questions historical sociologists ask, while each theorist gives different substantial answers to these questions.

Seabrooke’s paper The Social Sources of Change in the International Political Economy focused on the intersection in between historical sociology and IPE. Seabrooke argued that historical sociological studies of what kind of possibilities for building economies have existed in particular times will enable us to better understand the role of actors in international political economy. A move away from system-centred theses of international political economy, Seabrooke claimed, would necessitate a focus on legitimacy and consequently on the questions who governs, who benefits and who acts. Looking at these aspects of the formation of economies in particular social contexts, we gain an idea of how different actors in different contexts envisioned how economies should work.  

The question and answer session endorsed Seabrooke’s call for the study of agency in historical sociology. Further, the group discussed whether it was sufficient for historical sociologists in IR focus either on structures or actors of international political economy as the explanandum, when attempting to explain processes of change in this particular subject area. The general opinion in the group seemed to support the theses familiar from ontological realism, namely that to better explain social changes, the deep generative mechanisms of both actors and social structures are central to the study of change. In this context, Justin Rosenberg pointed out that the international realm itself will need to be better conceptualised and subjected to the study of the multiple cross-causal processes to get beyond unnecessary abstractions we hold of this particular context. 

Session 2: From Macro to Micro

After a coffee break, the second panel kicked off with John Hobson’s (Sheffield) paper International Relations and World History: From Western Provincialism to a Global Dialogic Conception of Inter-Civilisational Relations. Hobson began with a few comments about historical sociology in IR: that its main target has been in terms of overcoming ahistoricism in IR. 

The paper itself made a number of points surrounding the historical narrative of the West. IR theory to date has been euro-centric, which can be seen in terms of how it has discussed the West in relation to other civilizations. According to Hobson, the ‘West’ was never socially separated from other civilisations, and civilisations are always mutually constituted. ‘Eastern agency’ needs to be brought into the equation. The emergence of great powers in the neo-realist account is an example of that theory’s western bias. In fact, the major powers (the important ones) were Eastern (Ottoman empire, Japan, China etc.). The Eastern political, economic and social systems had a distinct social purpose in maintaining political legitimacy of institutions. As such, an important task for Historical Sociology in IR is to sociologise the great powers in world politics.

In the question and answers session, Justin Rosenberg asked a broad question concerning the nature of the global. Other questions included Jeppe Strandsberg’s enquiry about the use of present day social categories for analysing the past. Also, Douglas Bulloch questioned whether Hobson’s was an ahistorical account of China, and the East more generally. 

Bryan Mabee’s (Oxford Brookes) paper, Levels and Agents, States and People: Towards a Micro-Historical Sociological Analysis of International Relations, asked whether a micro-historical analysis of IR is possible or desirable. Mabee’s case for Historical Sociology in IR was that it allows analysts to get away from the traditional IR problems, and that overall, Historical Sociology should have pluralistic concerns. 

The paper made the argument that in historical sociological analysis, ‘macro’-studies typically refer to large scale social change and continuity, and as such leaving discussions of agency largely out of the picture. Micro-analysis of HS and of ‘history’ refer to small-scale changes, happening in macro-scale contexts. The paper did not advocate an either/or approach, instead it emphasised how the micro and macro analysis should be complementary in responding to particular research questions. In IR, the paper argued that the fields of Foreign Policy Analysis and diplomatic history could provide interesting areas as a grounding for ‘micro’ studies, as they encompass the featuring of the historical context with effects of agents. 

The group’s main questions to Mabee surrounded the micro and macro as historically changing categories (Seabrooke), with some additional questioning concerning the nature of agency.

Session 3: Historical Sociology and Sociology

After lunch, the final session of the day commenced with Erik Ringmar’s (LSE) paper Power among Nations: A Sociological View. The paper aimed at better understanding why certain potential powers of social contexts and actors get realised in action, while others do not. 

Ringmar started off by outlining the two kinds of power concepts that exist in International Relations: ‘power to’ and ‘power over’. Ringmar argued that instead of ‘power over’, the second power concept of ‘power to’ (empowerment) would be a more useful one for IR. ‘Power to’ can importantly be studied in historical sociological terms to detect structural and intentional cases of power. Further, within the ‘power to’ category, we find that actors always possess greater potential than what their actual exercise of power evidences. Reflection upon how different potentia might be realised is a central historical sociological task for studies of power in the international context. 

The group engaged keenly with Ringmar’ s questions, inquiring into the potential novel contributions that might follow from looking at power in the suggested way. The general opinion in the group was that power concepts cannot be abstractly defined without engagement with a substantial analytical problem. It was brought up that power gets embedded in social institutions through particular social processes in different historical periods, and that, for instance in the post-1945 world order we see how this institutionalisation significantly affects the potentia available to actors in the international context. Rosenberg further highlighted the importance of the substantial context for power notions. He noted that social power always has transformative capacity that exists in a relational triangle: people, context, nature. Without reference to these, he argued, the distinction in between power to and power over is more a normative one than an analytical one. 

The second paper of the session was Roland Dannreuther and James Kennedy’s (both Edinburgh) Historical Sociology in Sociology: British Decline and US hegemony with Lessons for IR. 

Kennedy first outlined a ‘comparative HS of comparative HS’, focusing on the question whether the study of historical sociology has been in relative decline in Britain over the past decades while dominated by US approaches. Kennedy focused on the discipline of sociology in particular. He argued that historical sociology in UK academia was in decline in the 1980s following simultaneous decline of British economic power. UK historical sociology lost some of its main figures to US, which consequently lead to UK graduates not being trained in historical sociology. While a post-structuralist turn took place in UK sociology, a new generation of historical sociologists emerged in the US, who were increasingly concerned with methods (path-dependency etc.).

Dannreuther then asked what lessons should IR take from the trends of historical sociology within sociology. As a starting point, he argued for a focus on four main features of historical sociology. These were, firstly, a focus on big issues relevant to both specialists and non-specialists. Secondly, respect for causal explanation: case selection should be non-arbitrary, cases for testing. Thirdly and fourthly, Dannreuther argued for the importance of temporality and spatiality in comparative historical sociological analysis. From these themes, he concluded that if HS wants to preserve a place in IR, it is to engage with IR’s main questions, and should define a methodology that it can defend.

Lawson responded by questioning the centrality the authors put on the rigour of the methods central to US historical sociology. Perhaps the argument could be made that in many instances empirical evidence was drawn only in order to support in-house methods? Mark Laffey called for an explicit appreciation of the institutional factors in supporting the success (or non-success) of HS, for instance in the context of hiring processes. The authors responded with a call for a contemporary statement about HS in the UK.

Conclusion

The high-quality discussions of the day, and range of themes covered within these discussions once again suggested the broadening of importance of historical sociological analysis for International Relations. Papers presented showcased a strong group of scholars who are able to use sophisticated philosophical and methodological skills in their analyses that focus on social changes in international relations. The work presented at this workshop will also be published in a forum, forthcoming in International Politics. 



