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Introduction

This one-day workshop brought together scholars and research students from institutions around the UK. The focus of the event was the question of 'the international' within historical sociological studies and specifically, whether it is possible to develop a sociologically rich and inclusive concept of the international that could be positioned right at the heart of historical sociology, or whether the best that can be done is simply to attach the international ad hoc, as a more or less contingent problematic, external to historical sociology proper. The general theme of the international was approached from a variety of angles ranging from high-level conceptual overviews to detailed historical case studies.

Session 1: The International in Social Theory

This session took the form of a debate, arising out of extensive correspondence, between Justin Rosenberg and Alex Callinicos on the utility of the concept of 'uneven and combined development'. Setting out the problem, Rosenberg observed that thinking about the international tended to find itself trapped within one of two distinct theoretical cul-de-sacs: on the one hand, the reductionism of the domestic analogy fallacy, traditional to most sociologically-derived approaches; on the other (and by way of reaction) the Realist essentialism of the international as something supra-sociological. Rosenberg (using terminology drawn from Marx and Trotsky) proposed the 'general abstraction' of uneven and combined development as the theoretical method for dissolving this dualism: unevenness, posited as a basic characteristic of social development per se, entails multiplicity at all levels, including the political, so that the international can be reincorporated as an essential aspect of all historical development. This move generates both a sociological explanation of geopolitics and an enlarged concept of development itself; that is, all development is 'combined' and inter-societal. A 'single society' view is never sufficient. The continuing weakness of both liberal and Marxist approaches to the international in the face of Realism results from their failure to integrate the significance of political multiplicity. By contrast, the strength of the concept of uneven and combined development is that it avoids this disabling absence whilst not closing off the international from the richness of the sociological tradition.

While far from rejecting the value of the concept of uneven and combined development, Alex Callinicos set out to explore the importance of the international for debates about the nature of contemporary imperialism and therefore wished to take a more 'mode of production' approach to the problem. He focused, in particular, on the importance of competition in Marx's explication of capitalism, how the stratification of capitals produced by competition generates a geographical clustering of successful capitals that means that social development, tied as it is to the development of capital, is always uneven and spasmodic. Callinicos made the case for two separate, intersecting logics: one being the accumulation of capital and the other that of territorial control. He was content to see Realism simply as the spontaneous ideology of state managers, an approach which lacks the depth and normative content of the liberal tradition.

Subsequent questions picked up on the issue of competition, whether uneven and combined development does any theoretical work that a properly developed concept of competition between political entities would not do, and also whether positing the 'inter-societal' carries with it a danger of essentialising established political units and thus conceding key ground to Realism. In other words, how would other kinds of international actors be accommodated within the rubric of uneven and combined development?

Session 2: The International in Historical Practice

The first paper of the second session was given by Clemens Hoffmann and examined the nature of the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the modern international states system in south-eastern Europe, so-called Balkanisation. Hoffmann argued that both Marxist capital-based and neo-Weberian geopolitical explanations, while both having some merit, were in themselves insufficient and failed accurately to locate the real agents of political and social change. It was not simply the expansion of the world market, or international pressure bringing about the reproduction of a post-1789 modern state model, that accounted for the changes in the Ottoman lands; rather, at every point, local contingent conditions and circumstances need to be examined. To that extent, to understand the real dynamic of the emergence of the modern international within the Balkans it is necessary to look beyond the interaction of the geopolitical with the domestic, and to develop an as yet insufficiently theorised category of the 'peripheral' or the 'local' and to envisage a constant interaction between these levels.

In her paper, Fiona Adamson, noting the tremendous increase in the number of states since the Second World War, sought to go behind the state-centred approach of Realism to investigate the constitution of these new international actors, and specifically the international nature of nationalist movements that sought to transform their homelands into legitimate members of the international system i.e. into nation states. She emphasised the role of nationalism, emerging out of exile communities, as the ideological 'glue' that held together these new corporate agents in the international realm. Taking the Algerian nationalist movement as her case study, she observed how 'political entrepreneurs' established the movement in the French imperial metropole and continued throughout the struggle to be extremely active there, while also spreading a network of contacts and agitators through Europe. Far from being based only in Algerian territory, the struggle was always international in nature, a key goal being gaining international legitimacy. 

On Hoffmann's paper, questions focused on the perceived absence of the importance of the French Revolution in his account and also on the need for greater attention to the roles of Islam and of minority communities in the Ottoman empire. On Adamson's paper, there was some scepticism concerning both the emphasis laid upon ideology in constituting these new corporate actors and also on whether corporate identity leads smoothly to collective agency. Rather, the international taken as a whole needed to be considered in accounting for the success of some nationalist movements and the failure of others.

Session 3: The International and the Geopolitical

After lunch, Simon Bromley presented his paper on the question of 'Politics and the International'. Taking as his starting point Justin Rosenberg's assertion that a general abstraction of 'the international' involves a prior general abstraction of 'the political', Bromley was concerned to pinpoint the specificity of the political i.e. why it is that political boundaries serve to individuate communities in the way that, for instance, economics of cultural unevenness need not. Noting the essential nature of the question of force in any social order (the 'first political question'), Bromley established three ideal-typical solutions for the need for political order: direct, self-enforced community governance, indirect third-party enforcement based on 'domination', and indirect third-party enforcement founded on internalised authority. All three are answers to the problem of the social use of force, but Bromley's further point about force is that, unlike coercion, exchange or consensus, it relies for its routine exercise on physical co-presence, so that a political order is always one for a particular segment of the human population, it always creates an inside and an outside in the way that economic or cultural forms need not: political order necessarily entails boundaries or borders. The international contains a multiplicity of uneven political orders and is thus itself not a political order at all – the English School were right: an anarchical order is the most that the international can aspire to.

Questioners sought to clarify some of the precise distinctions Bromley drew (such as that between force and coercion), to step behind the argument and raise the issue of how it is that social groups come together in the first place for the political question to arise at all, and to suggest that the terms of Bromley's argument were excessively reliant on the early bourgeois individualism of Hobbes and Hume.

Session 4: Roundtable

Discussion in the final session ranged from further engagement with specific papers to an animated debate about the remit of the working group as a whole. Discussion centred on the question of how much the group should concentrate on the generation of new 'grand narratives' or whether it should be more engaged with emerging approaches and issues, both within IR and beyond, beyond this particular project. The majority of attendees agreed that the group, while continuing to provide an extremely fertile and productive arena for debate, could further develop engagement with these latter fields of enquiry. To that end, members of the group proposed a number of potential synergies which could be used as themes for future workshops including post-colonialism, world history, and the broader ‘third wave’ of historical sociology.
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