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Introduction 

This one-day workshop, funded by BISA and hosted by the Department of International Relations at the University of Sussex, brought together academics and research students from institutions across the UK. Introducing the workshop, Justin Rosenberg (Sussex) described the three interlocking conceptual frameworks which would run throughout the day: international security, International Relations (IR) and historical sociology (HS). The workshop comprised three sessions, with the papers presented each applying a method drawn from historical sociology to inform a problematic confronted in international security studies, an issue of methodological critique and/or a case study. 

Session 1: Historical Sociology, War and International Security 

In the first session, Tarak Bakawi (Cambridge) and Shane Brighton (Sussex) introduced their paper, “Powers of War: Force, Knowledge and Critique”. The paper developed a novel line of thinking, asking why it is that, despite its constitutive function for politics and society, no discipline of war studies exists insofar as the generating and regenerating properties of war have not been isolated as a specific subject of (critical) social enquiry. Barkawi and Brighton proposed moving beyond the problematic of war and society towards one of war in society, investigating the uncertainty and contingency prevalent in an ontology of war, the association of war with fighting, and the implications of interrogating war-based narratives and knowledge claims for social orders. 

Campbell Craig (Aberystwyth) followed with his paper on “Historical Sociology and the Nuclear Revolution”. Craig argued that HS was right to identify itself through a critique of its “dominant foe” – neo-realism. The latter had, after all, gone further than any other approach in developing a deductive, parsimonious theory of ‘the international’, albeit without being able to account for social change and the effects of unit-based activity on the international system. The second problematic which Craig saw as inescapable for HS and IR was the issue of agency and the difficulty of accounting for both agent and structure without writing a “history of everything”. To develop an “organic theory” of international politics meant, Craig argued, identifying two axis of the modern world: the uneven and combined development of the capitalist world economy; and the “violence interdependence” of the states-system. Campbell concluded by applying the latter to the thermonuclear revolution and the “inevitable” emergence of a world state. 

In the discussion which followed, comments and questions covered a broad range of issues including: how “special” war is vs. other necessarily transdisciplinary concepts such as change, time and power; whether a caging of critical war studies would actually be a good thing, not least if the ‘war and society’ literature already yielded powerful accounts; the slipperiness of the conception of ‘war ontology’ as involving both fighting and ‘uncertainty’ (the latter being an endemic feature of social, economic and political life); the issue of ‘security’ and/or ‘war’ and HS/IR; and whether Craig’s approach actually served as a ‘rearview mirror’ view of the nuclear revolution (after all, why didn’t the bombs fall? Was it really pre-determined – if so, by what?). 

Session 2: Historical Sociology, Schmitt, Genocide 

Martin Shaw’s (Sussex) paper criticised the dominant tendency within the literature on genocide to overemphasise the subjectivity of perpetrators and to prioritise domestic and/or comparative levels of explanation. Framing the question in terms of ‘the international’ and identifying genocide as both structure and action, Shaw argued that genocide should be understood as an act of group destruction which presupposes social agents and relations within an overarching structure of conflict. Shaw used this framework to discuss changing forms of genocide in the modern era, arguing that genocide had moved from emergence during the French Revolution to ‘episodic incidents’ under colonialism to systematised association with total/degenerative war to possible decline in the contemporary world.

Shaw was followed by Benno Teschke (Sussex), who introduced his paper on the take up of Carl Schmitt by HS scholars working in IR. The latter base their re-elaboration of Schmitt on a basic agreement with his notion of the “age of ius publicum” (1492/1648 to WW1) – characterised by the legitimate position of the state as a maker of war and peace, state sovereignty, the idea of the just enemy and the related concept of “non-discriminatory war” – and contrast this to the evolution of war in the 20th century, specifically the changing legal form after WW1 and the reintroduction of juridical concepts into inter-state relations to develop a new “discriminatory concept of war”. Teschke explained how these scholars draw parallels with the Bush administration’s “war on terror”, which they identify as according with Schmitt’s model of “discriminatory war” and Schmitt’s notion of Großraum (‘Greater Space’). Teschke’s critique deconstructed Schmitt’s notion of the “age of ius publicum” on historical grounds, criticising it from the perspective of his own approach to modern state formation. He then looked at Schmitt’s view of the legal form as arising from the act of land capture, how this illustrated a general tendency to geopolitical fetishism present in Schmitt’s work, and argued that this framework complimented his political support for German expansionism under the Third Reich. As such, Teschke argued, we should be very careful about seeking to politically de-contextualise Schmitt’s sociological categories.  

Though the papers dealt with apparently quite divergent subjects, Kamran Matin (Sussex) argued there was a complimentary lesson in both papers. Teschke had attacked the one-sided focus on geopolitics in Schmitt from a HS standpoint, while Martin Shaw had deployed international theory to attack the purely sociological approach of the extant literature on genocide manifest in their internalism (‘methodological nationalism’). In the lively discussion which followed, four areas of difference and argument developed over: (a) the appropriation of Schmitt’s categories to explain regionialisation in the contemporary international system and the take up of his concepts by radical scholars since the 1980s; (b) the degree to which Schmitt’s weak historical sociology impacted on his overarching conceptual apparatus and, therefore, his use as a jurist and/or political theorist; (c) whether Shaw had gone too far in detaching genocide from intentionality and political agency; and (d) whether he was right to broaden the definition of genocide away from a criterion based on mass killing towards the more general ‘destruction of a people’ categorisation.  

Session 3: Case Studies in HS and International Security 

The final session saw two papers presented on case study analysis in HS. The first, from Jamie Allinson (Edinburgh), used uneven and combined development (UCD) as a framework for understanding why King Hussein turned towards cooperation with the Eisenhower doctrine in 1957. Allinson’s paper thereby sought to extend UCD by applying it to a specific policy event. Defending this move, Allinson argued that uneven and combined development generated the socially constituted constraints and powers of the actors, which developed historically to condition the 1957 events. In particular, King Hussein’s decision to accept US financial aid could not be explained by existing international theories. For it responded simultaneously to the unique significance of the Bedouins in the Jordanian army – a significance peculiar to the pattern of Jordan’s ‘combined development’ since Ottoman times.

Mark Laffey’s paper used a postcolonial framing to interrogate the hegemony of liberal conceptions of human rights over ‘illiberal regimes’, with particular reference to the case of China. Post-colonial critiques should seek, Laffey argued, to mount a self-conscious intervention into the production of history to challenge the hegemony of liberal-rights based approaches. China was an interesting case in this respect because it had consistently opposed liberal rights in favour of strategies of modernisation and development, and Laffey outlined a view of the country’s post-colonial identity ranging from its liberation by the Communist Party during the Revolution to debates over modernisation within the Communist Party over the past thirty years. 

Discussion focused on whether Laffey’s post-colonial critique served to sanction the more brutal aspects of China’s development; how well China worked as a case study given that it was a place that, rather than demonise, the West apparently feels quite able to do business with; and whether Laffey needed a more sociological underpinning to his argument about China’s position in the world system. In relation to UCD and Jordan, Justin Rosenberg (Sussex) agreed with Allinson’s view that UCD could be used to analyse specific events, but questioned whether the paper sufficiently theorised the role of unevenness in the case study. Without this, Rosenberg argued, arguments about ‘combined development’ could appear to be merely ‘adding in’ international factors, rather than overcoming the separation of internal and external.
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