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Critically deploying the idea of uneven and combined development, this book provides a novel non-eurocentric account of Iran’s experience of modernity and revolution. Recasting Iranian Modernity presents the argument that eurocentrism can be decisively overcome through a social theory that has international relations at its ontological core. This will enable a conception of history in which there is an intrinsic international dimension to social change that prevents historical repetition.

This hitherto under-theorized international dimension is, the book argues, manifest in combined patterns of development, which incorporate both foreign and native forms. It is the tension-prone and unstable nature of these hybrid developmental patterns that mark Iranian modernity, and fuelled the socio-political dynamics of the 1979 revolution and the rise of political Islam.

Challenging solely comparative approaches to the Iranian Revolution that explain it away as either a deviation from, or a reaction to, modernity on the grounds of its religious form, this book will be valuable to those interested in an alternative theoretical approach to the Iranian Revolution, modern Iran and political Islam, working in the fields of International Relations, Middle East and Islamic Studies, History, Political Science, Political Sociology, Postcolonialism, and Comparative Politics.
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1 Introduction

Supplanting eurocentrism

DOI: 10.4324/9780203722077-1


Iranian modernity is abidingly marked by its 1979 revolution.1 And that revolution has retained an aura of mystery. Taking a religious form and producing a theocentric state, yet occurring in a socio-economically modern country, the Iranian Revolution defied the secularization assumption of all classical theories of modernity. Moreover, the revolution occurred at the zenith of the Pahlavi state’s power, displayed an overwhelmingly urban character, and refracted and recalibrated the modernizing social processes from which it had originated. These features likewise challenged the main theories of revolution. The Iranian Revolution has therefore presented a theoretical riddle that has baffled scholars and politicians alike. This can be seen in the use of epithets such as ‘unthinkable’, ‘enigma’, ‘puzzle’, ‘paradox’, or ‘at war with history’ to describe modern Iran and the Iranian Revolution.2

The Revolution’s apparent resistance to classical theories of modernity and revolution has elicited two main kinds of response. Some scholars have explicitly described it as an exception to general theories (Kurzman 2004; Skocpol 1982). A larger, albeit internally diverse, group have opted for micro-theoretical or narrative accounts eschewing general theory altogether (e.g. Abrahamian 1982; Arjomand 1988b; Bashiriyeh 1984; Keddie 1981; Milani 1994; Moaddel 1993; Parsa 1989; but see Panah 2002). Both kinds of response emphasize the role of Shi’a Islam’s oppositional traits and mobilizational resources activated in the context of a pervasive anomie generated by the rapid and coercive Westernizing of the Pahlavi monarchy.

A tendency towards essentialism is therefore built into existing accounts of the Iranian Revolution, for they in effect depart from a circular argument: the revolution is exceptional because it does not fit existing general theories, and general theories cannot accommodate the revolution because it is exceptional. This circular position ipso facto omits the option of constructing alternative general theories or modifying existing ones. This omission would be justifiable were the Iranian Revolution the only case of modern transformation that classical theories of modernity and revolution failed to digest. But the reality is that many other societies’ modern history has also diverged significantly from the predicates and predictions of classical theories of modernity. The ‘impurity’ of the English bourgeois revolution, the ‘pre-modern’ character of the French Revolution, the ‘special path’ of modern Germany, a socialist revolution in a backward Russia, and the conjunction of a communist state and capitalist economy in China are important examples (Anderson 1964; Comninel 1990; Fischer 1986; Gramsci 1999: 32–36; Davidson 2006, respectively). The problem is further aggravated by the fact that two of these instances, i.e. English and French revolutions, are paradigmatic referents of classical theories of modernity and modern social change.

This book argues that the difficulties involved in theorizing the Iranian Revolution are symptomatic of a wider intellectual problem in classical theories of modernity, namely the construction of their general categories by reference to a particular European experience of modernity. The shorthand for this problem is eurocentrism. Eurocentrism rests on four interrelated historical, normative, prognostic and stadial assumptions. The historical assumption posits the endogenous and autonomous emergence of modernity in Western Europe. From this results the second normative assumption regarding the superiority of Europe to the rest of the world. These two assumptions relate to a third prognostic assumption according to which European modernity and its associated institutions and practices are universal and universalizable through mechanisms implied by the first, historical, assumption. This prognostic assumption in turn generates the fourth stadial assumption according to which internal processes of development – seen as ‘progressive’ both normatively and historically – unfold in stages, albeit with time-lags, in every society throughout the world and will in time converge to form a homogeneous global space inhabited by an essentially European sociality.3

Eurocentrism is therefore a specifically internalist mode of comprehending modernity that begins and ends with Europe as a socio-culturally homogenous and discrete space. Abstracting from the spatial dimension of social development, eurocentrism thus individuates societies and encloses them within an abstract ‘universal’ history that is derived from the particular internal history of Europe. Eurocentric theories of modernity therefore construe modern world history as a series of discrete re-enactments of modernity’s endogenous and autonomous emergence in Europe (Ferguson 2011; Fukuyama 1992; Mill 1865; Rostow 1960). Patterns of development that defy this purportedly universal history are rendered theoretical externalities, which are dismissed by eurocentrists as ignorable cases of anomalous or pathological exception, and celebrated by the opponents of grand narratives as instances of authentic difference.

Eurocentrism has come in for powerful critiques. Two approaches have become particularly influential: ‘multiple modernities’ (e.g. Eisenstadt 2000) and ‘postcolonialism’ (e.g. Bhabha 1994; Said 1979; Spivak 1994).4 Both reject the universality of Europe’s experience of modernity and emphasize the plural nature of modern experience. However, each faces real difficulty in transcending eurocentrism. The Weberian framework of the multiple modernities approach leaves eurocentrism’s internalist method, and therefore the theoretical primacy of Europe’s experience of modernity, largely intact. This involves inter alia an under-theorization of geopolitical interactions and colonial confrontations in conditioning and shaping modern social change. The multiple modernities approach therefore over-lends itself to a culturalist mode that is preoccupied with the different results, not the dynamic processes, of the ‘interaction between the cultural codes of these [non-European] societies and their exposure to new internal and external challenges’ (Eisenstadt and Schluchter 1998: 5). This trope therefore retains the master-referential status of Europe as a theoretical category and neglects the global significance of the emergent properties arising from the interactive coexistence of different societies (Eisenstadt 2000: 2; Masud and Salvatore 2009: 45). Moreover, as Dipesh Chakrabarty (2011: 665) points out, the ‘[ideas of multiple, alternative, and vernacular modernities] do not always leave us with conceptual clarity’. By contrast, postcolonialism interrogates the construction of ‘colonial modernity’ (Dabashi 2006: xi–xii) through an explicitly internationalist method. But its poststructuralist hostility towards general theory and universal categories prevents the translation of its powerful critique of eurocentrism into an alternative, non-ethnocentric, general social theory (Dirlik 1994, 1999; Matin 2013). Thus, although multiple modernities and postcolonialism have successfully impeached eurocentrism they have not decisively overcome it.5

The argument of this book is that eurocentrism can be decisively supplanted through a social theory that has international relations at its intellectual core. By international relations I refer to the interactive coexistence of all historical forms of social coherence in mutually recognized integrities.6 The incorporation of international relations into social theory involves the adoption of a plural ontology that posits relationships and processes between and within societies as mutually constitutive, and development as intrinsically interactive and multilinear. The book argues that such an ontology underpins Leon Trotsky’s theory of uneven and combined development (Matin 2007, 2012, 2013; Rosenberg 2006, 2007, 2009, 2010, 2013), which it critically deploys to de-exceptionalize Iran’s experience of modernity and revolution as the specific but organic product of an intrinsic international property of the historical process.7

The remainder of this chapter consists of five main sections. First, I further elaborate on the intellectual root of eurocentrism, i.e. singularist ontology, through a critical interrogation of Theda Skocpol’s pioneering work on the international dimension of social revolutions (Skocpol 1979). Second, echoing Rosenberg (2006), I suggest that classical social theory’s singularist ontology is also the source of the tendency to reify the international within the discipline of International Relations (IR), which as a result remains infertile for the investigation of the international dimension of social change. Third, I show that Marxism and Marxian approaches have also been theoretically susceptible to eurocentrism as a result of their derivative and contingent conception of international relations. Fourth, I introduce the theory of uneven and combined development as a social theory with an ontologically plural conception of social reality and hence the ability to supplant eurocentrism and theoretically rehabilitate purportedly exceptional patterns of development across the world. I conclude by providing a brief outline of the subsequent chapters of the book.


Theda Skocpol: The unhappy marriage of international relations and revolutions

Theda Skocpol’s work is a particularly useful foil for my argument for two main reasons. Firstly, the difficulties that Skocpol encountered in explaining the Iranian Revolution are common to the literature on the Iranian Revolution as a whole. And secondly, Skocpol’s work is arguably one of the first systematic attempts at incorporating international relations into the theoretical explanation of social change. A critical reflection on the limitations of Skocpol’s theory of social revolution can therefore help us gain a better understanding of the wider question of the international in historical sociology.

In her seminal book States and Social Revolutions Skocpol begins with a critique of ‘purposive’ ‘general theories of revolution’ including Marxism (Skocpol 1979: 4–18). Skocpol finds these theories inadequate because ‘the fact is that historically no successful revolution has ever been “made” by a mass-mobilizing, avowedly revolutionary movement’ (Skocpol 1979: 17). In their stead, Skocpol proposes a ‘nonvoluntarist, structural perspective attending to international and world-historical, as well as intranational, structures and processes’ (Skocpol 1979: 33). In fashioning her structural approach Skocpol relies on Mill’s ‘methods of agreement and difference’. She first isolates common causal patterns underlying social revolutions through comparing different agrarian bureaucracies of France, Russia and China that experienced successful social revolutions. She then corroborates and refines these causal patterns through the method of difference, that is through comparing the successful revolutions of France, Russia and China with the unsuccessful revolutions of England, Germany, Japan and Russia (1905), which allows the identification of shared antecedents in the unsuccessful cases. Successful social revolutions, Skocpol concludes, occurred in modernizing agrarian bureaucracies that had two specific features. They ‘both incubated peasantries structurally prone to autonomous insurrection and experienced severe administrative and military disorganisation due to direct or indirect effects of military competition or threats from more advanced capitalist states’ (Skocpol 1979: 209).

Skocpol’s explanatory framework has been criticized from various angles but especially for its marginalization of the roles of agency, culture and ideology, and limitations vis-á-vis ‘Third World’ revolutions.8 These problems were thrown into sharp relief by the Iranian Revolution. For pre-revolutionary Iran did not experience any fiscal-administrative crisis as a result of war or military competition, the main agency of the revolution was not the peasantry but the urban petty bourgeoisie and middle classes, and finally the revolution was led not by a secular intelligentsia but by a radicalized faction within the Shi’a clerical establishment. In response, Skocpol completely reversed the structural approach she had adopted in States and Social Revolutions and attributed a decisive role to the agency of the Shi’a clergy (Skocpol 1982). She went as far as to claim that the Iranian Revolution was the only revolution that did not ‘come’ but was ‘deliberately made’ (Skocpol 1982: 267; for critical responses see Ahmad 1982; Goldfrank 1982; Keddie 1982). By valorizing the specificities of the Iranian Revolution, Skocpol therefore sought to protect the fundamentals of her general theory of social revolutions.

However, I argue that the root of Skocpol’s theoretical impasse in the face of the Iranian Revolution lies not in the over-specificity of the Iranian case but in her general theory’s ontologically singular conception of the social. It is this conception that prevents her empirical recognition of the causal significance of international relations in social revolutions from impacting on the fundamental abstractions of her general social theory. A crucial lead for my argument can be found in Skocpol’s Preface to States and Social Revolutions. There, Skocpol explains two peculiar features of her ‘induction into systematic research on revolutions’ (Skocpol 1979: xiii). First, she reports that she learned a great deal about the histories of the actual revolutions before she read very extensively on theoretical explanations of revolutions, the latter of which she found frustrating as they ‘corresponded very poorly to the histories [she] knew’. Second, and more importantly, unlike most students of comparative revolutions who ‘move from the West to the East – interpreting the Russian Revolution in terms of the French, or the Chinese in terms of the Russian’, Skocpol’s intellectual journey was, she recalls, the other way around. She first investigated China and then France and Russia, discovering that although France was ‘supposed’ to be like England, its absolutist Old Regime seemed in many ways similar to Imperial China. So also with Russia. Thus, Skocpol decided, and this is our crucial lead, that the ‘fundamental problem was [that] social scientific theories derived their explanations of revolution from models of how political protest and change were ideally supposed to occur in liberal-democratic or capitalist societies’ (Skocpol 1979: xiii). In other words, for Skocpol, the fundamental problem of social scientific theories of revolution was eurocentrism.

If eurocentrism was only an empirical problem, Skocpol’s strategy of constructing an auxiliary theory of social revolutions based on the comparative study of non-European and European societies might have overcome it. But as I have already suggested, eurocentrism is an essentially ontological problem that is actually reproduced and reinforced by static comparative methods. Interestingly, Skocpol was not unaware of the methodological root of eurocentrism in social theory: ‘The theoretical approaches that have been dominant until recently …’, she argued, ‘have generalized too specifically from the apparent logic of English development’. The theoretical corollary of this internalist methodology, Skocpol went on to suggest, was a conception of modernization as ‘a dynamic internal to a nation. … The assumption has typically been that every nation … would sooner or later undergo a more or less compressed version of the same fundamental kind of transformation apparently experienced in England’. This assumption, Skocpol continued, had been so entrenched that even though contemporary social scientists might be sceptical about the convergence of concrete patterns of national development they still ‘delineated their “ideal type” concepts according to the same [internalist] logic’ (Skocpol 1979: 19).

In recognizing and criticizing the internalist methodology of existing theories of modernity Skocpol was far from being heretical. A number of leading sociologists had already taken similar positions. For instance, Gianfranco Poggi had argued that modern sociology took shape largely as the ‘study of the inner structure and dynamics of social units’ and was hence marked by a ‘learned incapacity’ for the theoretical incorporation of international relations (Poggi 1965: 284, emphasis added, cf. Kimmel 1990). Similarly, surveying the work of classical sociologists from Tönnies to Durkheim and Parsons, Reinhard Bendix concluded that


for all their diversity [classical sociologists have] … the tendency … to treat societies as ‘natural systems’, … to conceive of the transition as one of declining tradition and rising modernity, and, finally, to assume that social change consists of a process that is internal to the society changing.

(Bendix 1967: 307–8, emphasis added)



And it is here that the main problem of Skocpol’s strategy transpires. At a diagnostic level Skocpol starts from meso-level theories of social revolutions and correctly moves to the deeper level of general theories of social change in order to show the problem of the exclusion of international relations as a distinctive causal field. And yet at a prescriptive level she only intervenes back at the mereso-level of social revolutions, i.e. below the level of general abstraction. But can the problem of methodological internalism in a general social theory be solved at an intermediate theoretical level?

Skocpol’s own (implicit) answer is negative: the causal link between relations among societies and processes of social change inside societies is organic to every instance of social change. Thus


conceptions of modernization as an intranational socioeconomic process that occurs in parallel ways from country to country cannot make sense even of the original changes in Europe – much less of the subsequent transformations in the rest of the world. From the start, international relations have intersected with pre-existing class and political structures to promote and shape divergent as well as similar changes in various countries.

(Skocpol 1979: 20, emphasis added)



But if, as Skocpol correctly argues, international relations have always intersected with pre-existing politico-economic structures internal to societies and therefore shaped the internal processes of social change, then surely international relations should be integrated into the ontological assumptions of her social theory. Again, Skocpol is cognizant of this. She argues that ‘providing links among valid causal generalizations about different sets of times and places is, ideally, the task of truly “general” theories’ (Skocpol 1994: 90). And yet despite all this Skocpol hopes only that ‘if general theories can be developed in tandem with macro-analytic investigations, then we should be able to, over time, improve the depth and, especially, the scope of our explanations of societal structures and their historical transformations’ (Skocpol 1979: 20).

This unjustifiably cautious position is, I suggest, due to Skocpol’s commitment to the singular ontology of Weberian sociology. Weber’s interpretive sociology, his wife and collaborator Marianne Weber explains, ‘considered the individual and his action as the basic unit, as its “atom”’ (cited in Gerth and Wright Mills 1974: 55). The logic of this ontological singularism also marks Weber’s historical sociology in the form of ‘methodological nationalism’ (Chernilo 2006) according to which Weber ‘accepts national units as historical ultimates’ (Gerth and Wright Mills 1974: 48). Weber of course engages in structural explanation, which is, for example, evident in his accounts of the rise of democracy and spread of bureaucracy (Gerth and Wright Mills 1974: 57–58). But the extension of the logic of this structuralist mode of explanation to the inter-societal sphere is precluded by Weber’s strategic emphasis on ‘causal pluralism’ and ‘comparative method’, both of which follow from his singularist social ontology. Causal pluralism segments social units into distinct and autonomous spheres of action, namely, economic, political, and religious/ideological spheres. For Weber it is the historically varied arrangement of these spheres that underpins different social orders. Key elements of these autonomous spheres such as market, bureaucracy, and rationality are distilled into logically precise and pure constructions or ‘ideal-types’ which are then deployed in Weber’s comparative historical sociology. Ideal types therefore presuppose and theoretically reproduce the ontological singularity of the social because otherwise their utility as comparative yardsticks would be compromised. Moreover, as Guenther Roth points out, Weber’s comparative strategy is geared towards establishing ‘the differences between modern and older conditions, and the causes of differences’ (Weber 1978: xxxix, emphasis in original). This analytical emphasis on developmental difference within units along a temporal continuum and enacted through ideal-types reinforces Weber’s belief in the autonomy of his units of analysis. This in turn downplays the causal and constitutive significance of interaction among them. Thus, in Weberian (historical) sociology all forms of human groupings are ontologically self-contained and singular, and within them the logic of pluralist structuralism merely gives each separate and autonomous factor its due (cf. Lapointe and Dufour 2012).

It is therefore Skocpol’s embracing of Weber’s ontologically singular conception of society and its concomitant internalist methodology that arguably explains her empirical discovery and theoretical loss of international relations as a constitutive dimension of social change. Thus, she (Skocpol 1994: 134, emphasis added) simultaneously claims that ‘[in theorizing revolutions] one may employ the comparative method, with national historical trajectories as the units of comparison’, and that ‘of course societies have always interacted’. Of course, Skocpol, as mentioned above, employs Mill’s sophisticated form of comparative method. However, as Simon Bromley argues, this method, complex and rigorous as it is, rests on the assumptions that the instances to be explained belong to the same class of objects, that there is one set of causes operating in all cases, and finally, that the basic causal pattern leading to the absence of an instance is different from those leading to its presence (Bromley 1994: 119; cf. McMichael 2000). Further, these assumptions are produced by, and reproduce, an ontologically singular conception of society, which theoretically represses the consequences of the coexistence and interaction of the cases involved in the empirical multiplicity of societies (cf. Burawoy 1989).

To be sure, Skocpol extends Weber’s intrasocietal pluralist structuralism to the intersocietal sphere by highlighting the role of factors external to societies in the outbreak of revolutions within them. But this intersocietal sensitivity provokes no like reaction to her Weberian conception of societies as ontologically singular. In Lakatosian terminology, Skocpol’s auxiliary theory of social revolutions does not impact on the hard-core of her research programme (Lakatos 1976). This limitation is reinforced by Skocpol’s neorealist approach to international relations, which rests on the ontological bifurcation of the domestic and the international, and a narrow focus on geopolitics (on both of which more in a moment). This is particularly evident in the lopsided relation between the national and the international which leads their intersection to engender change in a unidirectional fashion. International relations act as an essentially external trigger that merely sets in motion an otherwise autonomous and endogenous internal process. This means that neither does the international enter into the constitution of the forms and outcomes of revolutions, nor do revolutionary forms and outcomes have a causal impact on the international. One of the consequences of this static conceptualization of international relations is that it a priori rules out the possibility of the inauguration of new conditions by earlier revolutions for subsequent ones. In Michael Burawoy’s words Skocpol ‘freezes history’ (Burawoy 1989: 782). Skocpol’s notion of ‘world time’ only minimally remedies this problem since it primarily refers to the impact of ideological and organizational products of earlier revolutions for subsequent ones and not their reconstitutive impact on international relations as a causal social field in its own right. Skocpol’s approach to international relations therefore involves the replication of a problem that she correctly identifies with Marxist and liberal theories of the state. These theories, Skocpol points out, view the state ‘as nothing but an arena in which conflict over basic social and economic interest are fought out’ (Skocpol 1979: 25, emphasis in original). In the same vein, Skocpol views the international as nothing but a passive arena for geopolitical competition and capitalist development.

In a nutshell: Skocpol reproduces Weber’s confusion of the analytical distinction between the domestic and the international with their ontological separation. Thus, she can only revise the route to, not the content of, modernity as predicted by classical theories of revolution and modernization. It is this that ultimately explains her theoretical deadlock vis-á-vis the Iranian Revolution. In the end, therefore, Skocpol’s theory of social revolutions fails to escape eurocentrism even though it was conceived as a reaction to it.



IR and the reification of the international

One might expect that given its fundamental concern with the condition and consequences of the world’s division into multiple political spaces the discipline of International Relations (IR) would be less susceptible to the problems of methodological internalism. Yet, IR is also thoroughly influenced by eurocentrism (Buzan and Little 2000: 21; Hobson 2012). Indeed, IR’s ontological exclusion of cultural heterogeneity has led to its systematic blindness toward the non-West (Inayatullah and Blaney 2004; Jahn 2000). IR’s institutional and ideological associations with the US have reinforced the theoretical exclusion of the non-West (Hoffmann 1987). Realists have certainly warned against an international praxis informed by the belief in the feasibility of a Western ‘end of history,’ a dangerous folly that they associate with liberalism (Huntington 1996; Mearsheimer, 1994/95). But the foreign policy of the United States, the institutional home of IR, shows that despite its realist veneer, it has actually always been imbued with a liberal Weltanschauung (Bromley 2008: 38; Layne 2006). At any rate, the realist focus on ‘great power politics’ and the liberal preoccupation with expanding the zone of ‘democratic peace’ in effect conspire to obfuscate the place and role of the global South in the theory and practice of IR.

However, IR’s eurocentrism has a deeper and more convoluted root. At first sight, what we see in IR is arguably the obverse of classical social theory’s problem of ontological singularity, in that if the latter reduced the international to a contingent feature of the social, mainstream IR – neo-realism in particular – reifies it as an unhistorical field above, and refractory to, the social. These two problems are interrelated and both can be traced back to the failure of classical social theory to accommodate the international dimension of social reality (Rosenberg 2006). This can be seen through a brief look at the place of revolutions in IR.

IR was born in the aftermath of the First World War with an abiding concern for the causes of war. In this context revolutions attracted mainstream IR scholars’ interest only insofar as they were perceived to pose a threat to international peace (Rosecrance 1963; Rosenau 1964). They became a primarily foreign policy question: how could revolutionary states be best ‘contained’ and ‘socialized’ back into an increasingly US-dominated world order? (Wight 1978: 92–93; Armstrong 1993). The paradox of IR scholars’ relatively marginal theoretical interest in revolutions despite the fact that modern international order is evidently a product of social and political revolutions (Halliday 1990, 1995, 1999) has its roots in the way in which IR’s intellectual identity as a separate field of study was established. Early IR scholars defined and legitimized their discipline’s distinct intellectual identity and autonomy by invoking the uniqueness of its subject matter, i.e. intersocietal anarchical relations, which they claimed was fundamentally different from the subject matter of social and political theory, i.e. intrasocietal hierarchical relations (Wight 1966). This distinction finds its strongest expression in neorealism or structural realism. Adducing the apparent consistency in the nature of world politics for millennia, despite wide variation in the internal constitutions of societies, neorealist scholars posit that the nature and form of international relations follows from their external arrangement, hence the idea of a ‘system’ or ‘structure’. From this inverted Parsonianism it also follows that in the long run political anarchy and its corollary of the ‘security dilemma’ force all states to follow a fundamentally similar pattern of external behaviour irrespective of the specificities of their internal (social) constitution and dynamics (Waltz 1979; cf. Keohane 1986). This strategic pattern is furnished by ‘self-help’ and the ‘balance of power’.

Mainstream IR’s supra-sociological conception of international relations has been challenged by a variety of critical approaches including the English School, historical materialism, constructivism, poststructuralism, post-colonialism, and feminism. Yet, in their concentrated endeavours to de-reify anarchy, these approaches have neglected the vital significance of supplying a coherent social theory of the international as a distinct and emergent field of causality. As a result, neorealists tend to win the day by throwing the charge of ‘domestic analogy’ or ‘reductionism’ at their critics (Bull 1966; Waltz 1979).

Historical sociological approaches within IR are an important case in point (e.g. Buzan and Little 2000, 2002; Hobden 1998; Hobden and Hobson 2002; Jarvis 1989). They have highlighted, from different perspectives, neorealism’s historical lacuna through critical accounts of temporal variation in the form and mode of states-systems (e.g. Krasner 2001; Rosenberg 1994; Ruggie 1993; Spruyt 1994; Teschke 2002, 2003). However, central to neorealism’s theoretical edifice is, as pointed out above, its ahistorical and supra-social concept of the international. Ultimately, it is this conceptual shield that historical sociological critiques of IR have challenged historically but failed to penetrate theoretically.

Of course, historical sociologists customarily assert the totality of the social world that also incorporates international relations (e.g. Hobden 2002: 43). But such formal assertions have not been accompanied by explicitly social theories that conceptually incorporate this logical incorporation. As a result, IR’s assimilation of the insights and concepts of historical sociology has so far failed to effectively jettison neorealism’s central claim concerning the theoretical incomprehensibility of the international in sociological terms.

IR’s key theoretical problem therefore arguably lies not so much in its low level of historical sociological substance, which of course is true, but in a longstanding theoretical lacuna in historical sociology bequeathed by social theory, i.e. the absence of a theoretical incorporation of the international as a causal and constitutive dimension of social reality. It is this failure that has enabled IR to establish and maintain itself as a separate discipline and take theoretical ownership of the international, which, as a result, has been removed even further away from the domain of social theory, where it really belongs. Overcoming this problem, as I argued above, requires the replacement of social theory’s ontologically singular conception of society with a plural one. This is precisely what the consecutive ‘waves of historical sociology’ have so far failed to undertake (Evans et al. 1985; Hobden and Hobson 2002; Mann 1986; Skocpol 1979; Tilly 1975; cf. Hobson 2011, 2012).



Marxism and international relations

How about Marxism? Does it display a deeper and more explicit intellectual appreciation of the causal relation between international relations and social change? This is a pertinent question given that a key element of Marx’s theory of modernity is the idea that the capitalist mode of production has an organic propensity towards geographical expansion (Marx and Engels 1985). Indeed, Marx argued that the tendency towards the creation of the world market exists in the very concept of capital (Marx 1993: 408). He also made many acute observations about the differentiated experiences of capitalist development outside Europe (Anderson 2010). But ultimately, Marx held on to an essentially eurocentric position contained in statements such as the bourgeoisie ‘creates a world after its own image’ (Marx and Engels 1985: 84) or ‘the country that is more developed industrially only shows to the less developed, the image of its own future’ (Marx 1990: 91). But this sanguine forecast has generally been at odds with the actuality of capitalist globalization, generating a key problematic for Marxism after Marx (Gramsci 1999: Ch. 2; Lenin 1964; Zedong 1967). Why?

Marx regarded the modern transformation of West European societies, England more specifically, as a historical rupture in their previous social forms. This rupture in turn radically altered relations between world cultures and societies. In this argumentation Marx relied primarily on a historical comparison between the new and the older European social forms. At this level, therefore, Marx explained a process of social change after the fact. Consequently, his approach was historical and Europe-centred (Kaviraj 2005). But his conceptualization of capitalism’s worldwide expansion from its English epicentre was largely before the fact and hence essentially prognostic, based on comparison with the English experience whose own international dimension he failed to explicitly theorize (more on this in Chapters 3 and 7). Marx was of course aware of the spatial dimension of capitalist development but tended to reduce it to the problems it posed to capital accumulation and not to social development per se (e.g. Marx 1993: 539–40). Marx therefore assumed that cultural differences and political boundaries between societies would ultimately become obsolete in the face of the self-universalizing force of capital. His notion of the ‘annihilation of space by time’ (Marx 1993: 539) captured this basic approach to the question of space and development.

The fact and consequences of the world’s socio-political fragmentation were therefore not incorporated into Marx’s theory of history. In fact Marx’s monumental Capital involves an explicit abstraction from international relations (Marx 1990: 727; cf. Althusser 2001: 49). Moreover, as David Harvey (2004: 73) points out, Marx constructed his general theory of capital accumulation based on ‘certain crucial assumptions which broadly match those of classical political economy and which exclude primitive accumulation processes’. And these assumptions, Harvey (2004: 74) argues, ‘relegate accumulation based upon predation, fraud, and violence to an “original stage” that is considered no longer relevant or, as with Luxemburg, as being somehow “outside of the capitalist system”’. Harvey fails to add that ‘predation, fraud, and violence’ presuppose a societal multiplicity whose constitutive significance in capitalist accumulation is further heightened if we also consider the resistance and proactive responses of the societies subjected to these practices.

All in all, then, theoretically Marx tended to view capitalism’s expansion as a transnational Anglo-centred process that unfolded in a temporally differentiated fashion generating essentially similar outcomes, a tendency that was in tension with his empirical observations of capitalist development in backward European countries and the colonial and non-European world (see Anderson 2010). Having said that, there is evidence that Marx grew dissatisfied with this eurocentric approach to modern development hence his late-life warning against the generalization of his ‘historical sketch of the genesis of capitalism in Western Europe’ into a ‘historico-philosophic theory of the general path every people is fated to tread’ (Marx 1977: 572). But death prevented Marx from elaborating in a more systematic and substantive way on the theoretical implications of this important observation (more on this in Chapter 7).

The conceptualization of the spatial dimension of capitalist development therefore remained a key problem for Marxists after Marx (see inter alia Luxemburg 1963; Hilferding 1981; Kautsky 1914; Lenin 1939; Frank 1969; Wallerstein 1974; Harvey 2001, 2003; Callinicos 2009). Two key ideas in particular have framed Marxists’ responses to the problem of the international: ‘uneven development’ and ‘imperialism’. As a descriptive category uneven development can be traced back to Marx’s (1990: 798) discussion of differential growth within capitalism whereby the privatization of the means of production and socialization of production lead to the enrichment of a capitalist minority and the pauperization of the majority. But uneven development in the sense of asymmetric growth was also central to Marx’s conception of macro-historical social change as is evident in his theory of social revolution that rests on the idea of growing contradictions between forces and relations of production. What is important here is that for Marx, and most subsequent Marxists, ‘uneven development’ is a generic property of capitalism and delinked from the intrinsic unevenness of historical development. In other words, the unmediated derivation of uneven development from the inner logic of the capitalist mode of production involves the causal pacification of the specifically spatial dimension of social development that arises from the coexistence of multiple societies (e.g. Harvey 2006: 121).

The question of space and political geography assumed further importance with the outbreak of conflict among capitalist countries at the beginning of the twentieth century. This led to the formulation of classical Marxist theories of imperialism (Brewer 1990; Mommsen 1980). These theories’ basic claim was that the increasing concentration of capital and the growing implication of the state in the processes of capital accumulation at the national level intensified competition among capitalist states over cheap labour, raw materials, and foreign markets, igniting inter-state conflicts. Modern wars and geopolitical rivalry were therefore derived from the internal contradictions of capitalism spilling over nation-states’ boundaries. This derivative approach to international relations and geopolitics also marks Immanuel’s Wallerstein’s (1974) World-System theory. For, as Theda Skocpol (Skocpol 1994: 59; cf. Pitts 2012: 142–43) points out, the transnational framework of Wallerstein’s World-System theory is based on a ‘two-step reduction: first, a reduction of socioeconomic structure to determination by world market opportunities and technological production possibilities; and second, a reduction of state structures and policies to determination by dominant class interests’. These reductions entail a theoretical exclusion of the constitutive significance of political multiplicity and international relations. This exclusion is reproduced in more recent Marxian theories of imperialism. Hardt and Negri’s (2001) concept of ‘Empire’, for example, describes contemporary world order in terms of a diffused, decentred, and transnational rule of capital that has rendered the states-system and geopolitics obsolete, a contention severely problematized by the United States’ on-going ‘war on terror’ and recent Western interventions in the Middle East and North Africa. Proponents of ‘informal empire’, on the other hand, argue that the states-ystem continues to exist but under US hegemony is bereft of serious geopolitical rivalry (Panitch and Gindin 2004). Still more recent theories of imperialism have advanced the idea that contemporary imperialist wars and interventions can be explained in terms of the intersection of the two essentially autonomous ‘logics’ of capital and geopolitics (Callinicos 2009; Harvey 2003). The concept of the ‘mode of foreign relations’ (van der Pijl 2007) also represents a dualistic approach to space and social reproduction.

These new approaches arguably display more theoretical sensitivity to the consequences of the world’s political fragmentation for the actual processes of capitalist development. But ultimately they also follow the logic of Skocpol’s intervention, which as we saw suffers from the problematic gap between its meta-theoretical diagnosis and meso-theoretical treatment of the problem of internalism. In other words, contemporary Marxist approaches tend to incorporate the international at an intermediate theoretical level which leaves the general abstractions of Marxist theory, and therefore its internalist mode, intact. This results in either committing the error of the ‘follies of globalisation theory’ (Rosenberg 2000) by falsely declaring the end of the international (Hardt and Negri 2001), or an implicit adoption of its realist reification (Harvey 2003; cf. Davenport 2013). As a direct result of their ontologically singular conception of the social, contemporary Marxist approaches therefore remain susceptible to the theoretical under-appreciation of the intrinsically interactive and multilinear character of development, and hence to eurocentrism. However, there is a remarkable exception to this Marxist tendency: Leon Trotsky’s idea of uneven and combined development.



Leon Trotsky: uneven and combined development

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century a mechanical materialism with a thoroughly linear conception of history had dominated the Marxist movement through the intellectual authority of the Second International. A key political feature of this approach was the idea of the ‘two stage revolution’, the assumption that a socialist revolution could only follow a successful bourgeois-democratic revolution, which would develop capitalism as the necessary foundation for the higher socialist and communist societies. Given the embryonic nature of capitalist development in Tsarist Russia at the time, it was a common belief among Marxists that Russia was ‘unripe’ for a socialist revolution. This view was neatly summarized by Engels who in 1885 claimed that Russia was approaching ‘its 1789’ (cited in Molyneux 1981: 18). However, the 1905 revolution and the role of the Russian proletariat in that revolution posed a fundamental challenge to this axiom. Trotsky’s intervention took place against this intellectual and political background.

In Trotsky’s early works, 1905 (Trotsky 1972) in particular, one can already see the seeds of the idea of uneven and combined development.9 But it is in the introductory chapter to his magisterial book The History of Russian Revolution (1985) that Trotsky gives the idea full and explicit expression. After sketching a panoramic, dynamic, and evocative history of Russia, Trotsky makes a fundamental statement regarding the nature of the social world: ‘unevenness [is] the most general law of the historic process’.10 Trotsky’s ascription of universality to unevenness is of great importance in two interrelated respects. Firstly, for Trotsky universal unevenness is a general abstraction that is constructed inductively and historically. However, it also performs a deductive role in that it suffuses all subsequent claims regarding the nature and forms of social change. Thus, Trotsky (1986: 97) argues that the universal quality of developmental unevenness as a concept does not possess the static coherence of formal rationalism but the dynamic historicity of a dialectical process. Unevenness is therefore a universal property of the historic process that is not statically supra-historical but dynamically trans-historical and therefore utterly social.

Secondly, both semantically and historically, unevenness naturally incorporates difference.
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