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This was a one-day collaborative workshop organised by two BISA working groups (the Africa and Historical Sociology groups), hosted by the Open University in Camden. The workshop was attended by 14 participants and, as a collaborative exercise, was an opportunity for researchers from the two different fields to look for synergies in their methods and ideas. 

In the first session Meera Sabaratnam (LSE) introduced her paper, ‘Is the “development” in “uneven and combined development” the same as the “Development” in “Millennium Development Goals?’. This paper argued that the use of the term ‘development’ as a referent to a process of historic change could not be detached from its meaning in the wider political context, i.e. a process of enforced westernisation on the post-colonial world. And she used this as the basis for a broader critique of the assumptions of historical sociology, as being intrinsically centred on notions of social change that were basically western and/or colonial. In the lively discussion that followed George Lawson (LSE), though attracted to Sabaratnam’s focus on telling stories in ‘the lifeworld’ and de-centering analyses away from western assumptions, asked to what extent she had produced an alternative approach and/or felt she was obliged to do so. The discussion explored how far it was legitimate to distinguish between ‘development’ as a referent of socio-historic change and as a normative, western idea. And some participants argued that the implications of a ‘lifeworld-only’ approach could only mean dropping the ‘big questions’ of historical sociology.

In the second session William Brown (Open University) and Fouad Makki (Cornell University) introduced their papers: these were entitled ‘Aid, sovereignty and history: colonial antecedents and contemporary aid relations’ and ‘The Imperatives of Uneven and Combined Development: Dynastic Centralization and Official Nationalism in Ethiopia’ respectively. Brown’s paper looked at how political multiplicity and the formal political equality that comes with sovereign independence affected the aid relationship, using the idea of uneven and combined development to explore these geopolitical and political-economic relations. Fouad Makki, also looked at the issue of sovereign independence but from a very different angle, using U&CD as a framework with which to explore the role of ‘the international’ in the Ethiopian social formation - a significant case because Ethiopia was not, of course, subject to the formal political colonisation suffered by other African states. In the discussion David Styan (Birkbeck) questioned whether there were not better relations than aid, such as trade and debt, with which to consider the issue of sovereign independence Brown had raised. Whilst Tom Young (SOAS) argued that the aid relation underpinned what he called ‘transformation at a distance’, i.e. the change from formal colonial control to liberal democratic attempts at social transformation from afar. Though partially accepting the latter point, Brown pointed out that ‘the distance’ was not simply a geographical one; the fact that it traversed social and political boundaries added a dimension of its own to the outcomes of this North-South relationship. 

In the third session Teddy Brett (LSE) introduced a paper based on his Reconstructing Development Theory in which he used a framework based on the Darwinian theory of evolution to explain the tendency he held to be a recurring one over the last three decades: the universalisation of liberal democratic capitalism as it became the principal, even exclusive, directional goal of post-colonial states. The discussion that followed focused on the extent to which Brett was correct to give a normative quality to a process of capitalist expansion that was often socially and humanly destructive. 

In the final session Tom Young, Teddy Brett, George Lawson and Justin Rosenberg (Sussex) took part in a roundtable, each drawing out their own interpretations of the main points of the day. Young, reflecting on the discussion of uneven and combined development, questioned whether it was another ill-fated attempt to find a single underlying answer or reality to diverse and complex processes of social change. Rosenberg argued that the focus on uneven and combined development was appropriate given that we had spent the day looking for relationships between general social process and particular historical changes, relationships which this approach was specifically oriented to address. In response to Sabaratnam he claimed that the answer to the ‘Millennium Goals Question’ was “No”, because the notions of ‘unevenness and combination’ were critical qualifiers on the term ‘development, whilst to Brett he argued Darwin’s theory of evolution was presupposed on their being no normative end point  – 

so any application to social theory needed to be equally non-teleological. Lawson argued the challenge posed by Sabaratnam’s paper had to be taken seriously as it drew attention to the role of micro-causalities in social explanations. In a similar vein, reflecting on the shift in focus to this micro-level, he ended his contribution with an open question, ‘are we all anthropologists now?’, and, if so, where does this leave the original goals and grand theories of historical sociology?  
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