The International Imagination:
IR Theory and ‘Classic Social Analysis’
Justin Rosenberg

Whatever else may be said of them, the critics of Realist International Relations
have been remarkably consistent. Over the years, the same fundamental charges
have been levelled over and over again.’ Among these, four in particular may
be roted. Firsi, Realism is said to be unhistorical. Second, its premises and
prescriptions are held to be so general as (o limil severely both its explanatory
power and its policy relevance. Third, its atempt to constitute the study of
relations belween slates as a separate field contradicts the need to undersiand the
social world as a whole. Finally, in its preoccupation with means rather than
ends, Realism is accused of replacing the emancipatory role accorded to reason
in Enlightenment thought with a fundamentally amoral, instrumental rationality.

These criticisms are so long established that ene might have expected by now
to have seen the emergence of an altemative to Realist theory which
corresponded directly to their requirements. Yet where is ir, this allemative
approach to IR which combines Aistarical understanding, substantive explanation,
totalizing theory and a meral vocation of reason? The behaviourists were; if
anything, even more unhistorical than their predecessars. The theory of complex
interdependence sought not to replace but only 1o relax the assumptions of
Realism. Critical theory, to non-afficionados, seems in constant danger of
ditching into a sea of philosophical generalities. And the intentions of
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conference held at Keele University in Seplember 1993, and from the irrepressible LSE -
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1. Compare, for example, Kenneth Thompsen, ‘Toward a Theory of International
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postmodernism towards Enlightenment conceptions of reason hardly bear
thinking about,

Realists might well conclude that all this speaks for itself: no allernative to
Realism has been forthcoming for the simple reason that it does not exist. The
repeated calls for it are nothing more than desiderata, vague promissory notes
which signal not the possibility of its emergence, but rather the. inability of
generations of utopian souls 1o face up to the harsh facts of the world as it really
is.

In this, however, they would be mistaken. For by a curious coincidence, the
same year {1959) wJ1ich witnessed the decisive conselidation of postwar Realism

.in Kenneth Waltz's Man, the State and War also saw the publication of The
Socivlogical Imagination by C. Wright Mills.? [n this work, Mills launched a
powerful critique of orthodox American social science, analyzing its failures
under the headings of *Grand Theory’ and * Abstracted Empiricism’. Yel the book

contains much more than destructive critiques. Running through it is a clear and

inspiring altermative conception of the method and purpose of social science,
Indeed, it is the presence of this altemative -conception—io which he refers
altemately as ‘classic social analysis’ and ‘the seciological imagination’—that
gives the negative critiques their real authority. For the most damining feature of
grand theory and abstracted empiricism appears not so much in the eccentric
detail of where each poes wrong—spectacular though this is. Rather, it is the
dawning realization of what they cannotr do, the historic vocation of social
science which they are unable 1o address, that speaks most eloguently for their
abandonment. In short, The Socielogical Imagination is an unforgettable polemic;
but it is also a constructive, humanist manifesto for the practice of social science.

And herein lies its relevance (o the predicament outlined above. For, on the
one hand, the failings of grand theory and abstracted empiricism mirror almost
exactly the charges levelled against Realism. And yet because, on the other hand,
Mills is so keen to expound ‘the promise of secial science’, his argument also
makes it possible to see by implication what a non-Realist discipline of IR might
look like. Reading Mills, one begins to realise that at least seme of the critics of
Realism have actvally been asking for something which is quite feasible and
specific: we have been asking for the sociological imagination.

What, then, is the sociological imagination? And what would it mean to deploy
it in [R? This article tries to answer these questions in three pans. First, it
summarises Mills’ account of classic social analysis. Next, it lists by contrast
some of the ways in which our own discipline of International Relations has in
the past been resistant to the intellectual approach recommended by Mills.
Finally, it asks: what might the sociological imagination look like in Internationat
Relations?

2. C. Wnght Mills, The Sociological Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1959}
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The Intemational Imagination
Classlc Social Analysis

Classic social analysis cannot be said to comprise a method, in any sirict
technical sense, for Mills was adamant that “the requirements of one’s problem,
rather than the limitations of any one rigid method, should be and have been the
classic social analyst's paramount consideration’.* Nevertheless, he also insisted
that ‘what may be called classic social analysis is a definable and usable set of
traditions’, and he identifies four overlapping themes. These are: (1) the
grounding of sectal thought in substantive problems; {2} the use of an historical
and comparative depth of field; (3) the perception of the social world as a
totality; and finally (4) the commitment to the ideals of reason and freedom.
First, then, classic social analysis always takes substantive problems as its
starting point. Indeed, Mills identifies the ‘lack of firm connection with
substantive problems™ as “the main reason’ for the two principal distortions of
social science, grand theory and abstracted empiricism.* Grand theory i
characterised by an ‘initial choice of a level of thinking so general that its
practitioners cannot logically get down to observation'.’ Any attempt 1o find
thearetical answers to such general questions as *what holds a social structure
together?' ! “what is the relationship between agency and stucture?, or, we
might add, ‘what is the cause of war?" is doomed from the start to failure. The
reason, Mills argues! is that these questions do not have one, abstract theoretical
answer but rather as many answers as there are kinds of society in history. And
none of them can be discovered without empirical observation. Thus, to pose the
question as a theoretical rather than an histocical one is to create a whole series
of unnecessary theoretical problems which seem to demand resolution before
concrete observation can begin. B
Meanwhile, abstracted empiricists—by which he meant primarily the advocates
of behaviourist science—certainly engage in empirical observation; but their
scientific models work by abstracting their data from its broader social and
historical context in order to subject it to quantitative methods of analysis. In
Iniemnational Relations, attempis to generate ‘scientific’ laws to explain the

3. Ibid., p. 146.

4. Ibid., p. 21.

5. Ihid., p. 75.

6. Although Mills chose specific targets for his polemics. grand theory and abstracted
empiricism are not formally identifiable schools of thought. Rather, these terms refer 1o
intellectual dangers which all social thearists must guard against when atlempting, as they
must, either to theorize societies as wholes or to define empirical controls for their ideas.
It foltows that radical currents of thought are by no means automalically free from these

" distortions, The sub-discipline of Peace Studies contains many behaviourist examples of
abstracted empiricism. And Marxism—especially in its French and Gemman philosophical
expressions—~has ofien tended 1owards grand theory. Correspondingly, ‘classic social
analysis’ is not associated exclusively with any one author or theory, Mills' list includes
Spencer, Durkheim, Mannheim, Marx, Veblen, Schumpeter, Weber and so on.

7. ibid., p. 33.

8. Ibid., p. 4.
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incidence of war have produced some of the most outlandish examples of this
tendency.” -

What makes classic social analysis different from both of these is not that it
refuses abstraction. The point is rather that it does not abstract either in the
direciion of general theory. where symtactical relations between words usurp the
place of historical relations between people, or in the direction of statistical
models govened by the empty precision of mathematical formulae. Classic social
analysis,

...also involves an abstraction from what may be observed in everyday
milieux, but the direction of its abstraction is toward social and historical
structures. 1t is on the level of historical reality—which is merely to say that
it is in terms of specific social and historical siructures that the classic
problems of social science have been formulated...."

It might be thought that this would lead to a kind of parochial narrowing of
focus on the grounds (hat no iwo societies are alike. In fact, something like the
opposite follows: not a splintering of the world into ungeneralizable particulars
but rather a rediscovery of the modem world in its entirety as a particular
historical universe. For Mills argues that classic social analysis is largely built
on the foundation of one huge substantive problem, namely ‘the interpretation of
the rise, the components, the shape, of the urban industrial societies of The
Modem West—usually in contrast with The Feudal Era.™ In other words, the
overarching substantive focus of social science is modemity itself,

This points to the second major theme of classic social analysis, namely the
concern with history. In part, the importance of historical knowledge lies in the
crucial opportunity it supplies for a comparative understanding of our own
society. For *...the mind cannot even formulate the historical and sociological
problems of this one social structure without understanding them in contrast with
other socicties”.” This point seems so obvious, yet at the same time so
massively important, that it is always staggering to recall just how unhistorical
much werk in the contemporary social sciences has become. It is, as Emest
Gellner has point out, *fifhe great paradox of our age...that although it is
undergoing social and intellectual change of totally unprecedented speed and
depth, its thought has become, in the main, unhisterical or antihistorical."™ But
there is another, less zcademic, aspect to Mills™ historical emphasts. This is o

9. For example, see ). Dougheny and R. Pfalizgraff, Contending Theories of
international Relations (New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1981), Chapter 4, and the
discussion of the Comelates of War Project on pp. 347-50. The fact that all these
examples come from American sources is stgnificant. The English School, whatever other
criticisms ene might have of them, were never abstracted empiricists.

10. Mills, op.cir., in note 2, p. 124,

1. thid., p. 152,

12. Ibid., p. 151.

13. Emest Gellner, Plough, Sword amf Book {London: Collins Harvill, 1988), p. 12.

88




The Intemational Imagination

be found in his claim that what the sociological imagination imparts is ‘an

orientation o the present as history’. For, he argued, it is above all by locating

ourselves within the world-historical transformations which so distinguish the

modem epoch—by glimpsing our own participation in and formation by these

world-wide processes—that we seek foday to grasp the wider meaning of our
. lives. Nor is this a purely passive identity. For 1o understand anything of these
" connections is also to begin 1o recognise the apparemtly impersonal and
immutable social facts around us as the products of our own daily practice and
relations with each other. In this respect an awareness of the present as history
becomes the key to a recognition of our own collective agency. It is a
recognition which can be both liberating and appaliing:

In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent one. We
do not know the limits of man's capacities for supreme effort or willing
degradation, for agony or glee, for pleasurable brutality or the sweetness of
reason. But in our time we have come to know that the limits of ‘human
nature” are frighteningly broad. We have come 10 know that every individua!
lives, from one generation to the next, in some society; that he lives out a
blogmphy. and that he lives it out within some historical sequence. By the
fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, io the shaping of this
society and 1o the course of ils history, even as he is made by society and
by its historical push and shove."

For Mills, it is this quality of historical self-understanding which makes social
science—as opposed to natural science, literature or theology—'the common
denominator of our culiural period”."”

The third recurrent theme of classic social analysis is perhaps the most
intellectually vadical in its implications for the comemporary social
sciences—namely the perception of the social world as a totality. This perception
is profoundly subversive bath of horizontal, disciplinary boundaries which reflect
supposedly separate domains of the social world (economics, pelitics, sociology),
and of any vertical division of reality into *levels of analysis® (for example,
individual, state, states-system). Taking these in order, Mills straightforwardly
rejects the possibility of socml scientists confining Iheir studies to a single
academic dlsmplme

...in 50 far as a man comes to master any of these ‘fields, he is forced into
the bailiwicks of the others, which is to say, into the sphere of all those
belonging 1o the classic tradition. They may of course specialise in one
institutional order, but in so far as they grasp what is essential to it, they
will also come to understand its place within the 1otal social structure, and

4. Mills, op.cit., tn note 2, pp- 5-6.
15. thid., p. 15.
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hence its relations with other institutional domains. Fer in considerable part,
it is becoming clear, its very reality consists of these relations."

Now this rejection of the orthodox division of labour between the academic
disciplines is clearly not maintained just for the sake of empirical completeness.
It expresses a basic assertion about the character of social reality. When we
compare any two historical societies, the systematic nature of the contrast which
emerges suggests that neither can be understood as simply an assemblage of
separately constituted sectors, actors and processes. Instead, each appears to
comprise a complex but recognizable totality of social relations, embodying a
definite overall *structural principle’.” The problem with disciplinary partitions
is that they tend to work against this perception and thereby to encourage the
reification of social relations into monolithic actors (such as ‘the state’ or ‘the
market’), leading in twm to a whole series of false questions about how to
reassemble the parts. Criticizing the methods of orthodox social science in this
regard, Mills charges that social phenomena ‘are not to be so mechanically and
sor externally linked.™

But Mills also sets his face against the conventional division of explanations
into micro, middle range and macro varieties. Here the key formulation is his
oft-repeated assertion that what the sociological imagination enables us to grasp
is the intersection of biography and history in social structure. This might, at first
blush, look like a level of amalysis framework, pointing to causes located
respectively at the level of the individual, the society, and beyond in the broader
sweep of human history. It might then seem that explanation would proceed by
isolating the actors and processes specific to each level, building and testing
models that reflect and predict the patterns of their interaction, and finally
exploring how these levels impact upon each other as intervening variables to
produce particular outcomes. In fact, Mills’ usage pushes us in the very opposite
direction. Since we shall be criticising the use of the ‘levels of analysis’
framework when we review the problems of IR theory in the next section, it is
important to clarify in what way Mills’ formulation really does embody a
fundamentally different conception of social theory.

In Mills' thought, what is axiomatic is the ontological unity of the different
dimensions of human agency—not their methodological separation into different
levels, where they are almost bound to be reified into different kinds of actors,
Thus, he insists that *(w]hether the point of interest is a great power state or a
minor literary mood,  family, a prison (or] a creed’,” every social phenomenon
needs to be understood simultaneously in its individual, structural and histerical
aspects. And once again, this is not for the sake of encyclopedic completeness,

16. Ibid.. p. 139. emphasis added.
|7, Ibid.. p. 45,

18. thid., p. 68.

19. thid., p. 7.




The International Imagination

but because none of these aspects can be posed without presupposing the others
in a particular form. We can spell this out for each of the three elements.

First, to conceive *history’ as an analytically distinct level could only mean to
pose a teleological understanding of human social development, in the manner
of philosophies of history. Mills identifies and rejects such a tendency in his
opening chapter, together with the ‘transhistorical strait-jacket'™ which results.
That said, the category of ‘history” is included in his.cwn formulation for a
definite reason: to incorporate the dimension of movement, the development
through time of the social world and the possibility of rational comprehension
of this movement. And Mills is by no means averse to the notion of an historical
dynamic or principle of social development. What he rejects is a transhistorical
dynamic of this kind, a principle which operates irrespective of particular
historical structures. Never one 1o et a good argument go begging, Mills here
produces one of his most arresting and pregnant observations:

...fate is not a universal Fact; it-is not inherent in the nature of history or.in
the nalure of man. Fate is a fcaturc of an historically specific kind of social
structure.”

We should note in passing that this implicitly contradicts Martin Wight's claim
that what finally disconnects the logic of inter-state relations from the specific
" historical character of the societies involved is a presocial necessity associated
with the balance of power; ‘International Politics is the realm of recurrence and
repetition; it is the field in which political action is most regularly .
necessitous’. For Mills, even the way in which we experience necessity (fate)
is itself particular to & given social universe, and hence the product of the
historically specific form of our collective agency.”

Clearly then, the historical element of Mills" formula cannot be treated as a
level of ahalysis. Nevertheless, the remaining categories of ‘social structure’ and
‘biography’ do look like the familiar social science conundrum of structure and
agency. Yel, it is a remarkable feature of The Sociological Imagination that the
agency/structure dicholomy never arises as a theoretical problem—even though
agency (biography) and structure are indeed central categories of analysis. The
reason is surely that just as, for Mills, there is no general answer 1o the question
of what holds a social order together, so too an abstract theoretical discussion of
agency and structure can be no more than a distraction: the way of classic social
analysis is rather to explore ow, in real historical societies, the individual and
collective dimensions of human agency have been variously constituted-through

20. fhid., p. 22.

21. thid., p. 182.

22 Mamn Wight, ‘Why is lhcre no Intemational Theory?', in Herbert Butterfield and
Martin Wight (eds.), Diplomatic Investigations (London: Aller and Unwin, 1966), p. 26.
23, This argument is developed across a broader front in fustin Rosenberg, The Empire
of Civil Society (London: Verso, 1994),
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a range of structures of social relations between peeple. To erect 'structure” as
a separate level is actually to make this impossible by closing off access to the
constitutive agency of individuals which must remain our basic explanans.

Meanwhile, these individuals are not timeless, anonymous building-blocks.
They are already, always, fully social and historical beings. There is thus simply
ne point in positing a presocial level of *the individual®, govemed perhaps by the
laws of group psychology, which ultimately could be used to mount a ‘bottom-
up” explanation of social structure. For the nature of these "units’ is constituted
precisely through the specific social form of their interaction. It is a recurrent
theme of The Sociological Imagination that ‘the transformative power of history”,
reflected in ‘seemingly impersonal changes in the very siructure of continent-
wide societies', also reaches deeply into the constitution of the individual self.**
This does not mean that this self ceases to be an agent. It simply means that its
agency is not constituted presocially or outside history.

Thus, what we find in Mills’ formulation are three dimensions of human
agency and there is no possibility of—let alone any methodological wasrant
for—posing any one of them in isolation from the others. On the contrary, it is
the particular historical form of the interrelation of these dimensions which gives
to each period its special quality. Precisely for that reason, the seciological
imagination comprises the capacity "o range from the most impersonal and
remote transformations to the most intimate features of the human seli—and to
see the relations between the two’.™ This contrasts directly with the methed of
levels of analysis. For David Singer, who elaborated this method for IR in 1961,
such ‘vertical drift” between levels setved only to obstruct the clear definition
and effective modelling of data. Indeed, he suggested that it was a major factor
in ‘the general sluggishness which characterises the development of [IR]
theory.®

Totality versus reification: perhaps all this sounds too easy, And it must be
said that there is a genwine infellectual temsion here which both the
agency/structure debate and the use of levels of analysis models reflect. For it
is perfectly true that as individuals we do encounter the secia! world as an
extemal environment in.which we move—a set of facts which precede, constrain
and outlast the purposes and actions of our individual lives, This experience does
seern 1o warrant the conventional dichotomy between *agent” and ‘structure” (and
hence, also, unit and system). As a basis for social theory. however, this must
be a false dichotomy. For it is also true that if we think of ourselves a5 @

24. Mills, op. cit., innote 2, pp. 7 and 3, respectively. The major discussion of this point
is on pp.157-164. In one of his mos! striking formulations, Mills suggests that *struggles
between nattons and between blocs of nations are also struggles over the types of human
beings that will eventually prevml in the Middle Easl, in India, in China, in the United
States...". P. I58.

25, Hnd p. 7

26. David Singer, "The Level of Anatysis Problem in Intemational Relations’, in Klaus
Knorr and Sidney Verba (eds.), The International System: Theoretical Essays (Pnncelon.
NI: Princeton University Press, 1961), p. 78.
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colfectiviry, then the social world no longer appears to us as an external
environment which we inhabit, bul rather as the form of cur relations with each
other—a way we collectively are as a society.” Since the social world has no
substance apart from the active reproduction of these relations by individuals, it
can be nothing other than a form or dimension of their agency.™ This claim is
axiomatic; but it is often alse counter-intuitive. It must therefore be the first task
of social theary to show us kow it is so—how the circumstances and pressures
which confront us as checks to our individual agemcy are nonetheless
simultaneously the ongoing historical product—or indeed form—of our collective
agency.” And it is hard to see how this vocation is advanced by constructing
an analytical framework around the methodological opposition of these
categories. .

Mills addressed this theme in terms of the relationship between ‘the personal
troubles of milien” and ‘the public issues of social structure’. Indeed, he saw the
illumination of this relationship as not merely the intellectual core but also the
political vocation of the socielogical imagination:

Ttis the politica] task of the social scientist....continually to translate personal
troubles inte public issues, and public issues into the terms of their human
meaning for a variety of individuals,®

This brings us 1o the last major theme of classic social analysis, which
concems its practical orientation to the world: ‘The values that have been the
(hread of classic soctal analysis, [ believe, are freedom and reason’® Hére
Mills links the intellectual deviations of grand theory and abstracted empiricism
with what he holds to be their abdication of the political vecation of social
science. In brief, this vocation involves not the bureaucratization of reason and
its transformation into a technical instrument for the privileged use of those in
authority; rather, it involves tirelessly rendering' visible and public the actual
structures of power within a society in order to enlarge the possible realm of

27. This distinction is taken from Derek Sayer, who notes that “the social world of
capitalism appears as something we inhabit...rather than some ways we are [sic]...".
Capitalism and Modernity (London: Routledge. 1991), p. 88.

28. This attribution of agency does not entail either that the agents involved are aware
of the social product of their mutual relations, or that they are free 1o change it even if
they were so aware, The fact that we are invalved in social processes which we neither
fully understand nor have the power as individuals (o transform does not make s any the
less the authors of these processes.

29. Indeed one could almost define social theory in these terms: an explanation of social
phenomena which shows how their substance is made up of individual and collective
human agency, constituted in particular historical forms, If so, then theories which do not
do this, which stop instead at the level of technical relations between entities, are not {by
this definition) iruly social theories. In this sense, it might be argued that Waltz's theory
of anarchy does not qualify as a social theory. This point will be developed further in the
conclusion.

30. Milts, op.cit.. in note 2, p. 187.

31, fbid., p. 130, emphasis added.
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democratic self-govemment. Mills” discussion of freedom and reason is full of
internal 1ensions, but there is no mistaking his judgement on the social sciences
of his day:

In bureaucratic social science—of which abstracted empiricism is the most
suitable tool and grand theory the accompanying lack of theery—the whole
social science endeavor has been pinned down 1o the services of prevailing
authorities.”

These four themes, then, make up the core of Mills” conception of classic social
analysis: the grounding in substantive problems, the use of an historical and
comparative depth of field, the perception of social totalities, and the
commitment to the ideals of freedom and reason. It is an inspiring, but also a
* demanding set of requirements. Sometimes it seems that in our own discipline
of Intemnational Relations every one of them is systematically contravened. How
is this s0? And what can be done about it? '

International Relations: a Bureaucratic Social Science?

The difficulties which IR has had in embodying these precepls are well known,
and need only the briefest rehearsal here, The -trouble begins with the
conventional, resirictive definition of Intemational Relations as the study of
political relations between states. Too ofien this means that the discipline hegins
by rejecting any working conception of the social world as a totality:

Students of intemational politics will do well 1o concentrate on separate
theories of internal and extemnal politics. until someone figures out a way to
unite them.”

Various justifications are advanced for this, but the effect is unavoidable: the
reification of the state. This is becavse if one seeks to construct a theory of the
states-system purely at the international level, the one thing that cannot be
included is the character of the social relations which compose the state because
they operate at the sub-international level of domestic political life. But if one
cannot look at those social relations, then one must treat the state as an
irreducible actor. And to do this is to invest the specifically modem Westemn
form of the state with an elemental status which abstracts it from its social and
historical reality. A recent exam question wittily summed up the theoretical
impregnability which eesulis: ‘A state is a state, is a state, Discuss.’

It is not surprising, therefore, that, secondly, IR has been for the most part a
notahly unhistarical discipline. References to earlier centuries have tended to be

32, Ibid., p. 126.
33. Kenneth Waltz, ‘Reflections on Theary of International Politics: a Response 1o my
Critics”, in R. Keohane (ed.), foc.cit., in note 1, p. 340.
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made in order to suppert claims for the transhistorical continuity of the behaviour
of states deriving from the timeless compulsions of anarchy, Robert Gilpin, for
example, has suggested that ‘the nature of international relations has not changed
fundamentally over the millennia’.* In this, of course, Intemational Relations
flies in the face of classic social analysis, which constilutes the historical
discontinuity of the modern world as its overarching substamtive focus. ‘The
present as history’ is thus unfortunately not an idiom that.has flourished in
[R—~despite the fact that the binh of the academic discipline was associated with
the world-historical tumult of the Great War.

Thirdly, the atterapt to constitule a strictly international domain of theory has
a truly bizarre distorting effect upon any atempt to think in terms of ‘the
intersection of biography and history in social structure’. Social structure, in
Mills" sense, is now invisible because it is classified as an intemnal, non-
international dimension of the state. In its place there appears a different use of
the term. [t now refers instead to the recurrent patiemns of interaction between
stares-as-individuals. This 'is quite a drastic abbreviation. In one move, it
suppresses the central question of social science, namely how to understand the
mighty social forces of the modern world—surely nowhere more in evidence
than in the intemational relations of our century—in terms of the underlying
structures of relations between people which must compose them and yet
which—again, nowhere more so than in international relations—are ofien so
difficult to perceive. To name as ‘social structure’ the pattems of interstate
behaviour only gets in the way of this more fundamental task. Furthermore, since
these pattems are presumed not to change, but rather 10 recur, history (in Mills®
sense of the transformation of social structures) simply disappears. Meanwhile,
and for the same reason, biography (or agency) undergoes an equivalent sea-
change: no longer visible as the basic fabric of the social world, it appears now
for the most part only in the bureaucratic decision-making of statesmen.”
Agency has become policy.

Itis this strange, truncated version of reality which stares ont at us from within
the methodological framework of ‘levels of analysis’. Once inside this
framework, we may produce either system-level or unit-level theories. But we
cannot picture what must be the case in reality, namely the simultaneity of the
individual and collective dimensions of human agency. As a result, any theory
we produce will be distorted. We may posit any number of causat interactions
between separately constituted institutional domains on different levels. But we
cannot conceive what Mills regarded as the very substance of their reality:
namely, the intemal relations by which they are constituted as a single,
recognizable social totality. As a resull, we are condemned to reify

34. Robent Gilpin, War and Change in World Polirics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981}, p. 211. ‘

35. As Mills notes of the social scientists of his day: *...they are connected, in fact and
in fantasy, with the top levels of society, in particular, with enlightened circles of business
executives and with generals having sizeable budgess...". Mills, pp.cir., in note 2, p. 95.
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indiscriminately the social processes under view. Would somebady please explain
how this multistorey gallery of distorting mirrors is supposed to aid our
understanding?

Now, to be fair, the more careful theorists—from Singer who introduced the
term into IR in 1961, through to Hollis and Smith thirty years later**—have
always stressed that ‘the level of analysis debate is a methodological not an

ontological debate: it refers to how best to explain and ot to how the world

really is’." So, for example, the separation of intemational from domestic
* processes is effected temporarily in order to facilitate predictive modelling, and
not axiomatically in the belief that these phenomena really do form separate
worlds. In the long run, a frame of reference will be developed which will
imegrate the models constructed at each level: *“What that frame of referénce
should be, or will be, cannot be said without much certainty, but it does seem
clear that it must exist’.®

There are two problems with this defence, The first is that there is no sign of
this frame of reference emerging. A full quanter century after Singer’s article, we
find Waliz still waiting to see if ‘someone figures out a way to unite them'. This
means that the level of analysis framework provides us as yet with no means of
dissolving the reifications which it confessedly premotes, no pessibility of seeing
through them to grasp “how the world really is’. As a result, the separation of
levels might as well be asserted as an ontological proposition—ar least until
*someone figures out a way (o unite them’. Secondly, however, we might as well
face the fact that this integrating frame of reference never will emerge. This is
because once the basic method of levels of analysis has been accepted, the
problem of how to construct that frame cannot help but appear in the false terms
of how to reassemble the misshapen fragments. And it then becomes clear why
Mills was so insistent that *the liitle pieces, no matter how precisely defined, are
not 1o be so mechanically and so extemnally finked."™ For if we begin with a
conception of the levels as separate, then it is hard to see how any selution could
avoid a choice between reductionism (in which one level is held to be
determining ‘in the last instance’) and a kind of mechanical eclecticism. Hollis
and Smith, who adopt the levels of analysis problem as the central organizing
theme of their textbock, seem 10 choose the later:

If {actors’] perceptions are prediciable, given the psychology of small
groups, and if their intentions are predictable, given the Theory of Games
and given knowledge of their preferences, and if any ideological colour in
perceptions and preferences is predictable, given the selection procedures

- 36. Singer, op. cit. in note 26. Martin Hollis and Steve Smith, Explaining and
Understanding International Relations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).
37. Hollis and Smith. ap. cit., in note 36, p. 203.
38. Singer, op.cit.. in note 26, p. 92. ’
39. Mills, ap.cit.. in.note 2, p. 68.
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which -gave them their. position, then the complications are merely
- comlications.”

Merely complications? How, one wonders, did it come about that the gremt
promise and inspiration of social science—io understand how we, individually
and collectively, make and remake the social world in 2 fantastic historical
variety of forms, often in ways that seem no longer recognisable to us but which
nonetheless are us—how did this vision, this challenge above all 1o the
imagination, come to be replaced by the technical problem of fitting together
micro-models with the avowed purpose of establishing instead that the social
world can be understood by the same method that we use to understand a
machine? When did human life become so small and wninteresting?

Finally, if Realist theory instinctively telescopes any conception of coliecuve
agency into the question of policy, then it is understandable that [R should
address itself, in the main, to developing theories that will guide the policy-
making of those in office. This does not mean that the discipline always
produces bad advice or adopts politically orthodox positions. However, it
certainly does move it away from any particular relation to the ideal of freedom,
and towards an uncritical, instrumental conception of the role of reason in socnal
life. We shall retum to this point below,

None of this means that there has not been good, substantive work done in IR.
As suggested earlier, grand theory and abstracted empiricism are moving targets.
And some parts of the discipline—mostly outside the US—avoided the
behaviourist phase altogether. Nonetheless when, in his 1977 article, Stanley
Hoffman came to review the intellectual progress made over the previous three
decades, his survey made for rather grim reading. How far would Hoffman’s
concluding judgement neéd revision today?

I am more struck by the dead ends than by the breakthroughs; by the
particular, often brilliant, eccasionally elegant, but generally non-additive
coniributions to specific parts of the field, than by its overall
development...."

Refusal to see the social world as a whele, suppression of historical specificity,
twisted conceptions of social structure and human agency, fatal anraction to the
service of those in power—if ever a discipline needed the sociological
imagination, that discipline is Intemational Relations. The question is: what
would it mean 1o apply the sociological imagination in our field?

40. Hollis and Smith, op.cit., in note 36, p. 201.
41. Hoffman, op.cir.. in note 1, p. 51.
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Classic Social Analysis and the International Imagination

It is a remarkable feature of orthodox International Relations that classic social
analysis has found no real place in the discipline. Notable scholars have lamented
that IR has no great theorists, but must make do instead with a thin combination
of statesmen’s reflections, manuals of statecraft, treatises of international law,
and ‘the parerga of political philosophers, philosophers and historians'.” Wight
himself concludes that the reason for this lies in the very character of interstate
relations. But the difficulty surely has more to do with the atiempt to constitute
IR as a distinct level of analysis which should generate its own theories, rather
than as a dimension of a wider social structure in the manner of classic social
analysis. Viewed from this latter perspective, the claim that IR has no classical
figures comparable to the sociological trio of Marx, Weber and Durkheim need
no longer hold. We do have such figures—namely Marx, Weber and Durkheim.
Once this step is taken, once we have changed into the gear of classic social
analysis, each of the four elements outlined above indicates a definite implication
for the study of IR. In this section we shall first examine these implications and
then explore one way of elaborating them into an agenda for further research.
Let us begin with the concern with substantive problems, This entails a strong
caution against either general theories of the states-system based on the idea of
anarchy or quantitative studies which trawi history for raw data. The way of
classic soctal analysis lies neither through the grand theory of deductive Realism
nor through the absiracted empiricism of behaviourist science. Indeed, it could
be argued that both of these begin by posing the intemational system in the
wrong way—as a set of logical relations between entities in the first case, and
as a sek of statistical relations between evens in the second. Each must therefore
appear as a false abstraction when compared with our substantive task which is
10 grasp ‘the rise, the components, the shape’ of the specifically modem -
intemational system as a definite, historically developing set of relations between
people. This task forms a part, as the repetition of the quotation implies, of the
overall substantive problem of classic social analysis—to understand the
emergence, character and fate of the modem social world as a whole. But this
is to state the case 100 weakly, For it was the great structural transformations that -
brought the modem social world into being which produced the global
intemational system which we study in IR. Thus, any auempi—such as -
Realismi—to theorise it in abstraction from the historical character of those
transformations simply throws away the key to understanding its social form. For
this reason, the great works of the sociological imagination which illuminate the
structures and dynamics of the modem social world are of fundamental
importance 1o us—even though they are not Ireatises in intemational theory, The

42. Marin Wight, op.cit., in note 22, p. 19, Parerga: ‘subordinate or secondary
business...something subordinate to the main subject...by-work’, etc. Sharter Oxford
English Dicrionary {Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973).
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first implication, then, is that Marx's Capital and Weber's Economy and Sociery
are our classics 100.

Why the kind of overall secial theory of modemity offered by such works
should be necessary in IR becomes even clearer when we examine the
implication of the second element, the concem with history, For Mills, this had
two parts: comparative and narrative, Now, a litlle comparative history goes a
long way. It shows us that the sovereign state is not maturally occurring. In fact,
by comparison with other forms of rule and ways of organizing space, it is
histerically exceptional. Most of all, the way that it seems to stand outside civil
society and constitule an autonomous realm of the political (an antonomy which
Morgenthau regarded as the comerstone of Realism)*” coupled with the parallel -
and equally unprecedented emergence of a purely economic sphere—these
features are novel and emerged uniquely in the modem West, Thus the very
institutional form of our intemational system, the fact that it is made up of states
and markets, needs to be explained sociologically. The conventional starting
point of the discipline cannot stand.

Meanwhile, historical narrative answers 1o what emergcs as an equally pressing
need. For once we know that our social world—including our states-system—is
distinctively modern, then we have to ask how it emerged and what has been the
course of subsequent development which has brought it to its current condition.
Once again, however, this formulation drastically understaies the case. We who
live in the last decade of the tweniieth century are caught up in what a front-line
observer once described as *a gradual but gigantic revolution—the greatest and
most momentous social, moral, and religious, as well as political revolution
which, perhaps, the world has ever witnessed’* We are indeed witnesses to
moimentous evenis: the collapse of Soviet communism, the heavirig strains of
European integration, the slamming brakes of intemational recession, the
gathering mementum of growth in the fifth df humanity that is Chinese. Yet
these events themselves are only a part of one conjuncture in that engoing
“gigantic revolution’ in which the West—and increasingly, though unevenly, the
world as a whole—has been caught up for ar least the last-two hundred years.
Exactly what this revolution is remains the central and most controversial
question of sociat science. But that the social and historical meaning of our lives
is bound up with its progress, that its forms define the kind of history-making
in which we as individuals participate and the kinds of peaple we may become,
and that its crises will continue 10 be the fulcrum of international conflict and
struggle in our time-—of these, there can be no doubt. Thus, a second historical
implication is the need for an orientation to the intemational present as world
history. : s

43. See Morgenthau, Politics Among Narions, Sixth Edition {(New York, NY: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1985), p. 13.

44. Lord Lytion, Viceroy of India, speaking in 1878, cited in T. Von Laue, The World
Revolition of Westernizarion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 15.
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How strange, then, that such considerations tend to be excluded from most IR
theory. Anybody would think it was some kind of secret that modem world
history has actually been about something, What is perhaps most remarkable
about this silence is that IR as a discipline is itself the shell-shocked intellectual
child of the most wraumaric crisis yet in the progress of that ‘gigantic revolution”,
Its founding classic is even called The Twenty Years' Crisis.® And yet the
argument of Carr’s 1ext s almost completely abstracted from the actual social
content and world-historical significance of the convulsions whose diplomatic
mismanagement he so brilliantly analyses. Admittedly, that abstraction is part of
the argument: it reinforces his claim 1o identify a distinct logic to the behaviour
of states which Utopian aspiration could not deflect. Yet it is nonetheless striking
to find that in this work, as a result, Carr does not confront the question: what
was the twenty years crisis acteally abour?*

One has only to ask such a question to realise that the historical understanding
we are seeking is unthinkable without the third component of classic social
analysis, namely the perception of reality in terms of & social totality. For the
twenty years' crisis was not primarily a diplomatic crisis aggravated by Utopian
bungling." It was a crisis of entire social ordérs, one whose roots, as Polanyi
argued in The Great Transformation.” lay deep in the structural foundations
and uneven development of modern Western civilization as a whole. No purely
political or purely economic account could help us here—but, arguably, nor
could a mechanical combination of the two, however ingenious. For if it really
is the case that the differenttation of spheres which gives us our familiar domains
of politics and economics is historically original to modern Westemn societies,
then the real riddle of modernity is not so much the question of how to fit the
parts together but rather why they appear to be separate in the first place. If we
could understand thar feature—which is so central to the constilution of power
in the modemn world—if we could grasp what it is about our social relations with
each other that causes them 1o take on the impersonal forms of states and
markets, then we might also begin to discern within the historical movement and
crises of those forms the actual relations between people which must be their real
content. Marx cenainly thought so. .

Yet this historical self-knowledge does not of itself make us free. There is
nothing starry-eyed about Mills' view of the relation between reason and
freedom—the last component of classic social analysis. Indeed, what reason
showed Mills was an alienated, unfree social world, riven with conflict and
increasingly dominated by undemocratic structures of public and private power.

45. EH. Carr, The Twents Years' Crisis (London: Macmillan, 1939).

46. Elsewhere, Carr showed himself a most acute analyst of the historical nature of the
crisis. The paint here is simply that this kind of understanding does not arise naturally
within a Realist framework,

47. Once again, | do not mean 10 imply that Carr was unaware of the wider dimensions
of the crisis.

48, Karl Polanyi, The Grear Transformarion {Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1957).
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Yet nor does he therefore maintain that the vocation of Reason must be
relentlessly practical. On the contrary, he states explicitly that:

...for the social scientist to take [direct social and political actions] to be his
[or her] normal activities is merely to abdicate his role, and to display by his
action a disbelief in the promise of social science and in the role of reason
in human affairs.”

Has Mills here fetishised reason? There are, it is true, real strains within his
discussion of these points, but such a charge would be excessive, For if he lays
such stress on the responsibilities of intellectuals, it is certainly not because he
believes that human progress can be given an abstract definition and advanced
at the level of tdeas by obscure arguments about epistemelogy. The claim is far
more down-to-earth. It is quite simply that in 2 democratic seciety, the
sociological imagination is a necessary pubfic virtue.® Unless we know what
the structural consequences of our choices are, we cannot exercise the political
freedoms we have in a responsible way. It is, therefore, the panicular
responsibility of political intelleciuals to promote that collective self-knowledge
by illuminating the structures of social power, identifying the kinds of human
freedom which can be realised within them, and tracing where the lines of
responsibility—formal and unwitting—may run. It is an endlessly difficult and
controvessial task, both politically and intellectually. It is not, and arguably
cannot ever become, the exclusive preserve of any one intellectual method or
political position. But it is addressed to a real social need, one which the
alternative vocations of grand theory and abstracted empiricism have disqualified
themselves from answering—the one by its manifest irrelevance, the other by its
subservience to the prevailing authorities. This need is surely ne less pressing in
Intemational Relations than elsewhere.

The four components of classic secial analysis also point to a clearly
identifiable agenda of substantive research and explanation for our discipline,
This agenda, which we might call ‘the international iwaginaliun'. will be
summarised broadly below. First, however, we should recl] that Mills himself
did not regard the sociological imagination as the exclusive property of any one
school of thought® Similarly, the pasticular account jof the intemational
imagination which follows—in which the concerns of Marx and Weber are 1aken
as exemplary—is intended to open a debate, rather than o monopolise the
definition. Hopefully, others will wish to contest this version and argue for a
different way of constructing the sociological imaginatioh in IR. They might
claim, for example, that an earlier figure such as Hegel, or a more recent one

L)

49. Mills, op.cit.. in note 2, p. 192,

50. To some extent, Mills discussion of this point begs the question of the structural
preconditions and limitations of capitalist democracy—not, however, in a way that could
offend a liberal sensibility, .

51. See note 6 above.
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such as Habermas, provides a more adequate articulation of the four premises of
classic social analysis, and one which points to quite different explanations. They
might argue that recent currents within IR—such as Critical Theory or historical
sociology—are already operationalizing Mills® precepts and therefore provide a
way forward. Perhaps they would be right. The point, however, is that our debate
would then be conducted on the common ground of classic social analysis, And
this would surely be a new departure in our discipline. For while the need to
conceive the totality would place this debate beyond the reach of Realism, the
simultaneous requirement to think historically and substantively would also make
it rather different from what has been called “the post-positivist, fourth debate’,
In this respect, the intermational imagination really does seem to offer the
discipline a way forward which is distinct from those proposed, for example, by
critical theory or postmedernism. What, then, is its agenda?

First, the international imagination does not start with ahistorical questions
about the general properties of states-systems suf generis. Ner does it seek to
abstract its subject matter into quantifiable data for the purpose of statistical
analysis. It defines its object of study as the real intenational system of modem”
world history, that set of geopolitical forms and relations which emerged
historically out of the debris of European feudalism and expanded geographically
to incorporate the rest of humanity. Since it is impossible to understand either
the natre of these forms or their dramatic expansion and continuing
. development in isolation from the qualitatively new social world of which they
make up a part, the international imagination turns first 1o the great works of
classic social analysis which provide the deepest insights into the social foems
of modemity.

Thus even when we confront the central categories of our discipline—such as
sovereignty, anarchy or the balance of power—it may be that Marx and Weber
must come before Morgenthau and Waliz. To be sure, a Marxian understanding
of the modern world in terms of the emergence, spread and uneven development
of capitalism looks very different from a Weberian account which focuses on the
{resultant) rationalization and disenchantment of the spheres of social life. But
the shared sense of the distinctiveness of our age—the determination to spell out
its historical specificity across the full range of its experience—lends both these
theories a concreteness which is missing from much IR theory.

Second, the intemational imagination is indeed concerned with history—but
not for antiquarian reasons. As Mills expressed it: ‘The climax of the social
scientist’s concem with history is the idea he comes to hold of the epoch in
which he lives.”™ The realization that the sovereign state is not a self-evident
form of rule reveals the need for a different kind of explanation. But it is only
the first step. Ahead lies a long irail of exploration which denaturalises in the
same way a whole series of features of our intémational system which Realism
takes for granted. These include not oaly that thing of wonder, the vast spiralling

52. Mills, op.cit., in note 2, p. 65.
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metabolism which we call the world economy. They also include the distinctively
moder way of conceiving and organizing space, the interlocking borders of
absolute jurisdiction which we take for granted whenever we read a political map
of the world. No other civilization either imagined or organised the known world
in this way—as the most rudimentary knowledge of premodem and non-
European maps will testify. Even time, though seemingly anonymous and
inexorable, has been experienced in a rich historical variety of social forms, each
of them needing to be understood in terms of the kind of society involved. This
holds for our modem temporality too. It did not seem obvious 1o other epochs
to think in terms of the clock-time which regiments our daily lives, or indeed the
historical time which suffuses our conceplion of ‘modemity’, Hence we must
ask: why do we think in this way, and what specific forms of social power are
characterised by and reproduced through such a temporality? Wher we do this,
the timetabling of our mtemauona] system is seen to be far more than just a
technical jssue.

Few writers have been more disturbed by these questions than Max Weber. For
him, the harder he looked ar the universal, self-evident forms of Westem
culture—now extrapolated unevenly into the institutions and dynamics of the
modem international system—the more it seemed that their very universalism
was the signature of a particular and uterly strange historical mentality. Calling
it ‘rationalization” was, he knew only too well, an inadequate answer. But not to
see the guestions, not to sense how profound was the gulf between modem
Westem society and any historical precedent—this would be to forfeit the basic
co-ordinates of any sociological underslandmg of the modem world.

The international imagination is also concerned with. the narrative history of
the modern intemational system. This is nol because it seeks to impose a
telealogical straitjacket wpon events, but rather because, without such a narrative,
it Is impossible to recover the dynamic social content of the processes which we
study in Intemational Relations. Without that content, we cannot see what those
processes are actually about, We cannot, in short, have an erientation to the
present as history. And just as the denaturalizing of the sovereign state was the
start of a long trail of comparative historical understanding, a similar role may
be played here by recalling the discussion of the twenty years' crisis earlier in
this section, There, the conventional reading in terns of the conflict between
Realist and Utepian policy prescriptions was contrasted with the possibility—and
the necessity—of comprehending Europe’s general crisis as a conjuncture in its
broader historical development. Only then could we begin to understand the rise
of fascism and the mighty conflict which ensued. This, however, applies more
generally. It applies to the preceding era of imperialism, 100 often abstracted by
IR theory into an arid debate about the primacy of economic or political factors,
And it applies to the postwar period, the home ground of most IR theory. Behind
the measured debate over order and justice, there lies, after all, the tmult of
decolonization and Third Woerld revolution. Emerging today from beneath the
pile of theories of deterrence is the question: what, in the end, was the historical
character and meaning of communism? Most IR theory treats the social content
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of the Cold War as mere background noise to the operative logic of power

politics. Yet the presence of this phenomenen not only determined the central
structural fissure in the postwar world, domestic and international; it was also the
European fulcrum of the Second World War itself. Finally, standing in a
somewhat uncertain relation 1o theories of hegenonic stability is the question of
‘the American Century'. For while it is now becoming possible to ask, *what was
the Soviet Union?’, the familiarity of the present has perhaps deadened our
senses 10 an even larger question, one which is even more momentous for the
course of our age, namely, *whai exacily is the United States?’ This question
requires an historical depth of field in order to be visible. It requires us to
remember that the modem United States did not emerge in the same way as
ather great powers. Rather, it was in large pant produced in the course of the
nineteenth century as an outgrowth of precisely that *gigantic revolution’ which
we mentioned above, and which was then transforming Europe.” This in tum
. is vital o an understanding of both the dynantics of its expansion and the new
forms of geopolitical power which it elaborated and which now lie at the heant
of the intemational system which we in International Relations seek to study.

Imperialism, general crisis, cold war, revolution, capitalist development and
social transformation—here are some of the processes which have made up the
real content of intemational relations. These processes are intervelated with each
other, not so much in theory as in the actual historical development of the
international system which is their outcome. And because those real interrelations
are dynamic and transforming, they cannot be grasped except through a narrative
format of explanation. Such narmatives are the precondition for understanding the
present as history in [R.

Third, the international imagination is committed 1o understanding the social
world in general—and our international system in particular—in terms of a
complex but recognizable totality of real historical relations between individuals,
This does not mean that it downgrades the importance of institutional forms such
as the state and the market. On the contrary, it tries to read in these phenomena
the play of individual and collective agency constituted in a panticular form. But,
for this very reason, it cannot settle at the ‘level” of these derived categories and
accepi the restrictive Realist definition of IR as the study of relations between
states. In order to see what is being accomgplished through these foms and hence
10 avotd reifying them, it must work instead with some conception of a society
as @ whole.

This is one sense of the term ‘totality” as used here. But there is a second. For
if the imtemational imagination rejects the Realist abbreviation of the social
world, nor does it assume-—in the manner of philosophies of history—that the
international system comprises a homogeneous social struciure or a single
purpose working out some inexorable path of development. On the contrary, its

33. For funther brief discussion of this paint, sce ). Rosenberg. op.cir., in note 23,
Chapter 6. :
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history is that of the combined and uneven development of a large number of
different kinds of society. As Mills put it:

It is perhaps one defining characteristic of our period that it is one in which
for the first time the varieties of social world it contains are in serous,
rapid, and obvious interplay. The study of our period must be a compararive
examination of these worlds and of their interactions.™

The societies that make up the modern international system are linked together
(in varying degrees) by definite institutional structures, In differing ways, they
are all subject to the forces that are transmitted across those structures. That their
interrelations form a whole is therefore a simple, objective fact. It may even be
the founding fact of our discipline. But o try to formulate that whole
theoretically. to try to preempl its actual historical development by
methodological fiat, would be *to mistake one’s own capacity to talk for all that
is meant by the work of social investigation'.™ For totality in this second
sense—meaning the actual interrelation of processes and forms which comprises
the realily of the intemational system at any one given point—is precisely what
we have (o find out empirically by looking at the world.

Thus, the intemational imagination distances itsell from the mainstream
definition of IR theory as oriented to modeling and prediction. Instead, it seeks
to discover the social basis of modem geopolitical forms, and then td use that
discovery to understand the ongoing course of intemational history in concrete
human rather than abstract technical terms.

Finally, the intemational imagination does not eschew ethical judgement; yet
nor does it suppose that an intellectual method exists which can itself resolve
moral dilemmas. lts principal contribution is the illumination of the objective.
structural  responsibility of individuals and groups for particular
outcomes—whatever formal bonds of obligation are held to obiain. Its purpose
is to educate moral'choice by drawing out the real human relations involved—not
to replace it with philosephical guarantees or technical formulae.

The implied requirement to tie ethical speculation much move closely into the
concrete specification of structures of social power finds an immediate purchase
within IR. For it follows that a normative debate between communitarians and
cosmopolitans about whether moral obligations extend across national borders
would have to be grounded in a serious theory of teriloriality in a capitalist
states-system. This is because the Kinds of social power that extend across
borders in the modern world are both historically unique to capitalist social
relations and arguably very different in reality from how they appear to the
naked eye. ' ,

This by no means entails that there is no role for sysiematic moral reasoning
in IR: after all, if a particular social world is reproduced through certain definite

54. Mills, op.cit., in note 2, p. 150,
35. Ibid,, p. 44.
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relations of power, then one would expect that the ethical dimension of those
relationships would be encountered by the members of that world recurrently in
particular ways, familiar moral dilemmas which are characteristic of that
particular histerical form of collective human agency. What systematic moral
reasoning could do is explain why they recur in this form and what is at stake
in them; what is their social content. What arguably it cannot do is to provide an
intellectual resolution of those dilemmas—for the simple reason that those
dilemmas are net at root intellectual: rather they reflect real tensions and
contradictions in the characieristic social relations of the society in question.

It should also be said that since these relations are often quite different from
how they appear, and may well cut across formal lines of obligation, this is far
from being the quietist doctrine it might seem. But in Mills’ case, it does resist
any automatic requirement to produce solutions:

First one tries w0 get it straight, to make an adequate statement—if it is
gloomy, too bad; if it leads to hope, fine. In the meantime, 1o cry for 'the
constructive program’. and ‘the hopeful note’ is often a sign of an incapacity
to face facts....”

Moral reasoning. like social thought more generally, must be grounded in
substantive problems. It must begin and end, in Wordsworth’s rousing cadence,

Nat in Utopia, subterranean fields,

Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where!
But in the very world, which is the world

Of all of us.—he place where in the end

We find our happiness, or net at all!”

Conclusion

What is the precise relationship between ‘the international imagination’ and the
categories of Realist theory? The question merits 2 moment's further reftection;
for (he answer is slightly more subtle than might at first appear. And it bears
upon the question of the persistence of Realism raised in the introduction.

In the course of his celebrated discussion of ‘commodity fetishism®, Marx
observes that ‘the categories of bourgeois economics’, categories which the entire
1abour of Capital is dedicated to undermining, are nonetheless *forms of thought
which are socially valid'.* By this he meant that a mental image of the world
as a set of self-adjusting price relations between things does indeed correspond

56. fhid., p. 78.

57. William Wordsworth, ‘French Revolution, as it appeared to enthusiasts at ils
commencement’ (1804), in T. Hutchinson (ed.), The Poems of William Wordsworth
{Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1923), p. 208,

58. Karl Marx, Capital, Volume I {Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976}, p. 169.
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to the way that individuals experience their material relations with each other in
a capitalist society. In the end, of course, a society is 4 totality of relations
between peaple (not things) and is truly understood only in those terms. But
since, in this kind of society, those relations find expression only through
relations between things, the economic categories which detail the latter’s
movement still describe something which is real emough—even as they
simultaneously obscure its actual nature. And while the discovery of the
underlying hurman relations remains both the true object of social science and the
universal currency of any explanation, that discovery itself does not change the
form in which they are experienced—any more than *the scientific dissection of
th air into its component parts’ changed the actual physical composition of the

- atmosphere.® For it is a discemable property of those human relations
themselves—not an accidental or conspiratorial misconstruction on the part of the
beholder—which causes them o assume this form. Confronted with the
calegories of economics, the task of the social (heorist is therefore not so much
to refute them as to get to the bottom of them in order-10 grasp the human
relations which they express.

Something similar seems to apply to Realism. Like ‘the categories of bourgeois
economics', it is a ‘socially valid’ form of thought. It faithfully mirrors the form
in which we experience modem international refations: impersonal, necessitous,
power political. If we wish to see the logic of that form isolated, abstracted and
systematised in a manner directly analogous to the procedures of neoclassical
economics, we may fum to the classics of American Realism, and in particular
to the work of Kenneth Waltz and Robert Gilpin, But it is a topsy-turvy world
of appearances that we find in their pages—a theoretical universe in which
pecple relate to each other only through the material agency of states, while
states themselves are invested with self-activating drives and enter into direct
social relations with each other. As with Marx's commedity fetishism, this
mental image is both real and misleading. And the fact that we ate so thoroughly
accustomed 1o it by the experience of everyday life should not prevent us from
recognizing how bizarre it is when we confront it as a proposition in social
theory. For here too, the paradoxical appearence of *material [dinglich] relations
between persons and social relations between things™ is something 1o be
explained. And yet if we do seek to know why modem geopolitics assumes this
historically distinctive form, what are the actual relations between individuals
which find dynamic expression in this way, and what therefore is the real content
of intemnational relations, then we must tumn elsewhere. For by posing the
sovereign state as an imeducible, elemental category, Realist theory denies itself
the possibility of breaking through to such an explanation. Like neoclassical
economics, it halts at the tangled border of appearances and maps the contours
of the visible world,

59, Ibid., p. 167.
60. fbid., p. 166.
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As a result, the intellectual status of Realist theory is actually somewhat
paradoxical. On the one hand, the fact that it mirrors so umcritically the shapes
and patterns of the modern secial world means that it can never show us the real
relations between people which underlie them. On the other hand, precisely
because these shapes and pattems are not themselves unreal, but are rather the
form through which those underlying relaticns find expression, Realism seems
destined to remain both the natural starting point and the recurrent theoretical
reflex in the stedy of modern interaational politics.

Yet if this means that we will never banish Realisre from Intemational
Relations, it also entails that Intemational Relations can become much more than
Realism—and precisely in the ways that its critics have always demanded. If we
revive the tradition of classic social analysis, it can indeed become a site of
critical reflection on our modem social world, a world whose current turmoil so
cries out for the illumination of reason. We can iry to show how the international
actors and processes around us are not the work of some timeless disembodied
necessity but rather the ongoing products of individual and collective human
agency constituted in specific historical forms. We can begin 1o understand the
historical meaning of our own lives by locating them within the earthquake of
social transformation that is modern world history. And, on the basis of this, we
can form ethical and political judgements rooted neither in the spurious
reifications of Realism nor in an |dealist yearning undisciplined by the facts. If,
as Mills argued, *the history that now affects every [person] is world history",
then no discipline is better placed to take up this vocation today than
Imtemnational Relations. To do so, however, we must tur not to Realism, but to
the imternational imagination.
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61. Mills. ap.cit.. in note 2. p. 4.
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